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To fallen friends, mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters who answered their nation’s call and gave their lives that others may live in freedom. We reflect on what their lives might have been, but never will be. Their sacrifice is our mandate; our challenge is to remember.




Each of the Medal of Honor recipients featured in this book, many in the twilight of their years, agreed to sit for a photograph and to recount his story one more time for the benefit of future generations. Sadly, some of them have passed away since the photographer and the author were privileged to work with them. Yet together, these recipients, living or dead, help us put a face on the meaning of hero and understand what their heroism represents for us all.
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BRIAN WILLIAMS

Foreword

I was profoundly honored to be asked to write this introduction to the third edition of Medal of Honor: Portraits of Valor Beyond the Call of Duty, which has been published to coincide with the 150th anniversary of the establishment of the Medal of Honor by an act of Congress, signed into law by President Abraham Lincoln back in 1861. This milestone celebrates the heroism and sacrifice of all those who have fought and died to defend the freedoms we enjoy as Americans.

As a member of the Congressional Medal of Honor Foundation board, I have had the staggering privilege of meeting and getting to know many of the recipients of this high honor who are still with us. I have listened to their conversations, heard their remarkable war stories, and marveled at their reflections on what the medal means to them. To a man, they insist they were just doing their job and were inspired to action by the plight of their fellow soldiers. Theirs is a bond that those of us who have not faced the horrors of combat can only imagine. They did what they did for their buddies, on their right and their left, whose very lives were held in the balance. They will tell you they wear the medal for their fellow soldiers, and for those who didn’t come home. Their modesty and humility are breathtaking. They are living reminders that our culture of self-celebration has not yet affected everyone. As I wrote this foreword, we heard about the demise of the world’s number one terrorist, Osama bin Laden. I couldn’t help but reflect on those brave men and women who quietly go about their business without fanfare, willing to brave incredible risk on our behalf. It is why I believe that those serving today do so with the same spirit of courage and sacrifice as those of previous generations, as Peter Collier points out so poignantly in “The Mission Continues” (page 328).

Sadly, time and fate have taken a toll. As of this writing, there are fewer than eighty-five recipients still alive to carry on the Medal of Honor’s rich legacy of courage and sacrifice, manifested in the most extreme situations. I have said many times: If you take the time to read their stories—or even just one story of one recipient—you’ll never have a bad day again. These men represent the very best our country has to offer, and we can learn from their experience and their strength of character. They did the right thing when the chips were down and when things seemed hopeless. They thought of others before themselves, and risked life and limb to make a difference. And so can we—in our civilian lives on any particular day. As one recipient put it, “The Medal of Honor is proof that ordinary men and women have within them the potential to challenge fate and literally change the course of history—it only requires the courage to try.”

See more here.





THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON

As President of the United States, I am afforded no greater privilege than serving as Commander-in-Chief of the finest military the world has ever known. With this responsibility comes the distinction of bestowing military decorations upon our Nation’s most valiant service members, and no award is higher than the Medal of Honor.

In 1861, President Abraham Lincoln began acknowledging individuals for their gallantry and intrepidity in action at the risk of life above and beyond the call of duty. In the century and a half since then, fewer than 3,500 brave patriots have received the Medal of Honor, each recipient embodying the virtues and values Americans hold dear: duty, honor, service, humility, and heroism.

This medal reflects the gratitude of our entire Nation, and we remain forever indebted to the women and men of our Armed Forces and their families for their service and sacrifice. May God bless and protect all those who serve, and may God bless the United States of America.


Sincerely,
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GEORGE W. BUSH

Laura and I are proud to join our fellow Americans in observing the 150th anniversary of the Medal of Honor and in honoring the outstanding patriots who have received it.

The Medal of Honor is the nation’s highest military distinction and the greatest award for bravery a President can bestow. It is given for gallantry above and beyond the call of duty, and for valor beyond anything that duty could require. For any President, presenting the Medal of Honor is a high privilege. I awarded the Medal to twelve brave Americans. Their stories—which spanned World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and today’s conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq—are awe-inspiring.

Since World War II, more than half of those who have been awarded this medal gave their lives in the action that earned it. Though many of these Americans never lived to wear the medal, they will always be honored in the annals of our country’s history. By risking their own lives to save others, they exemplified the highest ideals of military service.

I commend the Congressional Medal of Honor Foundation for its work to preserve the history of those who have received this high award. On this anniversary, Laura and I extend our deepest gratitude to all the men and women of our Armed Forces and their families who have sacrificed so much to defend the freedoms we hold dear. We salute our Medal of Honor recipients for their unmatched bravery and heroism. And we ask for God’s blessings on all who wear the uniform of the United States.
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WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON

In both peacetime and in war, the United States’ achievements as a free nation have been built upon the sacrifices of our men and women in uniform. For the past 150 years, following a tradition established by President Lincoln in 1861, we have recognized our service members’ most extraordinary acts of courage and valor with our country’s highest military award, the Congressional Medal of Honor.

More than 3,400 Medals of Honor have been bestowed upon members of the United States Armed Forces since the Civil War. Hundreds of these medals were awarded posthumously to men who lost their lives as they heroically went above and beyond the call of duty to protect their comrades, defend our freedoms, and uphold our national security. Scores more were conferred upon individuals decades after the conflicts in which they fought, often in an effort to right history’s wrongs by recognizing the individuals of every race and creed who risked or gave their lives for our country. Finally, the soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and Coast Guardsmen who lived to receive their Medals of Honor in person have done so with profound humility and reverence for their fallen brothers and sisters. For their selflessness and their patriotism, we owe them all a debt of gratitude.

Though these men entered into military duty as ordinary people from all walks of life, together in their gallantry and as Medal of Honor recipients, they comprise an elite circle of America’s most distinguished heroes. This publication celebrates their exceptional determination, resolve, and love of country. Their sacrifices remind us that whether or not the United States is at war, the members of our Armed Forces defend our liberties despite great peril to their own safety; jeopardizing—and sometimes losing—their lives in places where comforts are few and dangers are many.

All Americans have a profound responsibility to honor those who wear our nation’s uniform, their extraordinary service, and the security they provide to the rest of us. It is also vital that we maintain the memory and understand the significance of those who have served and sacrificed for more than two hundred years. This book fulfills that mission by paying tribute to America’s very bravest and best—its Medal of Honor recipients.


Sincerely,
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GEORGE BUSH

The Medal of Honor epitomizes the very best of what America stands for and honors the gallant individuals who have received it. These special people represent the very heart and soul of America. They come from all walks of life and nearly every state in our great nation. They truly reflect the ethnic, cultural, economic, and educational diversity of America, but they have one common bond: They are the recipients of the Medal of Honor, the highest award for military heroism.

Of the more than 3,400 recipients, fewer than 85 remain with us today. This commemorative book is a tribute to them and to the thousands of others who are no longer with us. I encourage you, the reader, to absorb the power of each story so that these men can serve as role models, especially to our young men and women.

The Medal of Honor pays homage to comrades who have given their lives for this great country. These gallant souls, in their heroism and their humility, epitomize the nobility of service to country and of service above self.

A nation can be judged in part by how well it honors its heroes. This book tells more than one hundred stories. Each remarkable story goes well beyond the stirring words of the Medal of Honor citation. Each profile is unique, yet each one has a common theme—the willingness of someone to take great personal risks to protect endangered comrades and to accomplish an extremely dangerous mission.

Medal of Honor is an inspiring photographic and biographical tribute to those Americans who—by choice or by chance—left our shores to assure that our country would remain free of tyranny. Their legacy is carried on today by the valiant men and women who serve with the same spirit of commitment and sacrifice as those who preceded them.

Americans for all times will treasure the gifts that these brave warriors have given to all of us so selflessly.


Sincerely,
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JIMMY CARTER

Rosalynn joins me in expressing our gratitude to the men and women of our military on this 150th anniversary of the Medal of Honor. This award, the highest that can be given to our troops, was instituted during the Civil War and through the years has been presented for valor above and beyond the call of duty.

These brave individuals, ordinary Americans who have performed extraordinary deeds, are the finest example of selfless service for their country.

I join a grateful nation in paying tribute to these American heroes.

I have had the honor of awarding this medal on more than one occasion during my time as President and have personally found the recipients to be humble, selfless, patriotic Americans who are often reluctant to accept such an honor for themselves.

I warmly extend my thanks and gratitude to the Medal of Honor recipients for their service, their sacrifice, and their example.

May God Bless them, and God Bless America.


Sincerely,
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From the Civil War to Today: A 150-Year History

When the Civil War erupted, Joshua Chamberlain was a thirty-four-year-old professor of modern languages at Maine’s Bowdoin College. He could have avoided serving, but two of his great-grandfathers had fought in the Revolutionary War, and Chamberlain felt honor bound to keep the nation they helped build from coming apart. By the time of the Battle of Gettysburg, he was a colonel in the 20th Maine Regiment. As the fighting raged, his commanding officer ordered Chamberlain to “hold the line at all costs” at a hill called Little Round Top to keep the Union Army from being flanked and possibly routed. The 20th Maine beat back two assaults from the Southern forces. But the regiment had taken so many casualties and was so low on ammunition that Chamberlain feared his men would have to use their rifles as clubs when the next attack came. So he gave the order to fix bayonets and led a charge down the hill, putting the Confederates on the defensive and changing the outcome of the battle and, according to some historians, the Civil War itself. For his “daring heroism and great tenacity” at Gettysburg in July 1863, Joshua Chamberlain received the Medal of Honor.

When Chamberlain had his rendezvous with destiny, the medal was new; it is now 150 years old. Its stature has grown over time, and it is one of the few American institutions that has remained immune to the doubt and cynicism that are so great a part of contemporary culture. Unique in every way, it is the only military medal worn around the neck; its recipients are the only individuals the president of the United States salutes as a matter of custom. Out of an estimated 40 million men and women who have served in the U.S. military since the Civil War, fewer than 3,500 have received the medal. Although serving in the armed forces of a democracy, these recipients have emerged from the fog of war as an aristocracy of valor.

General George Patton once remarked, “I’d give my immortal soul for that Medal.” Harry Truman, a former artilleryman in World War I and colonel in the Army Reserves who personally awarded 113 medals, more than any other chief executive, said, “I would much rather have that Medal around my neck than to be President of the United States.”

Recipients of the Medal of Honor have included privates and seamen, admirals and generals; teachers, businessmen, laborers, and professionals; blue bloods, members of minorities, and immigrants. (Seven hundred forty-six of them came to America from other countries.*) Coming from every walk of American life, they recapitulate the sprawling, diverse story of American nationhood itself. One early recipient (in 1869) was a Pawnee Indian Army scout named Co-Rux-Te-Cod-Ish. The first black serviceman to be awarded the medal was an escaped slave, Richard Blake, who distinguished himself during the Civil War in an action on the Stono River in South Carolina aboard the U.S. Navy gunboat Marblehead. The only woman ever to receive it was Mary Walker, a surgeon during the Civil War. Tom Custer, who died with his brother George Armstrong Custer at the Little Bighorn, was one of nineteen men to receive two Medals of Honor—in his case for acts of valor in the Civil War—although the awarding of multiple medals, always rare, was formally discontinued in 1919.

Willie Johnson, a thirteen-year-old drummer boy who served in the Union Army’s Peninsular Campaign of 1862, was the youngest to receive the Medal of Honor. At sixty-two, General Douglas MacArthur, commander of the U.S. forces in the Pacific in World War II, was the oldest. He and his father, Arthur MacArthur, who served in the Civil War, are one of a pair of fathers and sons to be awarded the medal. The other is Theodore Roosevelt and his son Theodore, Jr., who received their medals, respectively, for bravery at San Juan Hill in the Spanish-American War and on Utah Beach during the D-Day invasion.

In the great conflicts that have defined modern America—World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and now the War on Terror—over 60 percent of all medals have been awarded posthumously. The recipients who survived have gone on to lead lives that are different in every regard, except for their common belief that they did not “win” the medal for themselves, but merely hold it in trust for their comrades who never came home.

Some recipients have had great success after returning to the civilian world. Joshua Chamberlain himself, for instance, served four terms as governor of Maine. Audie Murphy, the most decorated serviceman of World War II, became a film star. Joe Foss, an air ace in the Pacific, served as the first commissioner of the American Football League. Bob Kerrey returned from a shattering wound in Vietnam to serve as governor of Nebraska and a U.S. senator for two terms. But most have simply gone back to the roles of son, husband, and father; wage earner, entrepreneur, and citizen—everyday Americans except for the transformative moment that will always make them stand for something larger than themselves. Almost all feel that it is harder to wear the medal than to have earned it in the first place. One recipient, Army Staff Sergeant Charles Morris, who was wounded several times while keeping his platoon together in an eight-hour firefight in Vietnam in 1966, spoke for most of the others when he said, “I’ve found that holding the medal is a humbling experience because it is so much bigger than I will ever be.”

In its 150-year history, the Medal of Honor has reinforced the great lessons of human experience: that character is destiny; that the individual, not impersonal forces beyond his control, makes history. And whether awarded for an action at Little Round Top or in Kunar Province in northeastern Afghanistan, the medal has extracted moral lessons from the bloody chaos of war, teaching us about “daring heroism and great tenacity” and about the indomitability of the human spirit.

DEFINING THE MEANING OF THE MEDAL OF HONOR over the last century and a half has been a journey in self-inquiry for America. Until Senator James Grimes of Iowa introduced a bill in 1861 to create a medal for bravery, there had been no systematic effort to honor the heroism of American fighting men. In part, this was because most of the military actions during the first decades of U.S. history had been skirmishes taking place on the distant frontier out of the sight of most citizens. It was also true that the new nation had been ambivalent about badges and ribbons since its founding, associating them with the pomp and pretense of European military castes rather than the unassuming patriotism of citizen soldiers in a democracy. But the Civil War was a new kind of war—brother fighting brother in the neighborhoods of America, where citizens could not help but witness carnage that would not be equaled again until the trench warfare of World War I more than half a century later. A medal was needed, Senator Grimes and others believed, to provide an incentive for troops deserting in large numbers and for civilians reluctant to volunteer in the face of this bloodshed, and to exalt the sacrifice that would be required if the Union were to be saved.

Senator Grimes’s bill established a medal for the Navy and was signed into law by President Abraham Lincoln on December 21, 1861. Shortly afterward, a resolution was introduced for an Army medal and signed by the President on July 12, 1862. Both the Navy and Army versions were called the Medal of Honor, to be awarded to those who “most distinguish themselves by their gallantry in action and other soldier-like qualities.” The design provided by the U.S. Mint showed an inverted five-pointed star at whose center was the helmeted figure of Minerva, goddess of righteous war, representing America, repelling a crouching male figure holding snakes and representing “the foul spirit of secession.” The Navy version of the medal was suspended from an anchor and attached to a red, white, and blue ribbon. The Army version was suspended from the figure of an eagle with cannons and cannonballs in its talons. The first medals struck by the Mint cost about $1.90 apiece.

A medal should not be awarded for “the simple discharge of duty,” but rather for “such acts beyond this that if omitted or refused to be done, should not justly subject the person to censure as a shortcoming or failure.”

At first, there were concerns that the troops, caught up in a fight that was far more brutal than any had imagined, might regard the new decoration as irrelevant. But as the horrors of the war mounted and the Medal of Honor came to symbolize the enormous sacrifice exhibited on the battlefield, it proved, if anything, too popular. In the absence of clear criteria for when and why it should be awarded, soldiers began to apply for the medal. Sometimes the award was nakedly political. When the enlistment of the 27th Maine Volunteer Infantry Regiment was due to expire on July 1, 1863, the eve of the decisive Battle of Gettysburg, for instance, the medal was presented to all 864 men in the unit as an inducement to reenlist, although only 310 actually did. Later on, the 29 men serving as an honor guard for Abraham Lincoln’s body when it was sent home to Springfield for burial also received the medal.

The years after the Civil War offered no clearer sense of what the Medal of Honor should mean or of the circumstances under which it should be awarded. In 1876, Army officers reviewing the large number of recommendations resulting from the Battle of the Little Bighorn tried to make the requirements more stringent. A medal should not be awarded for “the simple discharge of duty,” they noted, groping for a lasting definition, but rather for “such acts beyond this that if omitted or refused to be done, should not justly subject the person to censure as a shortcoming or failure.”

The 1890s marked a low point in the history of the Medal of Honor because of the large number of Union veterans who personally lobbied members of Congress for the honor even though their reputed deeds of valor were now thirty years in the past. Many were rightly seeking delayed recognition for accomplishments that still burned brightly in their memories, even if the country as a whole had begun to forget. But other petitioners wanted the medal for more cynical purposes, such as using it to make a claim on a variety of public and private charities. Sometimes those seeking the medal merely sent a letter outlining their claim, and the secretary of war’s office often granted the award without any attempt to verify the actions in question. More than five hundred medals were awarded retroactively between 1890 and 1897, many of them mailed out in the regular post with a terse note of congratulations.

In an effort to bring order and meaning to what had become a chaotic process, Secretary of War Russell Alger announced a new set of standards for the Medal of Honor on June 26, 1897. Under the more exacting criteria, individuals could no longer apply on their own behalf. Documentary evidence—official records and eyewitness testimony—would be required as evidence of valor, and recommendations for the medal would now have to be made within a year of the military action in which the individual had participated. One of the important by-products of this reform was that the official citations for the action, which had previously been a cursory sentence or two, would now give a more detailed description of the heroic act. Over time, these citations would become eloquent chapters in America’s autobiography.

In the ongoing meditation about the Medal of Honor’s meaning, attention was also paid to the setting in which it was awarded. During the Civil War, medals were most often distributed by commanding officers in front of military formations; in later years, they were sometimes simply handed to the recipient by low-ranking War Department personnel. Now, acting on a recommendation from the War Department, President Theodore Roosevelt ensured the award’s prestige by a 1905 executive order stipulating that it should always be presented “with a formal and impressive ceremonial,” if possible “by the President, as Commander in Chief, or by such representative as the President may designate.”

Another key moment in the medal’s evolution came a few years later, in 1916. With the world embroiled in a global military conflict the United States would soon join, Congress established an “Army and Navy Medal of Honor Roll” that awarded a pension of $10 a month to recipients who had distinguished themselves “conspicuously by gallantry or intrepidity, at the risk of life, above and beyond the call of duty.”* This language, particularly the key phrase “beyond the call of duty,” would continue to define the Medal of Honor in the years to come.

The 1916 legislation also sought to buttress the integrity of the medal by ordering the War Department to appoint a board to review whether past awards had been issued “for any cause other than distinguished conduct involving actual conflict with an enemy. . . .” General Nelson Miles, one of the nation’s most esteemed soldiers, was chosen to head it. A Medal of Honor recipient himself as a result of actions in the Civil War Battle of Chancellorsville and also a commander of U.S. forces during the Indian Wars of the 1870s, Miles assembled a team of officers to reconsider each of the 2,625 medals so far awarded by the Army. In a report released in February 1917, this board called for the honor to be withdrawn from 910 of these recipients, including the 864 men of the 27th Maine who had received it en masse and the honor guard accompanying President Lincoln’s body home after his assassination.

Among the eighteen others stripped of the decoration—not necessarily because they had failed in bravery but because most had been civilians—were William “Buffalo Bill” Cody, who had been awarded the medal for “gallantry in action” in 1872 while serving as a scout for the 3rd Cavalry during the Indian Wars, and Civil War assistant surgeon Mary Walker. The only woman to receive the medal, Walker was a colorful figure who when criticized after the war for wearing trousers instead of more feminine clothing, replied tartly, “I have the right to dress as I please in free America on whose tented fields I have served for four years in the cause of human freedom.” She refused to return her medal after the award had been rescinded, and defiantly continued to wear it every day until her death in 1919. Over half a century later, after a careful review, President Jimmy Carter restored the rescinded medal to Mary Walker’s heirs in 1976. In 1989, President George H. W. Bush restored Buffalo Bill Cody’s as well.

The reforms of the early twentieth century underwrote the uniqueness of the Medal of Honor by clarifying the criteria under which it would be awarded and by giving its presentation a solemn dignity. But if a better picture now existed of what defined America’s highest honor—actions “beyond the call of duty”—a question still remained. What about acts of battlefield bravery that were significant but not quite up to that exacting standard? Three additional medals were established to commend degrees of bravery: the Distinguished Service Cross, the Distinguished Service Medal, and the Silver Star (and, for the Navy and the Marine Corps, the Navy Cross). This was the beginning of a Pyramid of Honor with the Medal of Honor at the top and the Purple Heart at the base that would ultimately define the range of American military valor.

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, a few Medals of Honor were awarded to Americans who served in the Philippines in 1910, Veracruz in Mexico in 1914, and Haiti a year after in what a later era would define as “incursions.” But it was America’s entry into the Great War, as it was then called, that put the country and its military on the world stage and brought the medal closer to most Americans. One hundred twenty-four medals were awarded during World War I, all under the new, more stringent criteria established in preceding years. With primitive battlefront footage now appearing on silent-movie screens and human-interest stories about U.S. fighting men pumping the circulation of increasingly influential big-city newspapers, Medal of Honor recipients became national celebrities.

None more so than a Tennessee farmer named Alvin York, whose story acquired overnight the status of national myth. Born in a two-room cabin, the third of eleven children, York had almost no formal schooling. He was drafted at the age of twenty-nine despite claiming conscientious objector status because of religious convictions, and had risen to the rank of corporal on October 8, 1918, when his unit was ordered to infiltrate enemy lines and attack a network of German machine guns near Châtel-Chéhéry, France. When his commanding officer and several of his comrades went down, Corporal York crawled forward and began picking off the enemy gunners with his rifle. Out of ammunition when six Germans charged him, he pulled out his pistol and killed them all, and kept on fighting. By the end of the hours-long engagement, York was credited with taking out thirty-five German machine guns and killing 25 enemy soldiers; he and the 7 men still alive in his unit captured 132 Germans and marched them back to American lines.

Alvin York put a face on the Medal of Honor—unassumingly optimistic, resourceful, God-fearing.

By the time Alvin York, now a sergeant, received the Medal of Honor a few months later from General John J. Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Force, word of his exploits had garnered him praise from European dignitaries and President Woodrow Wilson himself. When his troopship docked in New York in 1919, Sergeant York was mobbed by reporters and fans, attaining a fame that would later be magnified by the Academy Award–winning film Sergeant York and put him in a league with Henry Ford, Babe Ruth, and other folk heroes of the era.

Alvin York put a face on the Medal of Honor—unassumingly optimistic, resourceful, God-fearing. But the more somber aspect of World War I was suggested by the experience of Major Charles Whittlesey, another recipient who returned home with renown, although for a far more ambiguous action than the one in which York distinguished himself. Whittlesey was in command of a battalion of the Army’s 308th Infantry on October 2, 1918, when he was ordered to attack German forces in the Argonne Forest after the U.S. offensive there became bogged down. Major Whittlesey told his superiors he was afraid that his unit, which had already taken heavy losses, would become isolated from the main American force. His fears were realized when the battalion advanced and was surrounded and cut off by the enemy. For almost a week, its only communication with other U.S. units was by carrier pigeon; American airmen tried to resupply Whittlesey’s beleaguered men with food and ammunition, but most of the supplies they dropped fell into German hands. Americans back home shuddered at the fate of the “Lost Battalion,” as it became known, which suffered from hunger, thirst, and German encirclement as U.S. forces tried vainly to pinpoint its position and come to its rescue.

Hit by friendly fire from his own artillery, repeatedly attacked by an enemy determined to wipe out the battalion, and watching the bodies of his men putrefy because German snipers targeted burial parties, Whittlesey tenaciously held out for the next six days. When American units finally made contact with the Lost Battalion, fewer than two hundred of the nearly six hundred men who had been initially trapped were able to walk out. Charles Whittlesey received the Medal of Honor for keeping his men from being annihilated and for rejecting German demands that he surrender. But the suffering endured by members of the Lost Battalion never left him. In 1921, on a vacation to Cuba, he jumped over the side of an ocean liner and was never seen again.

AS AMERICA ENTERED THE 1920S, a time marked by postwar disillusionment as well as the feverish gaiety of the flapper era, Medals of Honor continued to be awarded, most of them to members of the Navy who performed acts “beyond the call,” although not in combat. William Huber, for instance, served in the Navy in World War I and again in World War II, but his medal came in peacetime on June 11, 1928, when he was a machinist mate aboard the USS Bruce, docked at the Naval Shipyard in Norfolk, Virginia. That morning, the ship’s boiler room suddenly exploded. Huber ran down to carry another seaman to safety, and then, despite having suffered serious burns on his arms and neck, descended again to help others.

This noncombatant heroism became a broader public drama a few years later when John Mihalowski and three other Navy divers received Medals of Honor after making repeated attempts to help save the crew of the submarine USS Squalus when it sank in 1939, managing a feat never before attempted when they ferried the living members of the sub to the surface a few at a time in a diving bell.

During the interwar period, Congress also awarded the medal to heroic figures such as Admiral Richard Byrd, who, along with his machinist mate Floyd Bennett, made the first flight over the North Pole in 1926. Charles Lindbergh was awarded the medal a year later for his flight from New York to Paris in the Spirit of St. Louis, during which (as the citation on his medal stated) he displayed “heroic courage and skill as a navigator, at risk of his life.”

The coming of World War II would end the practice of awarding the Medal of Honor to non-combatants and place it once and for all in the crucible of battle.

THE QUESTION ON THE DAY AFTER DECEMBER 7, 1941, the “day of infamy,” was whether American boys from farms and small towns and teeming big-city neighborhoods who in some cases were forced to train initially with broomsticks could overcome the seasoned armies of dictators who had been fine-tuning their war machines in Nanking and Poland and other unlucky spots for several years. By the end of the war, the answer had been given by the more than 13 million men in uniform who had suffered nearly a million casualties while fighting and winning wars on two fronts continents away from each other. Four hundred sixty-four Medals of Honor were awarded during this war, 266 of them posthumously.

The medal was a central factor of U.S. involvement in World War II from the very first day of battle. Fifteen medals were awarded for heroism at Pearl Harbor, ten of them posthumously. One of these went to Peter Tomich, a Croatian born as Petar Herceg Tonic in the Austro-Hungarian empire in 1893. Having changed his name when he came to America as a young man, Tomich joined the Army in World War I. When his enlistment was over, he joined the Navy. He was a forty-eight-year-old chief water tender aboard the USS Utah on the morning of December 7, 1941, when the ship was mortally wounded by a torpedo shortly after the Japanese attack began. Tomich made sure that all the other men in the engine room got out and then returned to his post. He was last seen trying to secure the boilers to give his shipmates a few minutes more to escape.

The Medal of Honor he received went homeless for a time because he had no relatives in the United States. When a destroyer named in his honor was commissioned in 1943, the medal was awarded to the ship itself. After the USS Tomich was mothballed at the end of the war, the governor of Utah proclaimed Peter Tomich an honorary citizen and the state took over guardianship of the medal. Diligent efforts to locate his kin finally paid off in 2006, when the medal was presented to a distant cousin of Tomich’s in a ceremony aboard the USS Enterprise in the Croatian port city of Split.

There was no such wait for the sacrifice of Douglas Munro to be acknowledged. On September 27, 1942, Munro, the only Coast Guardsman ever to receive the Medal of Honor, was the officer in charge of a group of five boats evacuating a battalion of Marines unable to establish a beachhead at Guadalcanal because of heavy enemy fire. When the last of the Marines seemed in danger of being trapped there, Munro positioned his boat to serve as cover for them and was fatally wounded. Douglas Munro’s mother accepted the medal on his behalf and then enlisted in the Coast Guard herself, serving until the end of the war.

Some recipients of the Medal of Honor served their country twice—on the field of battle and then at home, boosting the morale of a populace that had been deeply shaken by Pearl Harbor. Marine Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone was one of the first of these inspirational figures. When the two sections of machine guns he commanded came under attack at the Battle of Guadalcanal by a vastly superior force of Japanese soldiers on October 24, 1942, he fought constantly for the next two days, running through heavy fire to resupply the guns as they ran out of ammunition and returning to inflict a large number of casualties on the enemy. When relieved, only Sergeant Basilone and two other Marines were left standing.

When John Basilone was brought home to receive the Medal of Honor for this action, he appeared on the cover of Life and was interviewed on national radio. His hometown of Raritan, New Jersey, staged a parade for him that was filmed by Movietone News, which distributed the footage to theaters across the country as a newsreel. Basilone toured the United States for several months to help sell war bonds. He had recently married and could have stayed home with his wife for the duration, but he asked to rejoin the Marines battling their way through the Pacific. At first, his superiors, trying to protect him, denied the request and offered to make him an officer if he agreed to remain stateside. Basilone continued to press for a return to active duty. Finally, in 1945, he was reassigned to a combat unit in time for the invasion of Iwo Jima. In an action that would result in his being awarded a Navy Cross to go along with his Medal of Honor, he got his men off an exposed position on the beach, single-handedly destroyed a heavily fortified Japanese position with grenades and explosives, and was fighting his way toward an enemy airfield when he was killed by shrapnel from an enemy mortar.

Taken together, the citations of the Medal of Honor recipients of World War II read like episodes in a modern American Iliad. Like Homer’s heroes, some of these men killed dozens of the enemy in epic hand-to-hand combat. Yet while they were implacable warriors on the battlefield, many of those who received the medal would later say that the first thing they did when the fighting was over was to find somewhere to pray—for the friends they had lost and also for the men they had been forced to kill. Medic Desmond Doss, a devout Seventh-day Adventist, saved dozens of GIs at Okinawa and became the first conscientious objector to receive the medal. Lieutenant Commander Joseph O’Callahan, a Catholic priest serving in the Pacific on board the USS Franklin when the ship was attacked by enemy aircraft on March 19, 1945, groped his way through exploding bombs and rockets on the flight deck to minister to the wounded and dying, led firefighting crews, and manned a hose by himself to cool armed bombs rolling over the listing deck. He became the first chaplain to receive the medal, “serving with courage and deep spiritual strength,” as his citation noted, and inspiring the officers and men of the Franklin “to fight with profound faith in the face of almost certain death.”

In their willingness to sacrifice themselves, the men who earned the Medal of Honor didn’t stop to think about the price they were paying.

In their willingness to sacrifice themselves, the men who earned the Medal of Honor didn’t stop to think about the price they were paying. Nor did they realize that their actions were creating ripples that would continue to lap against the shores of other lives for years to come. On February 2, 1944, during the U.S. invasion of the Marshall Islands, for instance, Marine Private Richard Sorenson saw a Japanese grenade land near his comrades and threw himself on it without hesitation. (Twenty-six Marines would do the same thing during World War II, but only Sorenson and three others survived.) Decades later he got a letter from a young woman he had never heard of. She was a college student and enclosed a copy of a paper she had just written on important people in her life. The last line read, “Richard Sorenson is a man I held in awe even before I learned his name because one of the men he saved is my dad.”*

The World War II Medal of Honor recipients might have been treated as celebrities, but they knew that those who served more anonymously beside them were also capable of behaving with such valor. Indeed, some had, although their actions had not been witnessed. In D-Day, June 6, 1944, historian Stephen Ambrose quotes the remembrance of Private John Fitzgerald of the 101st Airborne, who landed far from his drop zone on D-Day at Sainte-Mère-Église. Walking into the town, Fitzgerald saw trees filled with the hanging bodies of U.S. paratroopers who had been killed by the Germans while tangled in their parachutes. He also saw the body of one trooper who had managed to get down and made an enemy foxhole “his own personal Alamo.” Around this dead soldier lay the bodies of nine German soldiers he had killed before falling himself. This paratrooper’s empty cartridge cases, spilled out onto the ground around him, and his broken rifle stock, which he had used as a club of last resort against the enemy, told a story. Remembering this scene, Private Fitzgerald provided the only citation this paratrooper would ever receive: “He fought alone, and like so many others that night, died alone.”†

By World War II, the Medal of Honor was established as a national institution, and the men who had received it in the past were an inspiration for those now going into combat. Growing up in Foster City, Michigan, in the 1920s, for instance, Oscar Johnson read everything he could get his hands on about Eddie Rickenbacker, America’s leading World War I ace and leader of the famed “Hat-in-the-Ring” fighter squadron. After Pearl Harbor, Johnson went off to war himself. On September 16, 1944, he was a private first class in a company of the 91st Infantry assigned to break the German line in a battle near Scarperia, Italy. Johnson led a seven-man team trying to stop an enemy counterattack seeking to flank and surround the American force. After several hours, all the other men in his squad were either dead or wounded. Private First Class Johnson fought off the Germans single-handedly in an all-night battle that left twenty enemy dead in front of his position. As he fought, he thought about the example of Eddie Rickenbacker—and, like his hero, he earned a Medal of Honor for his bravery.*

Of the 135 medals awarded in Korea, 97 were to men who didn’t come home, the highest ratio of posthumous to living recipients of any U.S. war.

WORLD WAR II WOULD ALWAYS BE “THE GOOD WAR”—the war whose cause was unequivocally just and whose stakes were always clear-cut; the war whose heroes, dead and alive, were seen by the American public as knights of the great democratic round-table. By contrast, the Korean War was a “police action,” fought under the aegis of the United Nations for reasons many Americans didn’t fully grasp in a place about which they knew very little. The GIs who slogged through that hostile environment were regarded less as conquering heroes than as unlucky participants in a murky cause whose objectives the country had difficulty appreciating.

The Medal of Honor shone brightly in the midst of this uncertainty. Of the 135 medals awarded in Korea, 97 were to men who didn’t come home, the highest ratio of posthumous to living recipients of any U.S. war.

There were no battles on whose outcome the American public hung as it had during Iwo Jima or the D-Day landings at Normandy. But some of the actions in Korea made military history. In the battle at the Chosin Reservoir, for instance, Army soldiers and Marine personnel faced an enemy that outnumbered them ten to one and fought their way out of encirclement over a week of hellish combat in a frozen and unforgiving landscape. Twelve medals would be awarded for actions during this engagement alone, six of them posthumously.

The Air Force, part of the Army until 1947, when it was made a separate branch of the service, had four of its men honored with Medals of Honor in Korea. The first one went to Major Louis J. Sebille, a highly decorated pilot during World War II who was now commander of the 67th Fighter-Bomber Squadron. On August 5, 1950, he led a flight of F-51 Mustangs against Communist artillery and troop positions concentrated on the banks of a river near Hamchang, South Korea. On Major Sebille’s first attack, one of his five-hundred-pound bombs did not release. As he turned to make a second run on the target, he was hit by enemy fire. Sebille radioed his wingman that he had been fatally wounded; then, despite entreaties that he try to return to base, he deliberately flew his F-51 into a Communist truck convoy below, firing his machine guns as he destroyed a large contingent of enemy troops.

IN 1963, CONGRESS DEFINITIVELY ESTABLISHED THE CRITERIA for receiving the Medal of Honor, specifying that it was an award for heroic action in combat and standardizing the basic criteria to be used by each branch of the armed services in making recommendations for an award. The act performed must be one of personal bravery or self-sacrifice so conspicuous as to clearly distinguish the individual from his comrades; it must involve risk of life; and it must be so outstanding that it clearly represents gallantry beyond the call of duty distinct from lesser forms of bravery. Next, the recommendation for the Medal of Honor must include incontestable evidence provided by at least two eyewitnesses. Finally, the approval process must be marked by painstaking review at all levels of command, up to and including the secretary of one branch of service, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the secretary of defense, and, ultimately, the president, who personally approves the awarding of the Medal of Honor.

These rules were in effect by the beginning of the war in Vietnam, where 247 medals were awarded, 155 of them posthumously. If the Korean War had been on the periphery of America’s vision, prosecuted for reasons that were not always clear to the general public, Vietnam, fought on the nightly television news and occasionally in the nation’s streets, as well as in the jungles of Southeast Asia, was a war whose objectives—containing the advance of international Communism—were questioned by a divided country and ultimately caused deep social unrest. While GIs in World War II knew that the American public was hanging on their every action and passionately involved in their struggle, many of the soldiers in Vietnam felt by comparison that the people back home didn’t understand what they were experiencing and sometimes didn’t care, and that their only real audience, therefore, was each other. More than in other wars, they fought with great heroism simply because they didn’t want to let the men beside them down.

Marine Corporal William Morgan, for instance, was in Quang Tri Province on February 25, 1969, when his platoon was pinned down while attacking a North Vietnamese bunker complex. Two Marines were hit in what became a no-man’s-land and couldn’t be reached by medics because of the heavy enemy fire. Corporal Morgan maneuvered through the dense jungle to get closer to the wounded men. He shouted words of encouragement to them as he initiated a bold one-man attack on the lead enemy bunker. He drew the attention of the North Vietnamese, who concentrated their fire on Morgan. He was mortally wounded, but he had given his comrades time to drag the two wounded Marines to safety.

The men who earned the Medal of Honor in Vietnam might not have become household names back home, as their predecessors were a generation earlier, but they taught other servicemen about courage and kept the ideals of patriotism alive in an era when America’s goodness as a nation was called into question. After being shot down over North Vietnam on November 9, 1967, for instance, Air Force Captain Lance Sijan, though badly injured, survived in the jungle for six weeks, evading enemy patrols until he was finally captured. He continued the fight while imprisoned in the Hanoi Hilton. At one point, Captain Sijan managed to overpower a guard and escape. When he was recaptured a few hours later, he was brutally tortured. Savagely beaten over a period of weeks, he refused to cooperate with his torturers and kept looking for new ways to escape. By the time he finally died in the spring of 1968 of abuse and sickness, he had become an inspiration for the remaining POWs—because of his unyielding faith in his country and because he epitomized the “maximum resistance” they expected of each other as they continued to wage war even while locked up in an enemy hellhole far from home. After Sijan’s passing, one of his comrades said that even though he had died in a filthy prison, he had never stopped being “a free man from a free country.”

The Medal of Honor was never tarnished by the controversy that surrounded the war in Vietnam. In fact, as the national mood back home gradually shifted to a belated appreciation of the sacrifice and valor that had characterized that lonely conflict, what the men had done there to earn the medal helped light the veterans’ way back home to the admiration of their countrymen.

AT THIS POINT IN ITS LONG AND DISTINGUISHED HISTORY, the Medal of Honor was defined in part by an ongoing process of review that had become an integral aspect of its basic identity—a sort of institutional rumination about valor and the way it manifested itself in battlefield situations. Acknowledging that the medal was about truth as well as bravery and that its integrity depended on “getting it right,” the Department of Defense engaged in a comprehensive review at the beginning of the twenty-first century to remedy errors of omission or oversight that might have kept members of some minority groups from receiving the medals they had earned. On January 13, 1997, medals were awarded to seven African-American servicemen from World War II whose heroism had gone unacknowledged because of the social prejudices of the day. A little more than three years later, on June 21, 2000, medals were awarded retroactively to twenty-two Asian Americans, many of whom served in Europe as part of the famed 442nd Regimental Combat Team, whose motto was “Go for Broke!” Among them was Senator Daniel Inouye of Hawaii.

This look backward has encompassed overlooked individuals as well as overlooked groups and continues to this day. Several medals have been awarded in the last quarter century to men whose comrades made their heroism a cause and simply wouldn’t take no for an answer. The case of Captain Benjamin Louis Salomon, a dentist who served as an Army surgeon, is an example of how, where the Medal of Honor is concerned, the power of memory often triumphs over the power of forgetting. Captain Salomon was giving medical care to U.S. soldiers during the 1944 Battle of Saipan when Japanese troops overran the American position. Dozens of wounded were carried to Salomon’s tent, now
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