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Established during the Civil War, the Medal of Honor was the first 
official recognition of bravery granted in the United States. Over 
150 years, it has stood above all others. 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.

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. Recipients of the Medal of Honor have included privates 
and seamen, admirals and generals; teachers, businessmen, 
laborers and professionals; blue bloods, members of minority 
groups, and immigrants. 

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, Robert 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. 

In the great conflicts that have defined modern America—
World War II, Korea, Vietnam and the War on Terror—more than 
60 percent of all Medals have been awarded posthumously. The 
recipients who survived have gone on to lead lives that are different 
from one another 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.

 Army Staff Sgt. 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.”

The Medal’s rich history can be divided into three eras. The first 

began in 1861, in the early days of the Civil War, when Congress 
passed a law establishing a Medal of Honor for the Navy. A second 
Congressional Act soon followed, creating a Medal of Honor for the 
Army. These two medals were intended to recognize those who 
distinguished themselves by their gallantry in action or “other 
seaman- or soldier-like qualities.” 

Nearly 2,500 Medals were awarded for action during the Civil 
War, mostly to soldiers in the Union Army. Unfortunately, there 
were no detailed criteria or time limits for applying for the award, 
and many went to individuals who did nothing heroic. For example, 
members of the 27th Maine Volunteer Infantry received the Medal 
as an inducement to remain on active duty during a critical period 
of the war and 29 members of the honor guard that escorted 
President Lincoln’s body back to Illinois in 1865 received it.

Over time, the criteria became more stringent and in 1876 a 
board of officers reviewing a large number of recommendations 
for the Medal of Honor from the battle of the Little Big Horn used 
the criterion that, “the conduct which deserves such recognition 
should not be the simple discharge of duty, but 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.” 

Later, with more than 700 Civil War soldiers having applied for 
the Medal just since 1890, more than 25 years after the conflict, 
President William McKinley directed the Army to establish new 
procedures. In 1897, regulations were published establishing 
that Medals of Honor could be awarded only for “gallantry and 
intrepidity” above and beyond that of one’s fellow soldiers, that 
submission for the Medal must be made by a person other than 
the veteran who had performed the heroic deed; that one or more 

eyewitnesses must testify under oath to the heroic deed; and that 
recommendations for the Medal must be submitted within one 
year of the heroic act.

In 1916, a panel of five generals was established to review all 
2,625 Medals presented by the Army up to that time. The result was 
that 911 medals, most awarded during the Civil War, were revoked, 
including the only Medal awarded to a woman, a civilian contract 
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On May 22, 1863, actions by 96 Union soldiers at Vicksburg, Miss., 
resulted in Medal of Honor awards, the highest one-day total in the 
Medal’s history. In all, 120 Medals of Honor were conferred for actions in 
the Civil War conflict at Vicksburg. 

Salvatore Giunta was a self-described “sandwich 
artist” working at Subway in late 2003 when he heard 
a radio commercial for the U.S. Army. About to turn 19, 
Giunta made an appointment with a recruiter. He told 
himself that he was only interested in the free T-shirt 
the commercial promised. But he was really looking for 
a life path. The recruiter’s message—that in a time of 
war, one man can make a difference—resonated with 
Giunta, and he volunteered.

After basic training and airborne school at Fort 
Benning, Ga., he was assigned to the 173rd Airborne 
Brigade Combat Team and deployed to Afghanistan 
in the spring of 2005. His first tour there lasted a year. 
When he returned to Afghanistan for a second tour 
in the spring of 2007, he saw immediately that it had 
become a far more dangerous place: There were more 
Taliban and more firefights. He was now stationed at 
Firebase Vegas in the forbidding Korengal Valley, known 
as “the Valley of Death” because so many servicemen 
had died fighting there. 

On Oct. 25, 2007, Specialist Giunta’s company was at 
the end of a five-day mission to tame the area before 
winter arrived. Two days earlier, the Taliban had killed 
a popular staff sergeant and wounded two other men. 
The company commander now ordered two of the 
company’s platoons to go to a nearby village and retrieve 
seized equipment, which was being exhibited as “war 
trophies.” Giunta’s platoon stayed on an overlooking 
mountain ridge to provide cover.

Shortly after nightfall, with the mission completed, 
Giunta’s unit was ordered to return to base. Their way 
lit by the moon, the Americans had walked for about 
five minutes when rocket-propelled grenades and 
machinegun fire began to explode all around them.

Sgt. Joshua Brennan was walking point and went 
down immediately. He was the leader of the platoon’s 
Alpha Team, while Giunta was the leader of Bravo Team. 
The two were close friends and had been together on 
both Afghanistan tours.

When Specialist Hugo Mendoza, the squad medic, 
rushed forward to help, he was shot and killed. Giunta 
braved the heavy fire to pull another American to 
safety. An enemy round struck him in the chest, but 
his protective vest stopped it. He was hit again in the 
rocket launcher he carried over his left shoulder, three 
to four inches from his neck.

Realizing that the Taliban fighters were trying 
to surround and overrun the unit, Giunta and two 
comrades counterattacked, throwing volleys of 
grenades. Looking for Brennan, Giunta moved forward 
into the darkness. He saw the dim shapes of two Taliban 

dragging Brennan away. Giunta killed one of the enemy 
and hit the other. He tried to reassure Brennan, who had 
eight serious wounds, as he and the other Americans 
gave medical aid and waited for a helicopter. His friend 
died a few hours later.

Several days later, Sal Giunta learned that he had 
been recommended for the Medal of Honor. In the 
three years it took for the recommendation to be 
approved, Giunta sometimes felt a kind of dread—not 
only because becoming the first living recipient of the 
Medal in nearly four decades would change his life, but 
also because he believed that all the others involved 
in the Korengal Valley fight were as worthy of being 
honored as he was. He felt this more strongly than ever 
when President Barack Obama fastened the medal 
around his neck at the White House on Oct. 25, 2010. 

After the ceremony, Giunta said, “Every single soldier 
I’ve been with in two combat tours deserves to wear 
this just as much as I do. That’s something that will 
always stay with me.”
By Peter Collier, reprinted from Medal of Honor: Portraits 
of Valor Beyond the Call of Duty.

First Living Medal Recipient since Vietnam 
Pulled Friend from Taliban’s Grasp

Medal Is Tribute to 
Many Heroic Acts

"When I received the 
Medal of Honor, I 
accepted it on behalf 
of my brothers who I 
fought and bled with in 
Europe during our war 
many years ago. During 
the time I spent fighting 
in World War II, I 
witnessed countless acts 
of valor deserving of this 
high honor. To all who 
receive the Medal of 
Honor, remember those 
who fought beside you 
and honor the memory 
of those who did not 
come home.”
–Sen. Daniel K. Inouye,    
  D-Hawaii 

Inouye served as part of 
the 442nd Regimental 
Combat Team in World War 
II. He received the Medal of 
Honor in 2000 along with 
20 other Asian Americans 
after a study concluded 
that soldiers of color had 
not been considered for 
the honor because of racial 
prejudice. Inouye, who lost 
an arm during the action 
for which he received the 
Medal, is the Senate’s 
senior member.

Staff Sgt. Salvatore Giunta became the first living Medal of Honor 
recipient since the Vietnam War for actions he took as an Army rifle 
team leader on his second deployment to Afghanistan in 2007.

MEDAL OF HONOR CONTINUED ON PAGE 3

ANDREW'S RAID CONTINUED ON PAGE 3

In April 1862 James J. Andrews, a civilian scout for 
the Union Army, led a band of volunteers deep into 
Confederate territory. Their plan: to capture a train 
headed north out of Atlanta for Chattanooga and 
continue steaming north, stopping frequently to cut 
telegraph lines and burn bridges. Participants of this 
daring raid were the first soldiers to be awarded the 
Medal of Honor.

With Union ships blockading Southern coastlines 
and inland rivers, the Confederacy had to move all 
men and supplies by railroad. Rail lines from Memphis 
to Richmond via Chattanooga, Knoxville and eastern 
Tennessee were vital. The Western & Atlantic line 
connected Chattanooga with Atlanta, providing access 
routes to major Southern cities.

Andrews recruited one civilian and 22 volunteer Union 
soldiers from three Ohio regiments and instructed 
the men to arrive in Marietta, Ga. They traveled in 
groups of two and three in civilian clothing to avoid 
arousing suspicion. All but two reached the designated 
rendezvous point at the appointed time. Two others 
missed the train at Marietta because they had overslept.

The Great Locomotive Chase
At the time, railroad timetables included water, rest 

and meal stops. The locomotives needed to take on 
fuel and water for their steam boilers, so stops were 
combined with those for passenger and crew meals. 
Also, the many single-lane tracks forced trains to wait 
at stations for oncoming trains to pass.

On the morning of April 
12, 1862, the 20 Union raiders 
boarded a passenger train 
with the locomotive, the 
General. The train stopped 
at Big Shanty, Ga. (now 
Kennesaw), so that the crew 
and passengers could have 
breakfast at a nearby hotel. 
Andrews and his raiders 
uncoupled the passenger and baggage cars and 
hijacked the General and a few rail cars. 

As the raiders steamed out of Big Shanty, the train’s 
conductor, William Allen Fuller, and two other men 
chased the stolen train, first on foot, then by handcar. 

The Nation’s First Medals of Honor Awarded for Daring 
“Andrews’ Raid” into the Confederate South 

Jacob Parrott, a participant in 
Andrews’ Raid, became the 
first Medal of Honor recipient 
in 1863.

"Everyone likes recognition, 
but the ones who truly deserve it most 

are those Americans who 
gave their lives for this country."

—Salvatore Giunta

Medal of Honor Was 
First, Remains Foremost 
in Recognizing Valor, Service
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Caption for medals pictured 
above: The Medals of Honor 
presented by, from left, the U.S. 
Army, the U.S. Navy and the 
U.S. Air Force. Recipients from 
the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. 
Coast Guard receive the U.S. 
Navy Medal.

ABOUT THIS SECTION: This special supplement was 
prepared for the Advertising Department of The Washington 
Post by freelance journalist and editor Marcy Gessel 
in cooperation with the Congressional Medal of Honor 
Foundation. The production of this supplement did not involve 
the news or editorial departments of The Washington Post. 




