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Medal of Honor Recipient Melvin Morris

Staff Sergeant Melvin Morris is an honored veteran of the Vietnam War. He served almost 30 years in the United States Army and was even part of a Special Forces Group. Brave and excelling at his career in the military, Morris would do two tours of duty in Vietnam before retiring in 1985. 

His Early Life

Melvin Morris was born and raised Okmulgee, a close-knit farming community in Oklahoma. He had seven other siblings and was the middle-child. While growing up, he was both an active Boy Scout and Explorer Scout. Morris also enjoyed outdoor activities such as hunting and fishing. With eight mouths to feed, often money was tight for his parents. Still, somehow they were able to send Morris and his siblings to a private school for a few years which provided him with a solid educational foundation. Later however, Morris would return to public school where he continued his thirst for learning. While attending Dunbar High School, he was a free-spirit and well liked student. He enjoyed playing sports but favored baseball above them all. 

Military Enlistment

In this small, rural Oklahoma town, there were very few career opportunities, especially for an African-American male. So at the age of 17, Morris decided to give the military a try. He first enlisted in the Oklahoma Army National Guard, 45th Infantry Division. But after just one year, Morris realized he was a good fit for military life and requested a transfer to the United States Army. After having watched a number of family members (including two older brothers) be successful in the military, signing up became an easy decision for him. Along with keeping him out of trouble and letting him travel the world, he hoped the military would provide him with needed skills to enter the workforce after service.  

Military Training

Morris went through basic training at Fort Jackson in Columbia, South Carolina. His plan was to follow in the footsteps of an uncle who was a paratrooper. Shortly after completing boot camp, he signed up for jump school. His next advancement would come after hearing about an elite group of soldiers known as the “Green Beret”. Also referred to as a Special Forces Group, the Green Beret are highly skilled soldiers who in Vietnam fought using irregular warfare such as ambushes and hit/run missions. Although he was a short young man weighing less than 120 pounds, he was confident that his hard work would make up for his size. So, despite some reservation, he pursued the training and would become one of the first men appointed by President John F. Kennedy to this group of distinguished solders.

Morris Meets His Wife

The military would also influence Morris’ personal life. While stationed at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, Morris would meet his bride Mary at a United Service Organization dance. Sergeant Morris and Mary would go on to have three children. 

Deployment to Vietnam/Acts of Heroism

One day Morris received notice of deployment to Vietnam. This would be his first tour overseas, and at the young age of 27 with a young wife and children, it proved to be a difficult time for both him and his family. It was during this first tour that Staff Sergeant Morris exhibited great bravery.  Serving as leader of the Third Company, after a fellow soldier was shot and killed in a search and destroy mission, Morris and others on his team would go into enemy territory to recover the body. Although he knew this would be a dangerous task, he had too much respect for his brother to leave him there. So he and his team moved toward enemy lines to retrieve the body. When the enemy became aware of their presence, they surrounded the battalion with gunfire. Still, they were able to get the body, but not without injuries. 

Dodging bullets and moving as fast as possible, they would make their way through the jungle hoping to get to safety. But, a couple of Morris’ men would be shot along the way. This left Morris with the daunting task of having to ensure they got back to base. He had all of this responsibility while still carrying the body of his fallen comrade. 

After getting back to camp, Morris remembered that a map had slipped out of the pocket of the fallen soldier. There would be no way he could leave it there because if the enemy were to find it, it might be detrimental to the mission. Although alone, Morris bravely went back into enemy territory to retrieve the lost map. Once he had it, he began to run back to safety.  On his way back however, he would encounter gunfire again resulting in his being shot three different times. But with adrenaline flowing and a determination to survive, he used multiple hand grenades to destroy many of the Viet Cong. Later Morris recalls feeling no pain until being medically treated. First he was sent to a hospital in Saigon where he spent a few days. Then he returned home to Fort Bragg, North Carolina where he would have a lengthy recovery. In recognition of his bravery in this act, he received the Distinguished Cross Award in 1970. 

Second Tour in Vietnam

Just 30 days later, Staff Sergeant Morris returned to Vietnam to join in the battle once again. Returning to Vietnam for Morris was even more scary the second time. This time he knew what dangers awaited him and his wife now had three children to care for alone. Living on base however, she had a good support system and friends to rely on. Her sisters would also provide lots of assistance in the rearing of the children. 

Thankfully Morris returned home safely from his second tour in Vietnam. But to his surprise, only his wife and kids were there to meet him. There was no fanfare and when off base, he discovered some were actually opposed to the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War. Possibly this would have an influence on his decision to retire just a couple of years after returning from his second tour in Vietnam.

Morris was able to stay away from the military for just three years. Missing the comfort of military life and the feeling he got from service, he opted to reenlist although it meant his starting over at a lower rank. This was the level of dedication and love he had and still has for his country. 

Advanced Military Training

Striving to be the best soldier possible, throughout his career, Staff Sergeant Morris participated in both advanced military training and specialty schools. This included engineering school, jump master school, sniper training and air force logistical school. Of all of his training, Morris most enjoyed being a jumpmaster. He liked the thrill that came with jumping out of the plane and the amazing feeling he would get while falling fast toward the earth. 

Retirement/Civilian Life

During his career, he also continued as a leader in the Special Force Group. He would spend time stationed at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, and overseas in both Germany and the Dominican Republic. In 1985 during his final assignment at Fort Hood, (Texas) he decided that it was time to retire. At the time of his retirement, he had achieved the rank of Sergeant First Class. After hanging up his uniform, he relocated with his wife to the sunny state of Florida.

Like many, Morris says he struggled with adapting to the civilian world. His family had lived for decades with the support and love of other military families. To his surprise, after leaving the familiarity of military life, Morris began to experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress syndrome. Withdrawn and unable to communicate with others, he became anxious and depressed. Finding employment after a couple of decades in the military also proved to be more of a challenge then he’d originally thought. Morris sought counseling and employment resources through Veterans Affairs which proved extremely helpful. He now works with other veterans to overcome the effects of war. 

Call from President Barack Obama

The proudest day for Staff Sergeant Melvin Morris would come years after his military retirement. It was like any other day when Morris got a call from a military official telling him he would be receiving a phone call from an important governmental leader. Morris was excited, but also a little nervous. All kinds of thoughts ran through his mind as to what they’d want to talk to him about. With apprehension, he took another call from the military official the following day as was promised. Morris said he could barely stand when he heard the voice of the 44th president, Barack Obama on the other end of the line. President Obama had called to tell Morris personally of his being selected to receive the Medal of Honor, the highest award one can receive in battle. But he’d have to contain his excitement and keep it a secret until the White House made the announcement. 

Official Medal of Honor Ceremony

So on March 18, 2014, Morris and his family arrived at the White House where in an official ceremony, President Barack Obama bestowed upon him the Medal of Honor. It came about because of the work of Congressmen Schumer, Dingell, Mead and Eddie Johnson along with the Black Caucus. These governmental leaders were compelled to reopen files from World War II, Korea and Vietnam. Reviewing over 6,000 military files, their research uncovered many deserving veterans who should have received the distinguished Medal of Honor but didn’t due to race or religion. Most had received the Distinguished Service Cross (the second highest designation) much earlier, but on that day they received an upgrade to the highest award – the Medal of Honor. 

When interviewed, Staff Sergeant Melvin Morris is not one to brag about his bravery. Instead, he speaks more of the sacrifice that all men and women of the armed forces have made. He also prefers to bring attention to the many men who did not return from war but instead died in battle. His wife, children and siblings however are very proud of him. In truth, they too paid a price for his service being without their husband, brother and father while he was away in Vietnam. Still, this day of honor brought about long overdue recognition for Morris. 

Although Morris would receive this commendation at 72 years of age and over 40 years past due, it is a day and honor he will never forget. On this special day, he along with 23 other soldiers had the medal placed around their necks on that cold day in March. Unfortunately, most of the recipients had passed on so a family member stood in their place. Still for many, the tears would flow not because of sadness, but because of joy. Adding to Morris’ honor, he was proud that the first African-American President of the United States, Barack Obama, would be the one presenting him with his award. 

Each arm of the military has its own distinct Medal of Honor. Crafted of red brass, bronze and gold plating, the Army’s Medal of Honor features five pointed stars accented with green oak leafs. An insignia with Staff Sergeant Morris’ name is included on the award and engraved on its opposite side. The citation written on the Medal of Honor for Staff Sergeant Melvin Morris reads as follows:

“Staff Sergeant Melvin Morris distinguished himself by acts of gallantry and intrepidity above and beyond the call of duty while serving as Commander of a Strike Force drawn from Company D, 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), 1st Special Forces, during combat operations against an armed enemy in the vicinity of Chi Lang, Republic of Vietnam on September 17, 1969. On that afternoon, Staff Sergeant Morris’ affiliated companies encountered an extensive enemy mine field and were subsequently engaged by a hostile force. Staff Sergeant Morris learned by radio that a fellow team commander had been killed near an enemy bunker
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