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Robert Howard may be the most highly decorated American soldier since World War II. 

He was born July 11, 1939, in Opelika, AL. His father and four uncles were paratroopers in World War II. Two of them died in combat and the other three died of wounds sustained after the war. 

Howard had been forced to work early, having to support his mother and maternal grandparents. Both he and his sister picked cotton in their small town in Alabama. 

“I remember when I was about seven years old,” Howard said. “My dad was drafted and my mother had to go to work because back in those days the Army didn't take care of dependents like they do today. I had two brothers and two sisters. And my mother I think she got something like $45 dollars a month to provide for four children. My father was given six weeks of basic training and he was sent to Europe, and we didn't see him again for four years, six months, and about fourteen days, and he was drafted for one year. In fact, he didn't write home very often either, because the mail system wasn't as good as we have today in this country.  So when I went to Vietnam the first time I use to think about how my dad didn't have a one year rotation, he went over there for 4 years, 6 months, and some 14 days and when he got home . He stayed drunk for two years. My mother solved that problem as she just divorced him.”

Howard moved to Texas after the divorce and despite the rift between his parents he remained fond of his father and proud of his World War II involvement. 

“Howard grew up in Southern gentility,” military historian Vance Garrison said. “You opened doors for women, you went to church and you didn't use foul language. Everyone close to Howard knew that he detested vulgarity. He stood for honor and valor. He came from a place and era where your word was your bond and your character was your action. It should be emphasized also that he was a religious man born into a Christian family. Spiritual beliefs were rooted in the Alabama culture that he grew up in. He believed in the afterlife and wasn't afraid to die. It is this belief system that propelled and allowed him to do things that perhaps men who didn't have faith or less faith wouldn't do.”

Howard joined the Army in 1956  at the age of seventeen and was assigned to the 101st Airborne Division. In 1965, during his first tour of duty in Vietnam, he was wounded by a bullet that ricocheted and sliced across his forehead.  While recovering in a hospital, he was recruited by a Special Forces soldier to join the Green Berets. 

By the age of thirty, he became a sergeant first class and arguably the most physically fit man in the army. 

“Howard was a strong, strapping young man,” Garrison said. “He was built like a lumberjack and looked like something you would see out of a Hollywood Casting office if they were casting for a man who looked the part of the heroic soldier. It is no surprise that he would later see some minor roles in movies, specifically cast as an instructor in John Wayne's The Green Berets.” 

He worked his way through the ranks, eventually becoming a staff sergeant at the highly classified Military Assistance Command, Vietnam – Studies and Observations Group (MACV-SOG). This was a 60-man Recon company, a top secret Green Beret team that completed classified missions behind enemy lines. As a member of the SOG (Studies and Observations Group) he did recon, invaded, attacked and disrupted the Vietnamese Ho Chi Minh trail network in Laos and Cambodia. 

“If you were in SOG and you were willing to die,” Howard said, “you wanted to have someone there with you that you didn't mind dying for, or with. It was knowing that we were making a difference in reducing American casualties and impacting the North Vietnamese and the VC that was part of what kept me there.”

“The work Howard did with the SOG was highly classified,” Garrison said. “So it can be argued that he performed a lot of heroics that we won't and never will find out about. They had different code names for everything. The Laotian cross-border efforts were called Daniel Boone and then renamed to Prairie Fire which Howard was a part of. He undoubtedly had to do things wherein there would be no witnesses present. Without any witnesses, there is no commendations or medals. But Howard was a humble man and realized that the missions trumped the medals.”
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Howard's heroics quickly became the stuff that Hollywood could only dream about. 

There was an instance where he was in the food line at an American base and two NVA sympathizers on a motorbike tossed a hand grenade at the soldiers. While others dived for cover, Howard had other ideas. 

He grabbed the M-16 out of the hands of a scared-stiff security guard, dropped to one knee and reeled off one shot on the Vietnamese attackers. The driver of the bike went down. The passenger got up and ran. 

Howard chased the bomber for over a half-mile before killing him as well. 

“What is striking about learning about Howard's heroics is his ability to make decisions instantly,” Garrison said. “Some men would freeze or take cover. Howard would always take immediate actions, he didn't stand there mulling over possibilities. His knee jerk response was always to take action.”

“In the military, in my case, you got a job to do,” Howard recalled. “Its a level of responsibility. The same way on the battlefield, you got a split second to make a decision. And you have to make that decision based on training, based on the information of the current situation and you can't procrastinate.”
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Another instance of his bravery was when he and his recon team were laying beside an enemy highway in Laos. A Vietnamese convoy drove past. Howard ran alongside the enemy truck and threw a claymore mine at the enemy soldiers stuffed in the back, blowing them up. 

Howard was always prepared for the unexpected. On one occasion he was riding in a Huey with Larry White and Robert Clough into Laos. They then unknowingly landed next to two heavily camouflaged enemy helicopters.

Their Huey was hit by gunfire immediately. White was shot three times and fell to the ground. Howard and Clough fired back. 

Somehow, someway, their Huey lifted up out of the precarious situation and flew back into South Vietnam. 

“Just knowing Bob Howard was ready to come and get you meant a lot to us,” recon team member Lloyd O'Daniels recalled. 

This would be the case of Joe Walker. 

Walker had been on a recon team that had been overwhelmed near a Laotian highway. He was grievously injured and hiding with a Montagnard soldier, unable to move. 

Howard got into position with twelve men and waited for darkness to arrive.

Then cloaked by the night sky, Howard moved in, feeling among bodies for heartbeats. 

He eventually found Walker, feeling his signature horn-rimmed glasses on his face. 

“You sweet son of a gun,” Walker said as Howard dragged him to safety.

“Loyalty to the unit, mission and each other were essential elements on the RT (recon team),” Howard  would say later. “The mission was always first, cowardice was not accepted, if it was observed through the course of a mission, it was handled honestly, with those concerned, and without prejudice We also knew that death and injury was anticipated, heck, almost expected...capture was not an option...we were truly dependent upon one other for individual and collective survival.”
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The Montagnards were indigenous mountain people and seen as allies to stop Viet Cong advancement into the region. Howard was part of the special forces group that helped train these men in unconventional warfare. 

These Montagnards were recruited and approximately 40,000 fought alongside American soldiers, allying themselves in the U.S effort to rid the region of the Viet Cong. 

“They were quiet people,” Garrison said, “But very determined. They also had skills in tracking as well as knowing the region very well. They were an asset to our efforts in Vietnam.”

“They were mostly Chinese people. They came from tribes of the Hmong, Bru, Nung, Sedang and each came with their own identity and culture. They were fed up with Vietnamese persecution, losing thousands of loved ones who were killed or pushed out of their own lands. They were incredibly loyal to the Americans. Surely Howard found a lot of kindred spirits among them as they fought beside him.”
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Howard was recommended for the Medal of Honor on three different occasions for three specific actions during thirteen months between 1967-1968. The first two nominations were downgraded to a Silver Star and the Distinguished Service Cross due to the classified nature of the jobs in which Howard had been engaged.   

The first of these missions occurred while Howard led a covert SOG platoon-sized mission in southeastern Laos on November 16, 1967. 

While the majority of the troops were occupied with taking out an enemy cache, Howard's unit came upon four NVA soldiers who were promptly killed. His unit was then trapped by heavy machine gun fire in retaliation. 

Howard then took it upon himself to take down the NVA's lead sniper and then charged the machine gun position, killing all of those inside. 

Another machine gun opened fire on him. He was “pinned down...with a blazing machine gun only six inches above his head,” but he recouped, shooting and killing an entire NVA gun unit at point-blank range. Then he crawled forward and threw a hand grenade into their remaining machine gun position, taking out their gun.

The NVA soldiers quickly recovered, however, and took over the same gun. Howard remained in the open and fired on them with a light anti-tank weapon, taking out the gun again.

His unit was then rescued by helicopter. 

Howard was recommended for the MOH for his heroism here but it would be downgraded to the Distinguished Service Cross. 

“There were situations there that I
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