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The Military history of African Americans 

spans from the arrival of the first black slaves 

during the colonial history of the United 

States to the present day. In every war fought 

by or within the United States, African 

Americans participated, including the 

Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the 

Mexican–American War, the Civil War, the 

Spanish–American War, the World Wars, the 

Korean War, the Vietnam War, the Gulf 

War, and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq as 

well as other minor conflicts. 

Integration of the Armed Forces 

On July 26, 1948, President Harry S. Truman 

signed Executive Order 9981 integrating the 

military and mandating equality of treatment 

and opportunity. It also made it illegal, per 

military law, to make a racist remark. 

Desegregation of the military was not complete 

for several years, and all-black Army units 

persisted well into the Korean War. The last all-

black unit wasn't disbanded until 1954. 

The integration commanded by Truman's 1948 

Executive Order extended to schools and 

neighborhoods as well as military units. Fifteen 

years after the Executive Order, Secretary of 

Defense Robert McNamara issued Department 

of Defense Directive 5120.36. "Every military 

commander", the Directive mandates, "has the responsibility to oppose discriminatory 

practices affecting his men and their dependents and to foster equal opportunity for them, 

not only in areas under his immediate control, but also in nearby communities where they 

may gather in off-duty hours."  

While the directive was issued in 1963, it was not until 1967 that the first non-military 

establishment was declared off-limits. In 1970 the requirement that commanding officers 

first obtain permission from the Secretary of Defense was lifted, and areas were allowed to 

be declared housing areas off limits to military personnel by their commanding officer. 

Since the end of military segregation and the creation of an all-volunteer army, the 

American military saw the representation of African Americans in its ranks rise quickly.  
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A Selection of African-American 

Medal of Honor Recipients from 

Different War Times 

Civil War 

Powhatan Beaty (October 8, 1837 – December 6, 1916) 
was an African American soldier and actor. During the 
American Civil War, he served in the Union Army's 5th 
United States Colored Infantry Regiment throughout the 
Richmond–Petersburg Campaign. He received America's 
highest military decoration, the Medal of Honor, for 
taking command of his company at the Battle of 
Chaffin's Farm, after all officers had been killed and/or 
wounded. 
 
 
William Harvey Carney (February 29, 1840 – December 
9, 1908) was an African American soldier during the 
American Civil War. In 1900, he was awarded the Medal 
of Honor for his gallantry in saving the regimental colors 
during the Battle of Fort Wagner in 1863. Because his 
actions preceded those of other medal honorees, he is 
considered to be the first African American to be granted 
the Medal of Honor. 

 
 
James H. Harris (1828–January 28, 1898) was an 
African American Union Army soldier during the 
American Civil War and a recipient of America's highest 
military decoration—the Medal of Honor—for his 
actions at the Battle of Chaffin's Farm. Harris died at 
the approximate age of 69 and was buried at Arlington 
National Cemetery in Arlington County, Virginia. 
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John Lawson (June 16, 1837 – May 3, 1919) was a 
United States Navy sailor who received the Medal of 
Honor for his actions during the American Civil War. On 
August 5, 1864 during the Battle of Mobile Bay, while 
serving as a member of USS Hartford's berth deck 
ammunition party, he was seriously wounded after a 
shell had wounded him in the leg and killed or 
wounded the rest of his crew. Despite his wounds, he 
remained at his post and continued to supply the 
Hartford 's guns.  
 

Robert Alexander Pinn (March 1, 1843 – January 5, 

1911) was an African American Union Army soldier 

during the American Civil War and a recipient of 

America's highest military decoration—the Medal of 

Honor—for his actions at the Battle of Chaffin's Farm.. 

On that day, it was for his actions during the battle that 

he was awarded the Medal of Honor six months later, on 

April 6, 1865. In 1973, the Ohio National Guard named 

its new armory in Stow, Ohio, in his honor. In 1998, the 

shooting facility at the University of Akron was renamed 

the Robert A. Pinn Shooting Range in his honor, one of 

the premier shooting facilities in the state of Ohio. 
 

Andrew Jackson Smith (September 3, 1843 – March 4, 

1932) was a Union Army soldier during the American Civil 

War and a recipient of America's highest military decoration 

the Medal of Honor for his actions at the Battle of Honey Hill. 

When the 55th's color bearer was killed, Smith took up the 

battle flags and carried them through the remainder of the 

fight. Smith was nominated for the Medal of Honor in 1916, 

but the Army denied the nomination, citing a lack of official 

records documenting his case. Smith's commander at Honey 

Hill had not included an account of Smith's actions in the 

official battle report. It was not until January 16, 2001, 137 

years after the Battle of Honey Hill, that Smith was recognized 

by President Bill Clinton who presented the Medal of Honor to 

several of Smith's descendants during a ceremony at the White 

House on that day. 
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Indian Wars 

John Denny (1846 – November 26, 1901) was a 

Buffalo Soldier in the United States Army and a 

recipient of America's highest military 

decoration—the Medal of Honor—for his actions 

in the Indian Wars of the western United States. 

Denny joined the Army and by September 18, 

1879 was serving as a Sergeant in Company C of 

the 9th Cavalry Regiment. On that day, his unit 

participated in an engagement at Las Animas 

Canyon, New Mexico, and Denny "removed a 

wounded comrade, under a heavy fire, to a place 

of safety." For his actions, Sergeant Denny was 

awarded the Medal of Honor two years later, on 

November 27, 1891. Denny died in 1901 and was 

buried at the United States Soldiers' and Airmen's Home National Cemetery in 

Washington, D.C. 

William McBryar (February 14, 1861 – March 

8, 1941) was a Buffalo Soldier in the United 

States Army and a recipient of America's highest 

military decoration – the Medal of Honor – for 

his actions during the Cherry Creek Campaign in 

Arizona Territory. 

McBryar joined the Army and by March 7, 1890 

was serving as a Sergeant in Company K of the 

10th Cavalry Regiment. On that day, he 

participated in an engagement in Arizona where 

he "distinguished himself for coolness, bravery 

and marksmanship while his troop was in pursuit 

of hostile Apache Indians." For his actions, 

Sergeant McBryar was awarded the Medal of Honor two months later, on May 

15, 1890. McBryar later became a commissioned officer and left the Army as a 

First Lieutenant. He died at age 80 and was buried in Arlington National 

Cemetery, Arlington County, Virginia.  
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Thomas Shaw (1846 – June 23, 1895) was a 

Buffalo Soldier in the United States Army and a 

recipient of America's highest military decoration 

– the Medal of Honor – for his actions in the 

Indian Wars of the western United States. Shaw 

joined the Army and by August 12, 1881 was 

serving as a Sergeant in Company K of the 9th 

Cavalry Regiment. On that day, he participated in 

an engagement at Carrizo Canyon in New 

Mexico. For his actions during the engagement, 

Shaw was awarded the Medal of Honor nine 

years later, on December 7, 1890. Shaw died in 

1895 and was buried in Arlington National 

Cemetery, Arlington County, Virginia. 

 

Moses Williams (October 10, 1845 – August 

23, 1899) was a Buffalo Soldier in the United 

States Army and a recipient of America's 

highest military decoration—the Medal of 

Honor—for his actions in the Indian Wars of 

the western United States. 

Having been illiterate before joining the army, 

he learned to read and write, reaching the rank 

of First Sergeant just two years later. By 

August 16, 1881, Williams was serving in 

Company I of the 9th Cavalry Regiment. On 

that day he participated in an engagement in the 

foothills of the Cuchillo Negro Mountains in 

New Mexico.  

For his actions during the battle, Williams was awarded the Medal of Honor 

fifteen years later, on November 12, 1896.  Williams became one of the first 

African-American Ordnance Sergeants in 1886, and starting in 1895, served at 

Fort Stevens, Oregon, where he was charged with the care of large coastal gun 

emplacements. He died at the age of 53 and was buried in Fort Vancouver 

Military Cemetery, Vancouver, Washington. 
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Spanish–American War 

Edward Lee Baker Jr. (December 28, 1865 in 

Laramie County, Wyoming – August 26, 1913 in 

Los Angeles) was an African-American United 

States Army Sergeant Major that received the 

Medal of Honor for actions during the Spanish–

American War—while under fire, he rescued a 

wounded soldier from drowning. 

A notable African-American Medal of Honor 

recipient, Baker is also known for being the 

maternal grandfather of jazz saxophonist and Oscar 

nominee Dexter Gordon. He was the father of 

Gordon's mother, Gwendolyn Baker. 

Dennis Bell (December 28, 1866 – September 25, 

1953) was a Buffalo Soldier in the United States 

Army and a recipient of America's highest military 

decoration—the Medal of Honor—for his actions 

in the Spanish–American War. Bell joined the 

Army and by June 30, 1898 he was serving as a 

Private in Troop H of the 10th Cavalry Regiment. 

On that day, American forces aboard the Florida 

near Trinidad, Cuba, dispatched a landing party to 

provide reconnaissance on Spanish outposts in the 

area. The party was discovered by Spanish scouts 

and came under heavy fire; their boats were sunk 

by enemy cannon fire, leaving them stranded on 

shore. 

The men aboard the Florida launched several rescue attempts. The fifth 

attempt, manned by Bell and three other Privates of the 10th Cavalry, launched 

at night and successfully found and rescued the surviving members of the 

landing party. One year later, on June 23, 1899, they were awarded the Medal 

of Honor for their actions in what had come to be known as the Battle of 

Tayacoba.  Dennis Bell reached the rank of Corporal before leaving the Army. 

He died at age 86 and was buried in Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington 

County, Virginia. 
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World War I 

Freddie Stowers (January 12, 1896 – 

September 28, 1918) was a black 

American corporal in the United States 

Army who was killed in action during 

World War I, while serving in an 

American unit under French command. 

Over 70 years later, he posthumously 

received the Medal of Honor for his 

actions.  

Early on the morning of September 28, 

1918, Stowers' company was ordered to 

assault Côte 188, a tall, heavily defended hill overlooking a farm near Ardeuil-et-

Montfauxelles, in the Ardennes region of France. The lieutenant commanding Stowers' 

platoon went down, followed by the more senior noncommissioned officers. Corporal 

Stowers, trained to lead a section of a rifle squad, was now in command of a battered and 

demoralized platoon. 

Stowers began crawling toward a German machine gun nest and shouted for his men to 

follow. Inspired by Stowers' courage, the men forged ahead and successfully drove the 

Germans from the hill and into the plain below. Stowers, meanwhile, succumbed to his 

wounds on Côte 188.  Shortly after his death, Stowers was recommended for the Medal of 

Honor; however, this recommendation was never processed; motivated by institutional 

racism. In 1990, at the instigation of Congress, the Department of the Army conducted a 

review and the Stowers recommendation was uncovered.  

On April 24, 1991 — seventy-three years after he was killed-in-action, Stowers' surviving 

sisters, Georgina and Mary, received the medal from President George H.W. Bush at the 

White House. 
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William Henry Johnson (circa July 15, 

1892 – July 1, 1929), commonly known 

as Henry Johnson, was a United States 

Army soldier who performed heroically 

in the first African American unit of the 

U.S. Army to engage in combat in 

World War I.  

On watch in the Argonne Forest on May 

14, 1918, he fought off a German raid in 

hand-to-hand combat, killing multiple 

German soldiers and rescuing a fellow 

soldier while experiencing 21 wounds, 

in an action that was brought to the 

nation's attention by coverage in the 

New York World and The Saturday 

Evening Post later that year. In 1918, 

racism against African Americans was 

common among white American troops 

and up the line within the U.S. military, 

while French troops welcomed them. Johnson was recognized by the French 

with a Croix de guerre with star and bronze palm, and was the first American 

soldier in World War I to receive that honor.  

From 1919 on, Henry Johnson's story has been part of wider consideration of 

treatment of African Americans in the Great War. There was a long struggle to 

achieve awards for him from the U.S. military. He was finally awarded the 

Purple Heart in 1996. In 2002, the U.S. military awarded him the Distinguished 

Service Cross. Previous efforts to secure the Medal of Honor failed, but in 

2015 he was honored with the award.  

On June 2, 2015, Private Johnson was awarded the Medal of Honor by 

President Barack Obama in a posthumous ceremony at the White House. 

President Obama presented the Medal of Honor to Command Sgt. Maj. Louis 

Wilson of the New York National Guard on behalf of Private Johnson. The 

award was presented to Command Sgt. Maj. Wilson instead of next-of-kin due 

to Private Johnson having no living relatives. 
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World War II 

Edward Allen Carter Jr. (May 26, 1916 – January 30, 1963) 

was a United States Army staff sergeant who received the Medal of 

Honor for his actions during March 1945 during World War II.. He 

was the son of missionaries, with a black American father and an 

East Indian mother, where he grew up in India and then moved to 

Shanghai, China. Carter had entered the Army on September 26, 

1941 and was a member of a unique type of organization — the 

Seventh Army Infantry Company Number 1 (Provisional), 56th 

Armored Infantry Battalion, 12th Armored Division near Speyer, 

Germany.  

On March 23, 1945, Carter, a 28-year-old infantry staff sergeant, 

heroically acted when the tank on which he was riding was hit by bazooka fire. Dismounted, 

Carter led three soldiers across an open field. In the process, two of the men were killed and 

the other seriously wounded. Carter continued alone and was wounded five times before being 

forced to take cover. Eight German soldiers tried to capture him, but he killed six and 

captured the remaining two. He used the two captured Germans as a shield from enemy fire as 

he recrossed the field. His prisoners provided valuable information on enemy-troop 

disposition for his unit. For this he was awarded the Medal of Honor.  

Major Charles Leroy Thomas (April 17, 1920 – February 15, 

1980) was a United States Army officer who was awarded the 

Distinguished Service Cross for his actions while a company 

commander during the capture of Climbach, France in 1944 — the 

second African American to be awarded one during World War II. 

This award was upgraded to the Medal of Honor awarded 

posthumously in 1997.  

He joined the Army in January 1942 and was assigned to the 614th 

Tank Destroyer Battalion, and sent to Officer Candidate School; he 

was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in March 1943. On 

December 14, 1944, Thomas led a task force of his tank destroyers to 

storm Climbach. Approaching Climbach, Thomas' armored scout car was knocked out by 

enemy fire and he was wounded.  Despite his wounds, the strong performance of the platoon 

ensured the capture of the town and forced the defenders to withdraw to the Siegfried Line. 

The unit was awarded a Distinguished Unit Citation (the first black combat unit to be so 

honored) and its men received four Silver Stars and nine Bronze Stars. Thomas himself was 

awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his part in the engagement. Thomas retired with 

the rank of Major. In the 1990s, following a study which indicated severe racial 

discrimination in the process of awarding medals during the war, it was recommended that 

seven Distinguished Service Crosses be upgraded to Medals of Honor, and Thomas was 

awarded the Medal of Honor posthumously on January 13, 1997. 
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Vernon Joseph Baker 
(December 17, 1919 – July 13, 

2010) was a United States Army 

officer who received the Medal of 

Honor, the highest military award 

given by the United States 

Government for his valorous 

actions during World War II. He 

was awarded the medal for his 

actions on April 5–6, 1945 near 

Viareggio, Italy.  

Baker entered the Army on June 

26, 1941, six months prior to the 

U.S. entry into World War II. He 

went through training at Camp 

Wolters, Texas, and after 

completing Officer Candidate 

School was commissioned as a 

second lieutenant on January 11, 1943. In early spring, 1945, his unit was pulled from the 

reserve status and ordered into combat. On the morning of April 5, Baker participated in 

an attack on the German stronghold of Castle Aghinolfi. During the assault, Baker led his 

heavy weapons platoon through German army defenses to within sight of the castle, 

personally destroying a machine gun position, two observation posts, two bunkers, and a 

network of German telephone lines along the way. It was for these and other actions, 

including leading a battalion advance under heavy fire, that he was later awarded the 

Medal of Honor.  

After the end of the war, Baker remained in Europe with the Allied occupation forces until 

1947 but lost his commission due to the lack of a college education. After the Korean 

Armistice in 1953, Baker was administratively reduced to the enlisted ranks. He remained 

in the Army and rose to the rank of Master Sergeant. He retired from the Army in 1968 

and was promoted on the retired list to first lieutenant, the highest rank he held.  

In 1993, a study commissioned by the U.S. Army described systematic racial 

discrimination in the criteria for awarding decorations during World War II. At the time, 

no Medals of Honor had been awarded to the black American soldiers who served in 

World War II. After an exhaustive review of files, the study recommended that ten black 

Distinguished Service Cross recipients have their military awards upgraded to the Medal 

of Honor.  

On January 13, 1997, President Bill Clinton belatedly awarded the Medal of Honor to 

seven of the World War II veterans; Baker was the only living recipient of the medal at the 

time.  He died in 2010 at the age of 90.  
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Korean War 

Cornelius H. Charlton (July 24, 1929 – June 2, 1951) was a soldier in the United 

States Army during the Korean War. Sergeant Charlton posthumously received the Medal 

of Honor for his actions near Chipo-ri, South Korea on June 2, 1951. 

Enlisting out of high school in 1946, Charlton served first in 

occupied Germany, then occupied Japan in administrative 

duties before requesting transfer to the front. Charlton was 

transferred to the segregated 24th Infantry Regiment, 25th 

Infantry Division fighting in the Korean War. During a battle 

for Hill 543 near the village of Chipo-ri, Charlton took 

command of his platoon after its commanding officer was 

injured, leading it on three successive assaults of the hill. 

Charlton continued to lead the attack despite mortal wounds 

until Chinese troops occupying it were destroyed, saving his 

platoon. For these actions, Charlton was awarded the medal. 

In 1950, Charlton was assigned to the Occupation of Japan, and was given an 

administrative job on Okinawa with an engineering group of the Eighth United States 

Army. However, Charlton indicated a desire to fight in the Korean War, and so he 

requested transfer to a front line unit in South Korea. The regiment was one of the de facto 

segregated units, made up almost entirely of African American men led by white officers. 

From its arrival in September 1950, the regiment had been plagued by poor performance 

and accusations of cowardice. Division commander Major General William B. Kean had 

requested the unit be disbanded, finding the regiment "untrustworthy."  

Charlton arrived at C Company of the regiment's 1st Battalion in early 1951, and at first 

was regarded with suspicion by officers and leaders in his unit. A Sergeant, he was made a 

squad leader in the 3rd Platoon, and quickly impressed his unit's company commander 

with his natural leadership ability, and soon his squad was considered a model unit. In 

May 1951, Charlton was made the platoon sergeant and his commander had recommended 

him for a battlefield commission.  

In the following years, Charlton was honored numerous times, but was controversially not 

given a spot in Arlington National Cemetery, a custom which is routinely afforded to all 

Medal of Honor recipients, which his family claimed was due to racial discrimination. 

Instead, American Legion Post 32 in Beckley offered to bury Charlton in their own 

cemetery. On March 10, 1989, Charlton was reburied there with full military honors at a 

ceremony attended by congressmen, several US Army generals, and an honor guard. Of 

252 buried there, Charlton was the only African American. The controversy received 

national coverage when it was written about in the Los Angeles Times. On November 12, 

2008, following efforts of other Medal of Honor winners, Charlton was finally reburied in 

Arlington National Cemetery, where his remains currently reside.  
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William Henry Thompson (16 August 1927 – 6 August 

1950) was a United States Army soldier and a recipient of the 

United States military's highest decoration, the Medal of 

Honor, for his actions in the Korean War.  Thompson entered 

the Army in 1945 and served tours in Alaska and Japan. At 

the outbreak of the Korean War, Thompson was a machine 

gunner of the U.S. 24th Infantry Regiment, a de facto 

segregated unit. 

In January 1948, Thompson reenlisted and he was reassigned 

to the U.S. 24th Infantry Regiment, U.S. 25th Infantry 

Division which was assigned to the post-World War II 

occupation of Japan. His Military Occupational Specialty was 

4812, that of a heavy weapons infantryman who operated 

automatic weapons. The 24th Infantry was a de facto segregated unit, but Thompson 

nonetheless enjoyed his time in the military.Thompson was also a skilled marksman and 

rarely had behavioral problems. He was content in the lower ranks of the military, preferring 

to follow orders instead of giving them.  

The 24th Infantry first came into heavy contact with North Korean People's Army troops on 

July 22 during the battle of Sangju. North Korean rifle fire came in on the dispersed 

regiment,[8] and its troops almost immediately began retreating from the front, ignoring 

officers' commands to stay in position. Historians blame the retreat as much on officers' 

ineptitude as on the panicking of individual soldiers. The 24th quickly gained a poor 

reputation as a "bug out" unit, blasted for its poor performance during combat. Historians 

contend its accomplishments, particularly at the Battle of Yechon, were ignored, while 

shortcomings were seized upon to depict the 24th as a sub-par unit, and African-Americans as 

inferior soldiers to whites.  

During the Battle of Masan in August 1950, Thompson was part of a unit conducting an 

offensive along the Pusan Perimeter. When North Korean troops attacked his company and 

caused many men to panic and scatter, Thompson stood his ground, by manning the last heavy 

weapon in the platoon: his .30 caliber M1917 Browning machine gun. Thompson soon 

became the focus of the North Korean fire. He refused orders to evacuate despite being 

wounded, and covering the retreat of his platoon until he was killed by a grenade. A few days 

later, when M Company retook the area, they discovered Thompson had made a last stand and 

killed a large number of North Koreans before dying. He had prevented higher casualties in 

his unit as it withdrew. For his actions, Thompson was awarded the Medal of Honor, one of 

only two African Americans to be so honored in the war. 

Thompson's actions were initially overlooked by division commanders, who instead focused 

on the poor performance of the 24th Infantry Regiment, whose soldiers panicked and fled 

from combat. Thompson initially received a Silver Star Medal for the action, On June 2,1951, 

General of the Army Omar Bradley presented Thompson's mother with the Medal of Honor, 

posthumously recognizing Thompson's actions.  
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Vietnam War 
Private First Class James Anderson Jr. 

(January 22, 1947 – February 28, 1967) 

was a United States Marine who 

posthumously received the Medal of 

Honor for heroism while serving in 

Vietnam in February 1967. When his 

Medal of Honor was awarded on August 

21, 1967, he became the first African-

American U.S. Marine recipient of the 

Medal of Honor.  

Private Anderson left college to enlist in 

the United States Marine Corps on 

February 17, 1966 and received recruit 

training with the 1st Recruit Training 

Battalion, Marine Corps Recruit Depot, 

San Diego, California. He was promoted to 

private first class upon graduation from 

recruit training in August 1966. He then transferred to Camp Pendleton, 

California where he received further training with the 2nd Battalion, 2nd 

Infantry Training Regiment. 

In December 1966, Private Anderson arrived in the Republic of Vietnam, 

where he served as a rifleman with Company F, 2nd Battalion, 3rd Marines, 

3rd Marine Division in Quang Tri Province. On February 28, 1967, he was 

mortally wounded when he covered a grenade with his body to save his 

teammate  

The United States Navy prepositioning ship, USNS PFC James Anderson Jr. 

(T-AK 3002) is named in honor of Medal of Honor recipient James Anderson 

Jr. The name James Anderson Jr. is inscribed on the Vietnam Veterans’ 

Memorial ("The Wall") on Panel 15E - Row 112. James Anderson Jr. 

Memorial Park in Carson, California, at the corner of Wilmington and 

University, was named after James Anderson Jr.  And Anderson Avenue in 

Compton, California, is named after him too. 
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Lawrence Joel (February 22, 1928 – 

February 4, 1984) was a United States 

Army Sergeant First Class who served in 

the Korean and Vietnam Wars. While 

serving in Vietnam, as a medic with the 

rank of Specialist Five assigned to 1st 

Battalion of the 503rd Infantry Regiment in 

the 173rd Airborne Brigade, Joel received 

the Silver Star and the Medal of Honor for 

his heroism in a battle with the Viet Cong 

that occurred on November 8, 1965. He 

was the first medic to earn the Medal of 

Honor during the Vietnam conflict and the 

first living black American to receive this 

medal since the Spanish–American War in 

1898. 

As the third of 16 children and due to the extreme poverty of his family, from the age of 8 

to 18, Joel was raised by a neighboring family, the Samuels. In 1946, at age 18, Joel 

decided to join the United States Army, making a career out of it.  On November 8, 1965 

then-Specialist Five Lawrence Joel and his battalion of paratroopers were sent on a patrol 

for Viet Cong soldiers near Bien Hoa, War Zone "D" in the heart of Vietnam, conducting 

Operation Hump. Joel and his battalion shortly found themselves in a Viet Cong ambush, 

outnumbered six to one. Under heavy gunfire, Joel did his duty as a medic, administering 

first aid to wounded soldiers.  

Joel defied orders to stay to the ground and risked his life to help the many wounded 

soldiers. Even after being shot twice, Joel continued to do his job; he bandaged his wounds 

and continued to help the wounded in not only his unit, but in the nearby company as well. 

When his medical supplies were depleted, he hobbled around the battlefield for more, 

using a makeshift crutch. Joel attended to thirteen troops and saved the life of one soldier 

who suffered from a severe chest wound by improvising and placing a plastic bag over the 

soldier's chest in order to seal the wound until the supplies were refreshed. After the 

firefight which lasted over twenty four hours, Joel was hospitalized and shipped to 

locations including Saigon, Vietnam and Tokyo, Japan to recover. 

His meticulous attention to duty saved a large number of lives and his unselfish, daring 

example under most adverse conditions was an inspiration to all. SP6 Joel's profound 

concern for his fellow soldiers, at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty are 

in the highest traditions of the U.S. Army and reflect great credit upon himself and the 

Armed Forces of his country. He retired from military service in 1973 and died in 1984. 

He is buried in Arlington National Cemetery Arlington, Virginia.  
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Melvin Morris (born January 7, 

1942) is a U.S. Army veteran of the 

Vietnam War, a Special Forces 

Soldier ("Green Beret"), and a 

recipient of the Medal of Honor.  

In 1959, Morris joined the 

Oklahoma Army National Guard 

and soon after joined the active duty 

Army. "Being in the military was 

better than being in trouble," he said. 

He excelled in the military, 

becoming one of the first Green 

Berets in 1961 and twice 

volunteered for tours in Vietnam.  

Morris received the Medal of Honor 

for his valorous actions on 

September 17, 1969, while 

commanding the Third Company, Third Battalion of the IV Mobile Strike Force near Chi 

Lang, Vietnam. Then Staff Sgt., Morris led an advance across enemy lines to recover the 

body of a fallen sergeant. Morris single-handedly destroyed an enemy force with a bag of 

grenades in a series of bunkers that was pinning his battalion down. Morris was shot three 

times during that engagement.  

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 and he immediately 

reorganized his men into an effective assault posture before advancing forward and 

splitting off with two men to recover the team commander’s body. Observing the 

maneuver, the hostile force concentrated its fire on Staff Sergeant Morris’ three-man 

element and successfully wounded both men accompanying him. After assisting the two 

wounded men back to his forces’ lines, Staff Sergeant Morris charged forward into 

withering enemy fire with only his men’s suppressive fire as cover.  

While enemy machine gun emplacements continuously directed strafing fusillades against 

him, Staff Sergeant Morris destroyed the positions with hand grenades and continued his 

assault, ultimately eliminating four bunkers. Upon reaching the bunker nearest the fallen 

team commander, Staff Sergeant Morris repulsed the enemy, retrieved his comrade and 

began the arduous trek back to friendly lines. He was wounded three times as he struggled 

forward, but ultimately succeeded in returning his fallen comrade to a friendly position. 

Morris received the Medal of Honor from President Barack Obama in a March 18, 2014 

ceremony in the White House. 
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Charles Calvin Rogers (September 6, 1929 – 

September 21, 1990) was a United States Army officer 

and a recipient of America's highest military 

decoration—the Medal of Honor—for his actions in the 

Vietnam War. Charles Rogers joined the U.S. Army 

through the Army ROTC program at West Virginia State 

College (now West Virginia State University), Institute, 

West Virginia, in 1952, and by 1968 was serving as a 

lieutenant colonel in command of 1st Battalion, 5th Field 

Artillery Regiment, 1st Infantry Division in Vietnam.  

 

On November 1, 1968, 1st Battalion was manning a fire 

support base in the Fishhook region near the Cambodian 

border when it came under heavy attack. In the early 

morning hours, the fire support base was subjected to a concentrated bombardment of 

heavy mortar, rocket and rocket propelled grenade fire. Lt. Col. Rogers with complete 

disregard for his safety moved through the hail of fragments from bursting enemy rounds 

to the embattled area. He aggressively rallied the dazed artillery crewmen to man their 

howitzers and he directed their fire on the assaulting enemy. Although knocked to the 

ground and wounded by an exploding round, Lt. Col. Rogers sprang to his feet and led a 

small counterattack force against an enemy element that had penetrated the howitzer 

positions. Although painfully wounded a second time during the assault, Lt. Col. Rogers 

pressed the attack killing several of the enemy and driving the remainder from the 

positions.  

Refusing medical treatment, Lt. Col. Rogers reestablished and reinforced the defensive 

positions. At dawn the determined enemy launched a third assault against the fire base in 

an attempt to overrun the position. Lt. Col. Rogers moved to the threatened area and 

directed lethal fire on the enemy forces. While directing the position defense, Lt. Col. 

Rogers was seriously wounded by fragments from a heavy mortar round which exploded 

on the parapet of the gun position. Although too severely wounded to physically lead the 

defenders, Lt. Col. Rogers continued to give encouragement and direction to his men in 

the defeating and repelling of the enemy attack. Lt. Col. Rogers' dauntless courage and 

heroism inspired the defenders of the fire support base to the heights of valor to defeat a 

determined and numerically superior enemy force 

For his actions during the battle, Lieutenant Colonel Rogers was nominated for the Medal 

of Honor. His nomination was approved and, on May 14, 1970, Rogers waspresented with 

a Medal of Honor by President Richard Nixon at a ceremony in the White House. Rogers 

rose to the rank of major general before leaving the army in 1984. He later became a 

Baptist minister, serving U.S. troops stationed in Germany. He died in Munich, Germany, 

at age 61 and is buried in Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington County, Virginia. 
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John Earl Warren Jr. (November 16, 

1946 – January 14, 1969) was a United 

States Army officer and a recipient of the 

U.S. military's highest decoration — the 

Medal of Honor — for his actions in the 

Vietnam War.  

On January 14, 1969, as a first lieutenant, 

Warren was commanding a platoon in Tây 

Ninh Province, Vietnam when the unit 

came under attack. During the fight, 

Warren fell on an enemy-thrown grenade 

to shield others from the blast. The action 

cost him his life. 

While moving through a rubber plantation 

to reinforce another friendly unit, 

Company C came under intense fire from 

a well-fortified enemy force. Disregarding his safety, 1st Lt. Warren with 

several of his men began maneuvering through the hail of enemy fire toward 

the hostile positions.  

When he had come to within 6 feet of one of the enemy bunkers and was 

preparing to toss a hand grenade into it, an enemy grenade was suddenly 

thrown into the middle of his small group. Thinking only of his men, 1st Lt. 

Warren fell in the direction of the grenade, thus shielding those around him 

from the blast. His action, performed at the cost of his life, saved 3 men from 

serious or mortal injury.  

First Lt. Warren's ultimate action of sacrifice to save the lives of his men was in 

keeping with the highest traditions of the military service and reflects great 

credit on him, his unit, and the U.S. Army. 
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Matthew Leonard (November 26, 1929–

February 28, 1967) was a United States Army 

soldier who received America's highest military 

decoration—the Medal of Honor—for his 

actions in the Vietnam War 

Matthew Leonard entered the Army from 

Birmingham, Alabama in 1949. He served in 

both the Korean War and the Vietnam War. On 

February 28, 1967, Leonard was serving as a 

platoon Sergeant with Company B, 1st 

Battalion, 16th Infantry, 1st Infantry Division 

near Suoi Da, South Vietnam.  

When his platoon came under attack on that day 

by a large enemy force employing small arms, 

automatic weapons, and hand grenades. 

Although the platoon leader and other key 

leaders were among the wounded, he rallied his 

men to throw back the initial assaults.  

During a pause that followed he organized a perimeter, redistributed ammunition, and 

inspired his comrades by his forceful leadership. Sergeant Leonard organized the defense 

and encouraged his men. Refusing medical attention in spite of suffering several wounds, 

he continued to move from position to position to direct the fire of his men. The enemy 

moved a machinegun into a location where it could sweep the entire perimeter and this 

threat was magnified when the platoon machinegun in this area malfunctioned. He 

continued to command and eventually charged an enemy machine gun.  

Sergeant Leonard crawled to the gun position and was helping to clear the malfunction 

when the gunner and other men in the vicinity were wounded by fire from the enemy 

machinegun. He rose to his feet, charged the enemy gun and destroyed the hostile crew 

despite being hit several times by enemy fire. He moved to a tree, propped himself against 

it, and continued to engage the enemy until he succumbed to his many wounds.  His 

fighting spirit, heroic leadership, and valiant acts inspired the remaining members of his 

platoon to hold back the enemy until assistance arrived.  He was wounded again during the 

charge, and died soon after.  P/Sgt. Leonard's profound courage and devotion to his men 

are in keeping with the highest traditions of the military service, and his gallant actions 

reflect great credit upon himself and the U.S. Army 

For his actions on that day, Sergeant Leonard received the Medal of Honor. Leonard's 

widow Lois and her family were presented with his Medal of Honor by President Lyndon 

B. Johnson during a ceremony at the Pentagon on December 19, 1968. Matthew Leonard 

is buried in Fort Mitchell, Alabama's National Cemetery.  
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Clarence Eugene Sasser (born September 

12, 1947) is a former United States Army 

soldier and a recipient of the U.S. military's 

highest decoration, the Medal of Honor, for 

his actions in the Vietnam War 

Sasser served as a combat medic in the United 

States Army during the Vietnam war. A 

member of Headquarters and Headquarters 

Company, 3rd Battalion, 60th Infantry 

Regiment, 9th Infantry Division, he was a 

private first class attached to the 3rd 

Battalion's Company A when he earned the 

medal and eventually was promoted to specialist five. 

He was serving as a medical aidman with Company A, 3d Battalion, on a 

reconnaissance in force operation. His company was making an assault when 

suddenly it was taken under heavy small arms, recoilless rifle, machinegun and 

rocket fire from well fortified enemy positions on 3 sides of the landing zone. 

During the first few minutes, over 30 casualties were sustained.  

Without hesitation, Sp5c. Sasser ran across an open rice paddy through a hail 

of fire to assist the wounded. After helping 1 man to safety, he was painfully 

wounded in the left shoulder by fragments of an exploding mortar. Refusing 

medical attention, he ran through a barrage of rocket and automatic weapons 

fire to aid casualties of the initial attack and, after giving them urgently needed 

treatment, continued to search for other wounded.  

Despite two additional wounds immobilizing his legs, he dragged himself 

through the mud toward another soldier 100 meters away. Although in 

agonizing pain and faint from loss of blood, Sp5c. Sasser reached the man, 

treated him, and proceeded on to encourage another group of soldiers to crawl 

200 meters to relative safety. There he attended their wounds for 5 hours until 

they were evacuated. 

He received the medal from President Richard Nixon in 1969 for his actions on 

January 10, 1968, in Dinh Tuong Province, Republic of Vietnam. 
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Rodney Maxwell Davis (April 7, 1942 – 

September 6, 1967) was a United States Marine 

sergeant who was posthumously awarded the Medal of 

Honor for heroism above and beyond the call of duty in 

1967, during the Vietnam War. 

He enlisted in the United States Marine Corps on 

August 31, 1961and then reported for recruit training 

with the First Recruit Training Battalion Marine Corps 

Recruit Depot Parris Island, South Carolina.  He then 

joined Company K, 3rd Battalion, 2nd Marines, 2nd 

Marine Division, FMF, at Camp Lejeune and served as 

a rifleman until May 1964. While stationed at Camp 

Lejeune, he was promoted to Private First Class, April 

1, 1962, and to Lance Corporal, January 1, 1964. 

Lance Corporal Davis was ordered to London, England, for a three-year tour of duty as 

Guard with the United States Marine Detachment, Naval Activities. He was promoted to 

Corporal, January 1, 1966, and to Sergeant, December 1, 1966. 

Ordered to the Republic of Vietnam in August 1967, he was assigned duty as a Platoon 

Guide with Company B, First Battalion, Fifth Marines, First Marine Division. On 

September 6, 1967, he was operating with his unit in the Quảng Nam Province on a search 

and clear mission during Operation Swift, when they were attacked by a numerically 

superior force of attacking North Vietnamese Army Regulars. The platoon were pinned 

down in a trench line by mortars, heavy automatic and small arms fire where Sergeant 

Davis was directing the fire of his men in an attempt to repel the enemy attack. He went 

from man to man encouraging them on and also returning fire at the same time.  

An enemy hand grenade fell in the trenches his men were fighting from and Sergeant 

Davis, realizing the gravity of the situation, and in a final valiant act of complete self-

sacrifice, instantly threw himself upon the grenade, absorbing with his own body the full 

and terrific force of the explosion.. He saved his fellow Marines from injury and possible 

loss of life, that enabled his platoon to hold its vital position.   

This selfless act earned him the nation's highest military decoration, the Medal of Honor, 

and upheld the highest traditions of the Marine Corps and the United States Naval Service. 

He gallantly gave his life for his country.  Presentation of the Medal of Hone was made 

posthumously to his widow, Mrs. Judy P. Davis, by Vice President Spiro T. Agnew in his 

office.  
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Riley Leroy Pitts (October 15, 1937 – October 31, 

1967) was a United States Army Captain and the first 

African-American commissioned officer to receive the 

Medal of Honor. After being commissioned as an officer 

in the Army, he was sent to Vietnam in December 1966. 

Pitts had seven years of service in the Army. In Vietnam, 

Pitts served as an information officer until he was 

transferred to a combat unit. As a Captain, he then served 

as commander of C Company "Wolfhounds", 2d 

Battalion, 27th Infantry Regiment. On October 31, 1967, 

just one month before he was to be rotated back home, his 

unit was called upon to reinforce another company 

heavily engaged against a strong enemy force. 

After his company landed in an airmobile assault, several 

Viet Cong opened fire with automatic weapons. Captain Pitts forcefully led an assault 

which overran the enemy positions and was then ordered to move north to reinforce 

another company engaged against a strong enemy force. As his company moved forward, 

intense fire was received from three directions, including four bunkers, two of which were 

within 15 meters of his position. The severity of the incoming fire prevented Capt. Pitts 

from maneuvering his company. His rifle fire proving ineffective against the enemy due to 

the dense foliage, Pitts picked up an M79 grenade launcher and began pinpointing the 

targets. Seizing a grenade taken from a captured Viet Cong's web gear, he lobbed it at a 

bunker to his front but it hit the foliage and rebounded.  

Without hesitation, Pitts threw himself on top of the grenade which, fortunately, failed to 

explode. He then directed the repositioning of the company to permit friendly artillery to 

be fired. Upon completion of the fire mission, he again led his men toward the enemy 

positions, personally killing at least one more Viet Cong. Displaying complete disregard 

for his life and personal safety, he maintained continuous fire, pinpointing the enemy's 

fortified positions, while at the same time directing and urging his men forward, until he 

was mortally wounded 

Capt. Pitts' conspicuous gallantry, extraordinary 

heroism, and intrepidity at the cost of his life, 

above and beyond the call of duty, are in the 

highest traditions of the U.S. Army and reflect 

great credit upon himself, his unit, and the 

Armed Forces of his country. 

The Medal of Honor was presented 

posthumously by U.S. President Lyndon B. 

Johnson on December 10, 1968 to his wife, Eula 

Pitts, for actions in Ap Dong, South Vietnam.  
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Peacetime 

Before World War II, the Medal of Honor could be awarded for actions not involving 

direct combat with the enemy; eight African Americans earned the Medal in this way, all 

of them sailors.  

Robert Augustus Sweeney (February 20, 1853 – 

December 19, 1890) was a sailor in the United States 

Navy and is one of only nineteen servicemen, and the 

only African American, to receive the Medal of Honor 

twice, both for peace-time actions. Most of the non-

combat medals, including both of Sweeney's, were 

awarded for rescuing or attempting to rescue someone 

from drowning. 

Sweeney joined the Navy in New Jersey. By October 

26, 1881, he was serving as an ordinary seaman on the USS Kearsarge. While Kearsarge 

was anchored in Hampton Roads on that day, Seaman E.M. Christoverson fell from a 

Jacob's ladder attached to the ship's lower boom and landed in the water. Christoverson's 

inability to swim, combined with a strong tidal current and rough seas, led to him quickly 

beginning to sink. Seeing this, Sweeney jumped overboard without hesitation and went to 

his aid. In his panic, Christoverson latched onto Sweeney and dragged him under the 

water. Sweeney was able to break free, but was grabbed and dragged under a second time. 

One of Kearsarge's officers, Cadet Midshipman John B. Bernadon, then dived into the 

water and swam to help the men. Together, Sweeney and Bernadon were able to keep 

Christoverson afloat and, once their shipmates had thrown them a rope, pulled him back 

aboard ship. For this action, Sweeney was awarded his first Medal of Honor six days later, 

on November 1.  

On the morning of December 20, 1883, the training ship USS Jamestown was at dock at 

the Brooklyn Navy Yard when it shifted berth and made fast alongside the USS Yantic. In 

the afternoon, at about 4:15, a boy named A A George belonging to the Jamestown fell 

overboard from a plank between the Jamestown and the Yantic. The ship’s log of the 

Yantic stated that he “would have probably drown, if it had not been for the prompt action 

on the part of R. A. Sweeney (O. Sea) of this vessel, and one of the Jamestown's crew (J. 

W. Norris), who jumped overboard to his assistance.”  The letter recommending Sweeney 

and Norris for Medals of Honor was written by the Commanding Officer of the 

Jamestown, Commander Allen D. Brown. Probably because Commander Brown 

recommended both men, the official citation incorrectly stated Sweeney was a member of 

the crew of Jamestown.  

Sweeney died on December 19, 1890, at age 37 and is buried at Calvary Cemetery in 

Queens, New York. 
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The New Kemet Harambe Chapter extends its sincerest 

appreciation and thanks to all veterans for your 

outstanding service to our great Nation; for the 

sacrifices of your valuable time; for your unwavering 

dedication given to protect and serve our citizens; and 

especially for your extraordinary heroism, above and 

beyond the call of duty, in the Armed Forces of our 

beloved country.  We honor and salute you. 

  


