History of the Challenge Coin

The history of military challenge coins is widely debated, and their origin is rooted in the history

of civilizations from the Romans t omilitalge Amer i
challenge coins are a big part of military cultare incrasingly so in the civilian world. Chal-

lenge coins are a great way to boost morale, identify allegiance and are a terrific way to extend
onebs appreciation by saying Athank youo with
challenge coirisspecificallyin military untsd e monstr at e fproof of membe
with a specific unit or element extending esprit de corps and morale in its proud members. Then,
there is the timéonored tradition of slamming your unit challenge coin down in barstwke

has theirs. He who is last or without buys the first round. The traditions of unit challenge coins

date back to the World Wars, but their true origin is steeped in myths and legends. Regardless,
challenge coins are fun to give, receive and display.

Today, wedll explore the histor
their possible origins anekplain how military challenge coins have ma
their way into the White House, the United States Congress and the
est levels of the Pentagon, as senior guwent leaders have pressed
their own challenge coins to present to weabkerving recipients. While
the specific origin of military challenge coins may never be known, we
can certainly trace its history back to the first stamped coinage of the
man Empie and its legionnaires.

The Romans Built this Place

During ancient times, kings and emperors shaped precious metals with their image as currency
for the exchange of goods and services. The Roman Emperor Maximus was one such leader who
also had legionariesho fought for Rome. The legionnaire was not always a Roman citizen, but
often mercenaries who fought for payment of their professional skills. They were often rewarded

: handsomely by the emperors of Rome for their exploits in battle, as it was
in the bestnterest of the emperor to keep his military force well financed.
The payment of legionnaires in pressed, metal coins is likely the first rec-
orded military challenge coin in the
good place to begin. The Romans wer@agithe first to stamp precious
metals into coins, and given their veracity of lasgale military forces,
why not bestow upon the Romans the mythological origin of challenge
coins.

The Great Wars of the World

One particular story datesilitary challengecoins back to World War | (1914918)and a
wealthy military officer who had bronze medallions struck with his flying squadron insignia
stamped on them. He presented the coins to each member of the squadron before they departed



on missions over Europe. ©lay, a pilot was shot down over Germa
and later captured bgerman soldiers and held captive as a prisoner
war. He was stripped of all personal belmgg and identification by the
Germans and only had his personal clothing and a small |lgatheinthat
contained a squadron coin inside. The pilot eventually escaped his § == /}S+ /\ .
man captorand made his way back to France. The French, who retaigs f EFC O
him, thought he was a spy. Updiscovery of the squadron medallion, ‘%%fif O
was recognized as an American andrleg¢urned to hisinit. The coin g &

saved his life and earned him the recognition as an American Soldier.

Clandestine Operations in the Vietham War

The United States of Amer i cad%b5)eérsttonsstadoe i nt o
U.S. special operains forces working with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) conducting
clandestine operations against the North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong. The nature of the mil-
itary clandestine mission was such that the actions of many American special opetars S

were not recognized overtly by the United States Army with medals and ribbons. The 1st Special
Forces Group (Airborne) participated in many of these clandestine missions over the years in
Southeast Asia with little to no fanfare.

As legend has ithe Commander and Sergeant Major of the 1st Special

Forces Group (Airbrne), in order to properly recognize their men, de-

signed a military challenge coin to present to them. On the front was the

uni tdéds name, a beret fI| aghtendmi t h t he numeral o
sword pointing up, signifying the unit was ready for combat, and an eagle

on top spreading its wings. On the reverse side, was the Special Forces

motto ADe Oppresso Liber, o6 the traditional gr
scroll and a blank space towsnerate the coin for prosperity. The com-

mand kept a detailed registry to record the name, date and mission of each recipient. The 1st
Special Forces Group (Airborne) coin was a way for the command to formally recognize their

men and their accomplishmentben formal acknowledgment by the Army was openly frowned

upon.

The story of the 1st Special Forces Group (Airborne) presenting coins to men in secrecy deep in
the jungles of Southwest Asia is a story of legendary proportions. The dark, shadowy nature of
the special operations forces coupled with the CIA only adds to the mythological nature regard-
ing the historical origins of military challenge coins.

Today, the 1st Special Forces Group (Airborne) retains the original design it had during the Vi-
etnam War, athit continues to conduct missions throughout Asia as part of its heritage. The coin
is legendary, as its own history within special operations lore only adds mythological proportions
as to the true origins of military challenge coins. The tradition coesithen and now.



