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The Contract Broken, and Restored
Air Rescue in Operation Inherent Resolve, 2014–2017  

(Part 1 of 2)

Forrest L. Marion

In every major conflict since Korea in the early 1950s, the prospect of a US Air 
Force helicopter crew prepared to put it all on the line to pick up a US or 
coalition Airman downed behind enemy lines, denied areas, or in potentially 

hostile waters has proven, again and again, an incalculable morale boost to friendly 
aircrews. That assurance has also provided the tangible benefit of returning com-
batants to their units to continue the fight.1 Moreover, the rescue crews themselves 
shared in the morale factor. One Sikorsky H-5 helicopter pilot during 1950–1951 
in Korea recalled, “After a successful rescue mission, morale would be sky high—
from the rescue crew right down to the administrative clerk—they had all had a 
part in it.”2 Although the doctrinal lesson seemed to be forgotten for several years 
around 1960, the Korean conflict established the concept of air rescue “as an inte-
gral part of U.S. fighting forces.”3

The mission of rescuing downed Airmen from the harsh terrain and freezing 
waters of Korea, the steamy jungles of Southeast Asia, and, more recently, from the 
sometimes even harsher terrain and climate of Afghanistan and Iraq has garnered 
wide recognition, numerous awards for valor, and heartfelt appreciation for the air 
rescue community and those special operations and sister service rotary- wing air-
crews who have also performed combat rescues. Since 2014, however, in the ongo-
ing US–coalition operation against the Islamic State (ISIS, ISIL, or Daesh) known 
as Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR), the fact that friendly forces have lost no 
more than two manned aircraft over ISIS- controlled or denied territory—and 
none to date since providing a dedicated and realistic rescue capability for the 
Iraq–Syria theater of operations in 2015—has meant the value of the Combat 
Search and Rescue/Personnel Recovery (CSAR/PR) capability has been strictly 
moral (boosting aircrew morale) rather than material (returning downed Airmen) 
in nature. Although a 100-percent rate of returning downed Airmen home has 
been a rarity in military history, it is exactly in line with US–coalition wishes. 
Sometimes the goal has been achieved. In the 1999 NATO air campaign against 
the Milošević regime in Serbia, the United States lost two aircraft, an F-117 and 
an F-16. In both cases, US special operations rotary- wing forces rescued the pilot. 
There were no other coalition losses of manned aircraft over enemy territory.4
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The Rise of ISIS and the Tepid US Response5

A recent, acclaimed study observes that the “uniquely abhorrent jihadist move-
ment” ISIS arose by 2012 out of the turmoil of the Syrian Civil War and, not long 
after—taking advantage of the vacuum created by the Obama administration’s 
complete withdrawal of US forces from Iraq at the end of 2011—expanded the 
organization’s brutal reach to encompass sizable portions of Iraq and Syria. After 
capturing Iraq’s second- largest city, Mosul, in June 2014, the group’s leader, Abu 
Bakr al- Baghdadi, declared the so- called Islamic State a caliphate, with its capital 
at Raqqa, Syria. Within two months, flush with captured US weapons, Humvees, 
and M1 Abrams tanks, ISIS threatened the lives of tens of thousands of Kurds in 
northern Syria. Faced with an impending catastrophe and likely genocide against 
the Kurds, the Obama administration committed US air assets to protect, as the 
president stated, US personnel in the area and to provide humanitarian relief to 
thousands of civilians “trapped on a mountain without food and water.”6 Only 
months earlier, the president had famously referred to the now- rampaging ISIS as 
“a jayvee team” in comparison with its predecessor, al- Qaeda in Iraq.7 The air strikes 
that followed the president’s decision were the “first American use of kinetic air-
power in Iraq” (relating to strikes by ordnance as opposed to nonkinetic airpower 
such as intelligence- gathering) in the almost three years since the US withdrawal.8

Statements such as “ISIL is not ‘Islamic’” revealed the administration’s reluc-
tance to face the unpleasant realities on the ground.9 It took the Pentagon until 
15 October—two months from the start of combat operations—to announce the 
designation “Operation Inherent Resolve” for what included a pinprick air cam-
paign averaging less than 10 sorties a day. Noted military strategist Anthony 
Cordesman deemed the US–coalition air effort in the fall of 2014 as “little more 
than military tokenism” and “simply too small and unfocused.”10 Another defense 
analyst viewed the effort as applying “the least amount of force possible while 
still claiming credit for doing something about the Islamic State.”11 John R. 
Bolton, who in 2018 became Pres. Donald Trump’s national security advisor, had 
written four years earlier that Obama’s policies “have been haphazard and con-
fused, especially the halting, timid decision to intervene militarily.”12 Although 
the US- coalition eventually increased its strike sortie rate and began targeting 
the source of the vast majority of ISIS’s revenues—oil and its financial infra-
structure—in early 2016 John Andreas Olsen’s Airpower Applied characterized 
Inherent Resolve as oxymoronic due to its continued “manifest absence of any 
such resolve.”13 (emphasis added)
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The Failure to Establish Dedicated CSAR/PR in OIR, 2014

The USAF, the Pentagon, and US Central Command (USCENTCOM) senior 
leadership exhibited an absence of resolve in two ways: 1), a hard fail, not adhering 
to joint personnel recovery doctrine during OIR’s first month (August–Septem-
ber 2014); and, 2), a soft fail, not meeting the traditional, historically based expec-
tations for dedicated CSAR/PR with a realistic chance of recovering USAF and 
other aviators for the next five months (September 2014–February 2015). The 
Makin Island Amphibious Ready Group arrived in the US Fifth Fleet area of 
operations on 12 September 2014. Shortly thereafter, a Marine MV-22 element 
was made available to the Commander Joint Task Force (CJTF)–OIR for PR 
duty; but between 8 August and early September there had been no PR force 
suitable for recovering a downed Airman.14

Consistent with the traditional expectations of Airmen, in 2001 Pres. George 
W. Bush—a former fighter pilot—directed that personnel recovery forces were to 
be in place before the start of combat operations in Afghanistan. Accordingly, the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), Gen Richard Myers, USAF, ac-
knowledged to Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, “Of course, we couldn’t 
start anything until CSAR was in place, so let’s talk about getting the CSAR in 
place.” They did so. But in 2014—amid an admittedly messy situation that re-
quired balancing insufficient dwell rates and assets and fluctuating administrative 
processes including those for requesting forces—the leadership failed to get PR 
(of any service capable of recovering a downed Airman) in place, much less the 
preferred PR mechanism of Air Force CSAR.15

That potentially consequential failure was the bottom line for some, perhaps 
many, Airmen, and it created angst among individuals up and down the chain of 
command who realized that the most- capable PR methodology was not being 
provided to Airmen operating over Iraq–Syria, with a despicable enemy on the 
ground below them.

PR Policy Background

A recent, authoritative study by three Joint Personnel Recovery Agency ( JPRA) 
experts began its policy discussion with reference to National Security Presiden-
tial Directive 12, United States Citizens Taken Hostage Abroad. The 2002 presiden-
tial directive stated, “The policy of the United States is to work diligently to free 
US citizens held hostage abroad, unharmed.” That was one of several foundations 
for PR, though the preferred scenario obviously was one that precluded personnel 
ever becoming a hostage. When the JPRA study was published in 2012, the most 
recent PR policy directive, DOD Directive (DODD) 3002.01E, Personnel Recov-
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ery in the Department of Defense (2009) stated, “Preserving the lives and well- being 
of U.S. military, DoD civilians, and DoD contractor personnel authorized to ac-
company the U.S. Armed Forces who are in danger of becoming . . . [isolated] 
while participating in U.S.-sponsored activities or missions, is one of the highest 
priorities of the Department of Defense.” The JPRA authors pointed out that 
each service “has developed distinct tactics and techniques to perform PR, based 
upon doctrinal guidance in JP 3-50, Personnel Recovery, republished on 20 De-
cember 2011.” The above joint publication included an Air Force annex that 
stated, “CSAR is the operational capability that enables USAF rescue forces to 
respond effectively across the range of military operations. It is normally accom-
plished with a mix of dedicated and augmenting assets.” (emphasis added) Another 
passage stated simply, “CSAR is the primary USAF recovery method.”16

Air Force doctrine called for CSAR/PR to be in place prior to the start of 
hostilities. In Air Force Doctrine Document (AFDD) 3-50, Personnel Recovery 
Operations (PRO], published in 2005 and updated on 1 November 2011, the ser-
vice’s position was that “the Air Force has always been committed to the recovery 
of any isolated personnel,” even though previous doctrine “overly focused on the 
rescue of aircrews.” One of its foundational doctrine statements was, “[CSAR] is 
how the Air Force accomplishes the PR recovery task.” (emphasis added) How-
ever, in 2014, the plan for dedicated PR for the recovery of isolated personnel 
during the first six months of OIR was decidedly suboptimal, and the joint task 
force lacked a dedicated Air Force CSAR capability for the benefit of any downed 
aircrew during the same period. If only senior leaders could have been accused of 
being “overly focused” on the rescue of aircrews, as AFDD 3-50 confessed had 
been the case in earlier conflicts.17

 The doctrine contained in PRO envisioned a different scenario, and it harkened 
back to General Myers and Operation Enduring Freedom:

PRO forces should deploy in theater prior to the start of hostilities and be prepared 
to provide immediate PRO mission capability with minimal support airlift. . . . The 
initial deployment of PR forces in support of Operation ENDURING FREE-
DOM (OEF) represents a perfect example of the significant emphasis that com-
batant commanders and Service chiefs put on PR. Military commanders delayed 
decisive operations until the [joint force commander] established an adequate 
PR capability. Another way to look at this, OEF demonstrated the need to have PR 
forces in place prior to commencement of combat operations.18 (emphasis added)

Historically, Airmen understood that “an adequate PR capability” for those con-
ducting flight operations over hostile territory meant CSAR.

As the president had directed and CJCS Myers indicated, “getting the CSAR 
in place” was the full expectation of USAF, if not also Naval, aviators. That was 
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despite the fact that the terms dedicated and CSAR did not appear in the (above) 
excerpt from PRO. These terms appeared at least half a dozen times in the short 
PRO document. In its most detailed passage, the PRO doctrine writers stated, 
“Dedicated forces include rotary- and fixed- wing aircraft, specially trained ‘battle-
field Airmen,’ and specific duty positions crucial in the [personnel recovery op-
erations] execution.” The doctrine document referred to “dedicated ground or air-
borne alert posture,” “dedicated PRO forces,” and “dedicated Air Force assets that 
organize, train, and perform personnel recovery operations.”19 (emphases added)

The key term was dedicated, an adjective meaning “given over to a particular 
purpose.” In an Air Force doctrine context, for decades that purpose was under-
stood to mean the combat rescue of Airmen (or special operators) downed in 
enemy- held or denied territory. A standard judicial doctrine of statutory interpre-
tation presumes that legislators include certain words because they have signifi-
cance. If a similar approach may be permitted in the case of a doctrinal document, 
the repeated inclusion of the term dedicated must be understood as having sig-
nificance. That significance was to convey that rescue assets (aircraft, personnel, 
organizations, and equipment) were “given over” to the sole purpose of combat 
rescue/personnel recovery. Otherwise, the word would not have been used or was 
used without meaning.20

Since CSAR was the Air Force’s mechanism, methodology, or “how the Air 
Force accomplishes the PR recovery task,” were Airmen at fault for anticipating 
that the joint force commander would provide CSAR when they operated over 
hostile territory? Moreover, when it came to bringing back a downed Airman 
from enemy territory, it was inarguable that no other PR methodology topped 
CSAR. That was to be expected, as no other service had assets tasked solely with 
PR. Was not a dedicated CSAR team the implied contract the country had led its 
Airmen to expect since the Korea–to–Southeast Asia era, validated (albeit with 
some failures along the way) in every conflict in the half- century since? If perhaps 
that was asking too much, joint and service doctrine called for some service’s 
methodology of PR before the commencement of combat operations. Gen James 
Jones, USMC, the former commander of European Command, expressed it this 
way, albeit more broadly: “The military must have a ‘social contract’ with the troops 
and must never see them as expendable.” However, in OIR such support was no-
where to be found for the first month. And for the following five months, did a 
PR force based approximately 600 miles away and close to three- hours’ flight time 
from the target area meet the intent?21
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From Zero to TRAP, But No Air Force CSAR in 2014

In terms of CSAR/PR, the OEF experience became a lesson unlearned during 
the early part of OIR. Perhaps even more important during OIR’s first six months, 
however, the limited CSAR/PR capability stressed planners, fliers, and tactical 
commanders alike. One PR planner, who in 2014 worked at the JPRA and later 
at the US Air Forces Central Command (USAFCENT) headquarters at Shaw 
AFB, South Carolina, Dr. Erick W. Nason, put the matter bluntly: “One of the 
biggest concerns that came up was Personnel Recovery: there was none. . . . When 
this crisis began, there was no capability within the theater to support anything [in 
terms of PR] in Iraq,” despite the fact that USCENTCOM required a four- hour 
response as the command’s planning base line.22 (emphasis added)

Even a four- hour response was “not serious” in the view of noted airpower and 
air rescue historian Darrel Whitcomb, and it reflected “an expectation of a low 
probability of an isolating event.” Whitcomb pointed out that “such an elongated 
response time did not fit historical norms for our recovery forces established in 
Southeast Asia, Desert Storm, or [Operation Iraqi Freedom/Operation Enduring 
Freedom], where as a general principle, increased response time to an isolating 
event was related to a lower probability of recovery.” For perhaps the first time 
since the summer of 1950 when USAF aircrews were expected to “walk out” if 
downed over North Korea, amazingly in 2014 the initial PR plan was “self- 
recovery,” recalled Nason, a former US Army Ranger who finished his military 
career as a PR planner, retiring in 2005. Initially for OIR, isolated personnel were 
to try to make their own way to the US embassy in Baghdad. Worse still, isolated 
personnel could not expect the assistance of friendly local nationals, according to 
Nason, because the Iraqi evasion network “didn’t exist” after 2011. When OIR 
began, perhaps adding to their chagrin, US aircrews received none of the gold 
coins their predecessors in Korea had enjoyed in case they had to buy their way 
home. For a time, they were truly on their own. In 2014, in a de facto sense the 
contract was broken, a disgrace that remained largely hidden only by the fact that 
no US Airman was burned alive before viewers worldwide.23

The embassy in Baghdad might have helped more than a safe house, but US-
AFCENT PR planners were told the three MH-60 helicopters attached to the 
embassy were unavailable for personnel recovery. While the embassy maintained 
a PR cell, local force protection issues overwhelmed the responsible individual, 
leaving no time for PR planning. Nason recalled that with the initial deployment 
of special operations teams to Baghdad, “our biggest concern [was] that we were 
on our own.” Given the Obama administration’s concern for limiting the number 
of boots on the ground, it took until September or October to get a Special Op-
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erations Command Central (SOCCENT) PR planner/coordinator into Iraq to 
support the SOCCENT teams that, by then, had been on the ground for weeks, 
if not a month or longer.24

Col Dustin P. Smith, at different times in 2014 the USAFCENT chief of staff 
and operations director, remarked four years later that OIR had “hit at an incon-
venient time for the Air Force,” which was battling manpower cuts and sequestra-
tion. Airframes were in short supply as well, and he recalled USAFCENT was 
“constantly doing this shuffle . . . of resources around the [area of responsibility],” 
in part because for years Air Force HH-60Gs had been performing so many ca-
sualty evacuation missions in Iraq and Afghanistan. Moreover, the rules for re-
questing forces in the operational theater were changing, adding to the challenge 
of meeting a legitimate requirement such as dedicated CSAR/PR. Smith’s bot-
tom line was that it was “a capacity issue . . . the Air Force just didn’t have it,” he 
said. In one individual- level case that illustrated the USAF’s internal turmoil, a 
recently promoted colonel who had completed a doctorate paid for by the Air 
Force less than two years earlier was forced to retire in 2014, the shortsighted 
decision of a selective early retirement board. Another factor may have been the 
Obama administration’s Asia- Pacific “pivot,” which, in the view of the USAF-
CENT chief of PR in 2014, Maj Aaron B. Griffith, added to USCENTCOM’s 
reluctance to send PR forces back into Iraq.25

In September, a US Marine Corps element consisting of MV-22 tilt- rotor air-
craft—detached temporarily from its amphibious ready group—was “chopped” to 
the joint task force and appeared regularly on the air tasking order for OIR PR 
duty. The MV-22s were more or less dedicated PR assets for the next five months. 
While the Marines’ MV-22 capability was welcomed, the USMC tactical recov-
ery of aircraft and personnel (TRAP) team was far from optimal for OIR’s condi-
tions. First, the aircraft were based in Kuwait, about 600 miles from the area of 
operations. Response times depended on several factors, including the location of 
any isolated personnel, TRAP team alert status, threat, and weather conditions, 
but under the best of circumstances PR planners expected about a 2.5-hour flight 
time from launch (which might take up to an hour from notification) to being 
overhead of a survivor in northern Iraq–Syria. The historical record of successful 
rescues in prior conflicts made that length of time problematic, and any downed 
Airman was placed at high risk to capture and exploitation. In 2015, former spe-
cial operator and combat veteran Nolan Peterson, writing for The Daily Signal, 
reported the TRAP team’s transit time from its then- undisclosed location “is too 
long to give downed pilots a realistic chance to evade the enemy.”26
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(US Marine Corps photo by LCpl Skyler E. Treverrow)

Figure 1. Tactical Recovery of Aircraft and Personnel rehearsal. US Marines with 2nd 
Battalion, 7th Marine Regiment, Special Purpose Marine Air Ground Task Force–Crisis Re-
sponse–Central Command (SPMAGTF- CR- CC), conduct a security patrol during a Tactical 
Recovery of Aircraft and Personnel rehearsal drill in the US Central Command area of op-
erations, 25 October 2014. The Marines and Sailors of SPMAGTF–CR–CC serve as an ex-
peditionary, crisis- response force tasked with supporting operations, contingencies, and 
security cooperation in Marine Corps Forces Central Command and USCENTCOM.

Second, the TRAP teams were not particularly well trained for CSAR/PR, at 
least initially. Because TRAP was an additional capability and not a primary mis-
sion, the teams could hardly have been expected to be as capable as those Air 
Force units for which rescue was their bread and butter. Col Gregory A. Roberts, 
the 1st Expeditionary Rescue Group’s (1ERQG) commander when it activated in 
2015, recalled that his pararescuemen (the enlisted were known as PJs, for para-
jumpers) and PJ support personnel worked with both the Marines’ TRAP in 
Kuwait and, later, the Navy’s MH-60S element at Erbil, Iraq, starting with the 
basics of “communication for picking up a guy with a PRC90 or PRC112 [sur-
vival] radio. . . . And we worked with them on very basic [tactics, techniques, and 
procedures] to ingress and egress an uncontested zone. We never got to contested 
zones, at least in 2016.” (emphasis added) In one training exercise held at the 
Udari Range in Kuwait in March 2016, the Marine MV-22 element participated 
with USAF HC-130 and pararescue members. In 2019, former PR chief, now–Lt 
Col Aaron Griffith, felt the TRAP team’s training had brought them “signifi-
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cantly closer in capability to that of CSAR forces.” Still, the bottom line expressed 
by one A-10C Sandy-1 (CSAR flight lead) pilot, Maj Michael R. Dumas, was 
simply, “TRAP is not CSAR, it’s TRAP.” His point was beyond dispute: the term 
itself—Tactical Recovery of Aircraft and Personnel—demonstrated a divided pur-
pose, clearly at odds with the sole purpose of Air Force CSAR/PR, which was the 
rescue or recovery of the downed personnel.27 (emphasis added)

Perhaps the Operation Odyssey Dawn, March 2011, recovery in eastern Libya 
of a downed F-15E Strike Eagle pilot, call sign Bolar-34, by an MV-22 may 
have encouraged OIR’s personnel recovery planners three years later. The rescue 
was successful and was executed quickly and in a chaotic environment. The re-
covery itself was uncontested, but, unfortunately, was marred by a US helicopter’s 
strafing of (friendly) Libyan rebel forces who were attempting to assist the pilot 
(rebel forces had recovered the Strike Eagle’s weapon systems officer, or WSO). 
After the WSO had been rescued, the villagers “had a celebration for him,” stated 
one of them. However, at the time the TRAP team was unaware of all that and 
so rightly protected the downed Airman from the unknown elements approach-
ing his position.28

But, third, in Roberts’ view the MV-22 did not hover well, especially in the 
desert, and it was very difficult to land well in the fine powdery sand. Moreover, 
“the crews don’t typically train to the brown- out landings [as] the AF rescue helos 
do, or the [Air Force] AFSOC CV-22 crews,” wrote Colonel Roberts two years 
after finishing his second command tour in a USCENTCOM combat theater.29

It was only after 1st Lt Moaz Youssef al- Kasasbeh of the Jordanian Air Force 
(call sign Blade-11) was downed in late December, and then gruesomely burned 
to death by ISIS a week or two later, that US leadership awakened to the CSAR/
PR situation and quickly moved to deploy dedicated helicopters to Iraq. And if 
anyone in US leadership still required convincing, coalition members demanded 
the Americans increase their personnel recovery posture if they expected partner 
air forces to fly combat sorties over ISIS- held territory.30

Blade-11 had landed in the water and was quickly rolled- up by ISIS forces in 
the vicinity. In Colonel Roberts’s view, there had been virtually no chance of res-
cuing him without an immediately ready CSAR aircraft operating within perhaps 
20 miles of the downed pilot’s location. One former official at USAFCENT 
headquarters stated, “When that Jordanian pilot was [downed] we really did not 
have a way to rapidly go get that guy [even] if we had the opportunity.” From his 
perspective as a former PR chief, Lieutenant Colonel Griffith added that, unfor-
tunately, Blade-11 had been “completely incapable and untrained to effect his 
own evasion and recovery,” which highlighted the lack of some coalition partners’ 
training in personnel recovery.31
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Others expressed similar concerns. Lt Col James E. Brunner, an HC-130 in-
structor pilot who deployed to Ali Al Salem AB, Kuwait, commanded, first, the 
26th Expeditionary Rescue Squadron within the 1ERQG in 2015, and, later, the 
79th Rescue Squadron. He recalled that the lack of CSAR/PR at the outset of 
OIR made him “very uncomfortable.” He went on to express his perspective, one 
traditionally shared by the rescue community, “We are the first in, we get there 
before anything even starts to happen, and we’re the last out, when the last bomb 
has been dropped. . . . That was always my expectation.”32

By September 2014, the PR reality—an MV-22 perhaps three hours away—was 
not what Airmen had come to expect, even if personnel recovery doctrine was ar-
guably met. In an interview four years later, Colonel Roberts described the recovery 
capability during the early months of OIR in late 2014 as “a patchwork of non- 
dedicated [CSAR/PR] assets that the Joint Personnel Recovery Center [ JPRC at] 
Al Udeid could have put together on behalf of the CENTCOM commander to 
effect a combat search and rescue recovery.” Any mission in the first six months of 
OIR to retrieve isolated personnel would have been ad hoc. Moreover, the MV-22s 
were not “optimized” for personnel recovery in the operational area, he added, 
perhaps referring mainly to the lengthy flight time required to reach an isolated 
member in northern Iraq–Syria. In 2015, an Erbil- based pararescueman was not 
wide of the mark when he stated, “If a pilot goes down, we’re their only chance,” 
surely an implicit acknowledgment that an MV-22 based in Kuwait several months 
earlier had been considered unlikely to arrive in time to make a difference. An 
Erbil- based Pave Hawk pilot who also deployed in 2015 described what his team’s 
rotary- wing assets had brought to the table. Several years later, Maj Thaddeus L. 
Ronnau, recalled, “We were the only dedicated CSAR platform with the reaction 
time, defensive systems, and the ‘legs’ to effectively cover the most- targeted areas.” 
Roberts was among several USAFCENT field- grade leaders who considered 
Blade-11’s downing and horrific death “a watershed moment,” wake- up call, or 
catalyst for USAFCENT’s forming the 1st Expeditionary Rescue Group.33

The Cultural Chasm of the Opposing Sides

One, perhaps telling, aspect to the establishment of a rescue organization to 
support OIR concerned the cultural or moral differences of the opposing sides. 
On one hand, for many decades US Air Force air rescue forces—specifically desig-
nated for that mission—have been viewed as the guys in “white hats,” willing to 
go to great personal risk to pluck a downed Airman from the enemy’s grasp. In his 
Search and Rescue in Southeast Asia, 1961–1975, noted airpower historian Earl H. 
Tilford, Jr. addressed three basic reasons for the American devotion of significant 
military resources for the purpose of rescuing downed Airmen: (1) the traditional, 
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which was to say, Judeo- Christian, “belief in the sanctity of human life”; (2) the 
high cost of training military pilots who might need to be replaced if not for a 
rescue capability; and, (3) the knowledge that fliers “performed their duties more 
efficiently knowing that every effort would be made to rescue them if they were 
shot down.” The last of these, the morale factor, has been highlighted many times 
from Korea to the post–9/11 global war.34

On the other hand, ISIS appeared as the very embodiment of evil. In some 
cases, its fighters not only butchered but reveled in their butchery—not only of 
enemy fighters but even civilian captives, including women and children. Unfor-
tunately, there was precedent during the 1820s for ISIS’s behavior in a region not 
far from the Levant. At a meeting held in New York City for the relief of the 
Greeks, Luther Bradish, Esq., who between 1819 and 1825 served as an envoy of 
Pres. John Quincy Adams—and in 1827 as the literary agent for novelist James 
Fenimore Cooper—reported his observations of the suffering Greeks in their 
quest for independence from the Turks:

I tell you that which I have myself seen. . . . I have seen the smoking ruins of her 
towns, and her villages—the devastation of her fields and her flocks. I have seen 
her peaceful inhabitants, men and women, murdered in cold blood. I have seen 
her daughters carried into slavery. I have seen them sold in the markets of Asia 
to furnish out the harems of her brutal oppressors. Nay, more, sir, I have seen the 
bleeding heads of her heroes, her patriots, and her venerable sages, exposed upon 
the gates of the seraglio, to the scoffs and insults of a ferocious fanatic, and infu-
riated mob. Each returning evening has brought new victims, and each succeed-
ing morning renewed this horrid spectacle.35

Bradish recounted that while traveling through Turkey on horseback he often 
encountered government couriers headed to Constantinople, their horses loaded 
with sacks. When he asked what the sacks contained, the cold reply was, “‘O 
nothing but Greek heads and ears.’” “This was not a circumstance that occurred 
rarely,” said Bradish, but it was almost a daily occurrence or even several times a 
day. Given ISIS’s disturbingly similar treatment of its victims two centuries 
later—those it killed, as well as the women and girls it enslaved—was not the 
impartial observer hard pressed to imagine a wider gulf between OIR’s belliger-
ents in terms of culture and morality on the battlefield? Simply put, one side, 
particularly its rescue force, embraced a culture of life; the other, ISIS, a culture of 
death. Although Pres. George W. Bush a decade earlier had described al- Qaeda 
in an address, not ISIS, he came close to acknowledging the same cultural chasm 
when he summed up the enemy’s creed as “a mindset that rejoices in suicide, in-
cites murder, and celebrates every death we mourn.” In contrast, Bush continued, 
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“We do love life, the life given to us and to all. We believe in the values that up-
hold the dignity of life.”36
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historian since 1998 at the Air Force Historical Research Agency, Maxwell AFB, Alabama. He retired as a colonel 
from the US Air Force Reserve in 2010 with 16 years of  active duty. His most recent publication is Flight Risk: The 
Coalition’s Air Advisory Mission in Afghanistan, 2005–2015 (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2018).
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