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1. Beginning in the early 12th century, during the period between the First and Second Crusades, European royal families, their peerage and others who received the honor of knighthood, identified themselves on the battlefield through distinctive symbols and devices.  The helmet covered the face and made identification difficult or impossible without identifying symbols.  These symbols were first known as cognizances and were painted on the shields and embroidered on the pennons or banners of the lances.

2. By the 13th century, official cognizances began to appear on embroidered cloth over the knight’s armor.  This practice gave rise to the term coat of arms.  Later the term also began to refer to the shield, its crest, and its scroll which bore a name or motto.  The field of battle was not the only place where coats of arms were displayed.  The tournament of arms was also common during this period.  It was ideal for displays of heraldry, and usually included exhibition of the armor, coats of arms, and banners of those taking part.

3. Officials for these tournaments were known as heralds.  To herald something is to give notice of or announce.  In the beginning, the herald’s duties were merely the making of announcements and the marshalling of combatants.  Later the duties also included tracing and recording genealogies and insignia.  Eventually their knowledge of the subject enabled them to become artisans who developed a strict code of devising, blazoning and granting armorial insignia.  This is what is known as heraldry.

4. A subject related to heraldry is vexillology, the study of flags.  This is much older than heraldry.  Its first use was seen in ancient Egypt where solid flag-like objects were used to identify various parts of the kingdom.  Symbols of this type were used in similar ways by the ancient civilizations of Persia, Greece, and Rome.

5. More than any other ancient people, the Romans refined these symbols primarily for military purposes.  Each unit of their army bore its own standard.  The Roman eagle was made famous by the standards of the Roman legions.  It was the ancient Romans who introduced the vexillum, the first true flag.  Designed to be carried on horseback, they were made of a square of dark red cloth attached to a horizontal cross bar near the top of a long pole.  On the cloth would be painted an illustration or an inscription or both.  They were often incorporated in the Roman standard, which always displayed medals and badges.  The primary purpose of the Roman standard and vexillum, as in heraldry, was to identify the combatants.

6. Flags were usually made of plain fabric until the Crusades (11th–13th centuries) when designs became widespread.  For many centuries flags were commonly used on the battlefield.  With the development of European heraldry, flags (banners) identified individuals as well as groups.  The American military uses flags in a similar way, putting flags on vehicles and over battle headquarters.  From the 16th century on, regiments and companies developed their own flags for battle, known as colors, but later they were used only for ceremonial purposes, not being sturdy enough for battle.

7. Although it is much younger, heraldry has had a tremendous influence on vexillology.  New types of flags grew out of heraldry, as did many of the rules for their design and use, but, whether a coat of arms or a flag is used, they both have served essentially the same purpose.  In the confusion of the battlefield they provide and easy way to identify friend or foe.

8. The basis of heraldic design is visual symbolism.  Symbols are in common use throughout the world.  Some examples included the red and white striped pole of the barber; the mortar and pestle of the pharmacist; the snake entwined on a wooden staff, of the medical doctor, and so on.  There are hundreds of such symbols that require no explanation.  The symbols used in Air Force heraldry should be made up of very basic, easily understood symbols that communicate who you are.

9. In addition to the aforementioned function of identifying friend or foe, one of the functions of armorial insignia is to show affiliation with and loyalty to a leader, organization, or country.  To show affiliation with the Air Force, its unit’s emblems must always have the Air Force colors, ultramarine blue and golden yellow, in their designs.

10. Another function is to promote esprit de corps and a sense of belonging.  This is accomplished when a particularly attractive design is achieved, when an emblem has been with a unit for a very long time, and when the unit has distinguished itself, especially in battle.  The age of an emblem or its use in combat sets it apart from other designs and gives it more value.

11. Yet another function, especially with flags, is to express ideas that would otherwise take many words.  This might be accomplished with colors alone, but in heraldry this usually involves the depiction of physical objects.  The Air Force uses the heraldic thunderbolt over a nebuly line to symbolize the idea of airpower.

12. The function of flags and emblems has never been, however, to indicate the unique mission, equipment, components, or other potentially sensitive or detailed information about the individual or unit.  In the case of the official Air Force emblem, what the unit does, precisely where it is based, what equipment it uses, and other detailed information should not be communicated through the charges on an emblem.  This, and the use of cartoon characters, were a very common practice during World War II and have since been the cause of national embarrassment for the United States.  This policy changed decades ago, but many members of the U.S. military have not caught on.

13. Since heraldry is often part of the uniform it is important to make a good impression with civilians and members of other units, especially foreign units.  Members of the military from the nations of Europe are generally well versed in the principles of heraldry having grown up with it, their cultures being imbued with it for centuries.  In America, there is no royalty or peerage, and certainly no knighthood, and so we are unfamiliar with the subject.  When American servicemen rub shoulders with their European counterparts, whether they like it or not, their heraldry is evaluated, probably on a subconscious level.  If we don’t measure up, it shows—every time we wear the uniform.  Airmen from the active-duty Air Force also notice inferior designs.

14. The object of a unit seeking an effective official emblem should first consider how pleasing to the eye the artwork is (an ugly emblem will not meet its objective, no matter what else is right about it).  Other considerations should include the ideas it expresses; what loyalties or affiliations it shows; what symbols are wanted in the design (for ANG units this usually includes something that symbolizes the state, but should not be visually obvious); and simplicity of design.

15. It is a very common error for units to try to symbolize every aspect of their mission.  In this effort they grossly violate the principles of heraldry by attempting to show detailed information about their unit and cluttering the design.  A simple, highly symbolic emblem is far more desirable and attractive.  When official Air Force emblems are well executed they are a source of great pride for their airmen and usually withstand the test of time.
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