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    Introduction

    Was the man who told such unbelievable tales exactly that: unbelievable?

    Arizona Range News reporter Steve Reno could not believe his good fortune as he prepared to write a Veterans Day feature for his local paper in Willcox, Arizona.

    Seated across from him in his office was a young man whose story would have been unbelievable were it not for the documents, photos, memorabilia—even a chunk of marble from Saddam Hussein’s palace—the war hero provided to back up his story. Nearly two full pages in the November 10, 2004 edition of Staff Sergeant Gilbert Velasquez’s hometown newspaper were needed to chronicle his service, his sacrifice, his uncommon valor, along with his suffering over two decades of military service.

    According to Velasquez, after graduating from high school in Willcox in 1989, he enlisted in the US Army and was deployed to Iraq the following year to serve in Operation Desert Storm. After attacking Baghdad, his artillery unit of the 1st Infantry Division was joined by Green Berets, in the campaign to take the city of Tikrit.

    “Then we were told to go back to Baghdad because we had Saddam cornered. We started firing on January 27 [and] we stopped firing on January 30 at 4:15 on orders from General Norman Schwarzkopf. We were one quarter mile out of the city when they called the cease-fire,” he was quoted as saying in the story.

    Two years later, according to Velasquez, at the suggestion of his commanding officer he applied for and received both Airborne and Ranger training. He said that this career change landed him in Somalia in October 1993 for the tragic battle subsequently detailed in the movie Black Hawk Down.

    “I declined to talk to Hollywood,” Velasquez told Reno of the making of that movie. “The military didn’t want us to talk about it. I did not give any interviews. It still hurts me bad to think about Somalia, but I’ve made my peace with it.” Noting his frustration with false propaganda Army accounts of that battle, he told Reno that after he lost three men, “I had to go to the men’s families and tell them it was a training accident…After I got out of the Army, I told the families exactly what happened. One of the wives slapped me and I had to regain my composure because I was crying with her.”

    After the 1993 Somalia battle, Velasquez considered leaving the Army but instead soon found himself in Haiti, battling native insurgents in efforts to insure that food and humanitarian relief reached the population. Following that duty he returned home, married, and hoped his obligation to his country had been fulfilled.

    Fifteen days after the September 11, 2001 attack on the Twin Towers in New York City, Velasquez and his Ranger comrades were back at war, this time in Afghanistan. Of those combat patrols in the earliest days of the global war on terrorism he noted, “I was going through a pair of boots every forty days on that rough terrain.”

    Velasquez described how he returned from Afghanistan in 2003 but his respite from foreign battlefields was short-lived. On March 20, 2003, the United States and coalition forces invaded Iraq in Operation Iraqi Freedom. Army Ranger, Staff Sergeant Gilbert Velasquez, was among them (or so he claimed).

    Early in the campaign, Velasquez volunteered for a special mission with troops of the 101st Airborne Division against a high level target in Mosul that subsequently led to a fierce, four-hour fire fight. “From it we found the two deceased bodies of Uday and Qusay, sons of Saddam Hussein. There were over 100 bullet holes in each of them. We put them in body bags to be cleaned up for pictures. I took a few pictures myself,” he told Reno.

    In other combat actions that followed early in the Iraq War, at one point when his men were pinned down by an enemy tank, Velasquez destroyed it and was awarded a Silver Star, the Army’s third highest award for valor in combat. Then, in a subsequent battle he pulled his chief out of danger before going back and firing on enemy soldiers, killing six and earning the prestigious Distinguished Service Cross, which is second only to the Medal of Honor.

    The best was yet to come.

    In December 2003, while operating with 610 other soldiers in searches north of Tikrit, Velasquez related how one of his men saw a blanket in a field of corn that looked oddly out of place. “I said ‘we need volunteers’ and we took seven soldiers to that place,” he remembered. Pulling back the blanket to reveal a pit in the ground, Velasquez shouted for anyone inside to come out with their hands up. A single man emerged from the pit. Velasquez told Steve Reno, “As soon as I saw his eyebrows, I knew we had Saddam.”

    When Gilbert Velasquez’s story ran in the Arizona Range News on November 10, 2004, the day before Veterans Day, the war in Iraq was only a year-and-a-half old, and was still supported by most Americans. Velasquez’s story was one of the first detailed accounts of heroism from that war. His achievements made him one of the most-decorated heroes since the end of the Vietnam War, a period during which only a handful of Silver Stars had been awarded. Further, not since the end of the Vietnam War had any other American been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, the Army’s highest award for valor and a decoration second only to the Medal of Honor.

    The front page that was headlined “ HIGHLY-DECORATED SOLDIER TALKS ABOUT IRAQ, AFGHANISTAN, KUWAIT AND SOMALIA” featured a large color photograph of Velasquez holding a framed set of medals. These included his Silver Star, the Legion of Merit, Bronze Star, Purple Heart and other decorations. He noted for the record that his Distinguished Service Cross, absent from the collection, had been “buried with his godfather,” a fellow soldier and mentor who had died in the War on Terror.

    No doubt Steve Reno had every reason to feel fortunate to have elicited this incredible story from Velasquez, a hometown boy and “reluctant hero” who had served long, suffered much, and given a full measure of devotion to his country. Initially it was hard to believe such a highly decorated hero, this “man who got Saddam,” was from a community that was only now learning about his exploits on foreign fields of combat. Reno noted in his published story, “His children would love to tell his story at school, but he has told them not to. ‘The other kids will ask too many questions that my kids don’t know the answer to.’”

    Was he worried that some of the questions might be something like:

    •How did an artilleryman come to be an Army Ranger?

    •How did Velasquez find himself fighting in Iraq in January 1991, one month before the invasion began?

    •How could one warrior be so fortunate as to participate not only in the action that killed Saddam Hussein’s sons, but also be the man responsible for the capture of the tyrant himself?

    •How could such a highly decorated hero escape the attention of the local and national media for so long?

    •And, last but not least, could Gilbert Velasquez’s really be the Audie Murphy of a new generation of warriors, or was the man who told such unbelievable tales exactly that: unbelievable?”

    At least one person who read Velasquez’s story in the local newspaper did have questions that begged to be answered. As so many in his position have done in recent years, he emailed me to question whether this could all be true. He then mailed a copy of the newspaper to me at my home seven hundred miles away in Pueblo, Colorado.

    For the previous six years I had devoted myself to writing the stories of American military heroes of past wars on my website, where I was also actively attempting to generate a database of those men and women who had received our highest military awards. My motivation was the desire to preserve history, but over those years my noble aim had been gradually co-opted by a more nefarious side of hero stories from liars, fakers, and phonies. By default, I had gained something of a reputation as a stolen valor hunter.

    The act of stolen valor occurs when an individual lies about receiving military decorations that he or she has actually never earned. It derives its name from a 1998 book by B.G. (“Jug”) Burkett and Glenna Whitley by that same title. Stolen valor had become a major societal problem in the United States and that book, which became a must-read in veterans’ circles, demonstrated both how prevalent and how serious stolen valor is.

    These “hero” imposters trade on the honor and goodwill society gives to real veterans and heroes, usurping these things for self-serving purposes and personal gain. Such imposters lie about their military service and heroism, and then barter their stolen hero status for career enhancement, speaking honorariums, and even veteran benefits. This is a more serious problem than just grandpa reliving his youth and telling “war stories” around the dinner table.

    During the previous six years many emails like the one I got questioning the Velasquez story had come my way containing citations, news clippings, and other narratives of heroic military service. Usually submitted by family members or former comrades-in-arms, they had helped me identify and subsequently write some incredible accounts of sacrifice and valor from America’s wars that otherwise might have been lost to history. Sadly, however, increasing numbers of the emails that hit my inbox proved to contain fabrications, exaggerations, and not infrequently, outright lies.

    When the newspaper containing Velasquez’s story arrived I read Steve Reno’s account with a mix of cautious excitement. If even a significant portion of it was true, it identified and heralded one of the greatest military warriors in decades. Furthermore, I was eager to begin highlighting stories of the men and women fighting in America’s ongoing new wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Was Gilbert Velasquez that man?

    My cautious excitement aside, and despite my proclivity to “trust but verify,” the more I read, the more my stomach churned with the impending feeling that this man was one of the worst liars I had yet encountered. The narrative contained statements that simply could not be true, or that were highly unlikely in terms of military practice, dates, places, and actions. By the time I finished reading, despite my open-mindedness and desire to give the man the benefit of the doubt as a legitimate hero until proven otherwise, in my heart I was convinced nearly all, if not all of it, was bogus. “Here we go again,” I thought.

    It was a sinking feeling. I had seen this scores of times before. There was the woman who emailed me to ask why her husband wasn’t listed in my website as a Medal of Honor recipient; she had seen his medal in the trunk with his memorabilia. He was not a legitimate recipient of that award. Then there was the aged World War II veteran, speaking on Memorial Day just three years prior, wearing the Medal of Honor and Navy Cross; both of which had been purchased, not earned. One man had, in fact, tried so hard to convince me he had been awarded the Air Force Cross (second only to the Medal of Honor) that his emails to me contained not only his citation, but official-looking Air Force press releases about the presentation of his award, all bogus.

    These, and scores of others had not duped me into adding their names to my compendium of heroes. Even so, I knew these men were still out there continuing to tell their stories and pretending to be the heroes they were not. Like them, if Gilbert Velasquez was another valor thief, there wasn’t much more I could do beyond advising the author of that news story.

    But, of course, I first had to find the truth. That can take time and considerable research. I set myself to that task with the knowledge that it was probably an effort in futility. Even if I discovered that Velasquez was another faker, there would be those who would excuse his actions as harmless fibs that hurt no one. Others would accuse me of conducting a vigilante vendetta against a man who had done nothing that many others before him had not done—exaggerated their life experience.

    What I could not know or anticipate at that time was that this time the good guys would finally win one. While few people outside Willcox, Airizona, would ever know the man’s name or what he had claimed, his actions would set in motion of chain of events that would land us before Congress, then the Supreme Court, and once again, back before Congress.

  


  
    Chapter 1

    A Bit of Colored Ribbon:

    The History of Medals

    Should any who are not entitled to these honors have the insolence

    to assume the badges of them, they shall be severely punished.

    —General George Washington

    In 1815 Napoleon Bonaparte told the captain of HMS Bellerophon, “A soldier will fight long and hard for a bit of colored ribbon.” That statement by one of history’s greatest military leaders stands at odds with the 2010 legal opinion of District Court Judge Robert E. Blackburn when he struck down a 2006 federal law that banned lying about military awards. Blackburn’s position was as such:

    To suggest that the battlefield heroism of our servicemen and women is motivated in any way, let alone in a compelling way, by considerations of whether a medal may be awarded simply defies my comprehension. Indeed, the qualities of character that the medals recognize specifically refute the notion that any such motivation is at play. I find it incredible to suggest that, in the heat of battle, our servicemen and women stop to consider whether they will be awarded a medal before deciding how to respond to an emerging crisis. That is antithetical to the nature of their training, and of their characters.

    Servicemen and women may be motivated to enlist and fight by the ideals the medals represent, but I give no credence to the notion, and, more to the point, the government has offered no evidence in support of its burden to prove, that the medals themselves provide potential recipients any incentive to act to protect their comrades-at-arms or the interests of this nation they have sworn to defend.*

    Most combat veterans will quickly agree with Judge Blackburn that “a bit of colored ribbon” is not what motivates a man or woman to single-handedly charge across a mine field and attack an enemy machine gun nest, or to throw themselves over a live grenade to save the life of a comrade. Actions in the heat of battle are at once both intuitive and instinctive, based on training, an instinct for survival, and a strong bond of camaraderie that compels a soldier to protect his buddies.

    That said, many soldiers have left home for war with the thought, “I’ll be home soon with a chest full of ribbons” in their heads. Such statements are no doubt, part bravado, part machismo, some measure hopeful, and occasionally truthful. Tragically, in all too many cases the medal is awarded but never worn on the recipient’s chest. Rather, it is presented posthumously to a grieving widow or sobbing parents.

    In the civilian sector those bits of colored ribbon are often little understood. Most civilians with no former military service couldn’t readily distinguish a badge awarded for being a good marksman from a medal given for uncommon courage. Those bits of colored ribbon, however, serve as both a resume and as a form of currency in the military profession. To the individual soldier, they have value both tangible and intangible, for example:

    •Campaign Ribbons, to which soldiers’ refer as “I was there” awards, note a degree of experience.

    •Achievement Ribbons detail a soldier’s proficiency in his field.

    •The far more rare Valor Awards represent the most heroic of actions.

    •The Purple Heart, awarded to those killed or wounded in combat, and the Prisoner of War Medal, denote personal sacrifice.

    For nearly a century after the United States military services were born, the US military establishment eschewed the European custom of adorning the uniforms of its soldiers, sailors, and Marines with “bits of colored ribbon.” For the most part, these medals were viewed as an aristocratic braggadocio and beneath the dignity of our brave new form of government.

    One early military officer who did see the value of an awards system was our first American commander, General George Washington. During the Revolutionary War, officially known as the War for Independence, he sought to motivate and reward exceptional soldiers through promotions, which brought with them the privileges that accompany higher rank, as well as a monetary value in terms of increased pay.

    By the summer of 1782 the American Revolution was over and only the formalities of adopting the peace accords remained. General Washington was in his headquarters at Newburgh, New York while the Continental Congress reviewed the cost of the War for Independence, as well as the continued cost of maintaining an army. Funds were depleted and, in fact, many soldiers had not received their pay for war time service (and would not—a point which later led to Shay’s Rebellion). In a cost-cutting measure the Congress sent General Washington a message to cease his practice of recognizing individual achievement or valor with promotional pay raises.

    Though the battle for freedom was over, Washington understood it was important to maintain the effectiveness and high morale of his troops during peace time. Brevet promotions, assigning a higher rank to a soldier without the higher level of pay, became one solution. During the war, Washington had issued a few Brevets, usually to foreign allies who came to assist his fledgling citizen-solider army. In the aftermath of the war, he granted at least 50 Brevet promotions. While these lacked monetary value, Washington realized that higher rank carried with it an intangible but real, and welcomed, value in the military community.

    General Washington further pondered new ways to recognize his soldiers for their service or for singularly meritorious acts of gallantry. An award system was formalized in the General Orders he issued from his headquarters on August 7, 1782.

    To honor every veteran for his service in the War for Independence, General Washington authorized a chevron to be worn on the left sleeve of any enlisted man or non-commissioned officer who had served for three years with “bravery, fidelity and good conduct.” Veterans with six years of service were authorized to wear two chevrons. In many regards, these chevrons became the military’s first “good conduct” ribbons, quickly identifying real war veterans. His “badge of service” took emphasis away from rank, indicating that it was service and not rank that was important. He instituted this step to recognize our first veterans of military service with the pronouncement, “The road to glory in a patriot army and a free country is thus open to all.”

    General Washington then carried his efforts to recognize the service, sacrifice and valor of his soldiers one step further, authorizing in those same General Orders, an individual award for men who singularly performed deeds of valor or unusual merit. This award was called The Badge of Military Merit. The General’s Orders described it thus:

    The General, ever desirous to cherish virtuous ambition in his soldiers as well as foster and encourage every species of military merit, directs that whenever any singularly meritorious action is performed, the author of it shall be permitted to wear on his facings, over his left breast, the figure of a heart in purple cloth or silk, edged with narrow lace or binding. Not only instances of unusual gallantry but also of extraordinary fidelity and essential service in any way shall meet with due reward.

    By that act, General Washington made his position clear on the value of “bits of colored ribbon.” The purpose and value of that colored ribbon was identified by him as a means to “foster and encourage every species of military merit.”

    Of further note however, with regards to the Service Chevrons and Badge of Military Merit (which in 1932 was revived and became the Purple Heart Medal), was General Washington’s recognition of the fact that the value of a colored bit of ribbon might be stolen by charlatans. In the same General Orders authorizing these awards he wrote, “Should any who are not entitled to these honors have the insolence to assume the badges of them, they shall be severely punished.”

    Historical records show that the Badge of Military Merit was only presented three times in the aftermath of the American Revolution. It fell to disuse, and until the American Civil War, was the only individual military medal available to American soldiers. Despite General Washington’s early efforts, America’s military still tended to look unfavorably at the custom of awarding or wearing medals. To many, it reminded them too much of European custom of a chest-full of medals.

    During the Mexican American War from 1846 to 1848, US soldiers were recognized for their heroic service with a Certificate of Merit. Although not truly a military decoration in the truest sense, it was the second step towards a system of colored ribbons that is known today as our military’s “Pyramid of Honor.”

    As the Civil War loomed on the horizon, Congress sought a way to encourage and motivate military service. On December 9, 1861, Iowa Senator James W. Grimes introduced Senate Bill No. 82, a bill that would establish a Medal of Honor for enlisted sailors of the US Navy. That legislation spelled out the intended purpose of such an award, which was “to further promote the efficiency of the Navy.” Once again, in contrast to Judge Blackburn’s 2010 legal opinion, even the United States Congress saw in “bits of ribbon” a symbolic value and a means of motivating individual members of the military. The following year President Abraham Lincoln established a similar Medal of Honor for members of the United States Army.

    Even in those early days, there were concerns in Congress with regards to the reception such an award would receive in the US military community. For eight decades, our forces had shied away from individual recognition of our soldiers, sailors, and Marines. In addition, some members of Congress felt even after they voted to authorize the Medal of Honor that such a recognition would be met with disdain among military men.

    In fact, of the nearly 2,500 Medals of Honor subsequently awarded for actions in the Civil War, only about 700 were awarded during or in the immediate aftermath of that war.* The vast majority of these Medals of Honor came decades later, usually upon request by the recipient. Perhaps aging veterans of the Civil War who had once eschewed medals were now envious of those who had accepted them. In fact, from 1890 to 1917, more Medals of Honor were awarded for Civil War heroism than were awarded from 1861 to 1870, a period that includes five post-war years.

    Veterans of the Civil War subsequently organized as the Grand Army of the Republic (G.A.R.), a pre-cursor to the veterans service organizations that grew out of World War I and exist in considerable number to date. Among the ranks of the G.A.R., men who had received the Medal of Honor became celebrities. They were feted at patriotic events and often led parades on Independence and Memorial Day. For those who did not have a Medal of Honor to wear, the G.A.R. established their own organizational award, the G.A.R. Medal, available to any G.A.R. member. Its design was eerily similar to that of the Medal of Honor, making it difficult to distinguish the man who had been so highly decorated from the veteran who had not.

    In 1890 the recipients of the Medal of Honor established their own separate organization called the Medal of Honor Legion, which later became the Legion of Valor. Their membership distinguished those who had received our nation’s highest and only authorized military decoration, from those who had served but had not been so decorated. Further, to distinguish the Medal of Honor from the G.A.R. medal, a new design for the Medal of Honor was created and patented by the US Government. Such steps had become increasingly important to insure that only legitimate recipients of that medal lay claim to its receipt.

    World War I brought with it major new changes. In 1917, before the majority of Doughboys sailed for France to “save the world for democracy,” Congress made sweeping changes in the military awards system. Beyond ordering a review of the Medal of Honor awards to that date, and rescinding Medals of Honor deemed frivolously awarded (in one case more than 800 had been awarded to an entire regiment simply for re-enlisting), Congress restricted awards of the Medal of Honor solely for “heroism, above and beyond the call of duty” in combat action with an enemy of the United States.

    While this new criteria would make Medal of Honor awards much rarer in future wars, it also posed the dilemma of how to recognize individuals who performed heroically or otherwise distinguished themselves through acts that were worthy of note, but not at the same level as the Medal of Honor. To address this, Congress established a “Pyramid of Honor,” a series of new medals, all with distinction but requiring descending levels of heroism and carrying, to some degree, lesser personal acclaim.

    Directly below the Medal of Honor was the Army’s newly authorized Distinguished Service Cross and the Navy’s new Distinguished Service Medal. At the third level was the Army Distinguished Service Medal and the Navy Cross. (In 1942 the Navy reversed their two top awards, elevating the Navy Cross above the Distinguished Service Medal.)

    At yet a fourth level, at the bottom of the 1917 version of the Pyramid of Honor, was the Army’s Citation Star. This small silver star could be issued by any General Officer on the spot to a soldier who had either exceptionally distinguished himself by his conduct, or who performed with gallantry. A decade after the end of World War I this decoration was elevated to medal status as the Silver Star Medal and restricted solely to combat valor. It’s our nation’s fourth highest award and third highest for valor. In 1942 the US Navy authorized awarding of this previously Army-only decoration to members of the Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard.*

    In 1932 General Douglas MacArthur revived General Washington’s Badge for Military Merit. What was once a piece of purple ribbon in the shape of a heart became the Purple Heart Medal. While this award ranked low in precedence in the Pyramid of Honor, it became and remains one of the most distinctive and honored of military awards. Unlike other awards denoting someone who performed heroically, or served in a particular war or theater of operations, the Purple Heart represents one thing—personal sacrifice. It is awarded to those men and women killed or wounded in our nation’s combat actions.

    Any doubts as to whether “bits of colored ribbon” would be embraced in the American military community, or derided as frivolous braggadocio, were quickly dispelled in 1918–19 by the sight of Doughboys returning home from the battlefields in France. These young men, most of whom were ordinary citizens who had answered the call of duty, returned home proudly wearing not only the awards presented by their own nation, but those they received from the governments of France, Italy, Great Britain, and others as well. For them there was no such issue as having too many medals.

    Heroes of the “Great War” such as Medal of Honor recipient Sergeant Alvin York, a backwoods boy from Pall Mall, Tennessee, became household names. York was portrayed in a movie by Gary Cooper, who earned an Oscar for the title role. Some of World War I’s most decorated heroes like Douglas MacArthur, who earned two Distinguished Service Crosses and seven Silver Stars, went on to parlay their heroism into powerful leadership roles in World War II. Others, like Medal of Honor recipients Willis Bradley and Edouard Izac, the latter of whom suffered as a German prisoner of war, turned their combat hero status into successful political careers as members elected to the United States Congress. There can be little doubt that even if unintended, being a World War I hero, especially one with a Medal of Honor or other high decoration, could bring with it considerable value and career enhancement in civilian life following that service.

    No period in history has produced more heroes, or evoked more “hero worship” than World War II. Highlighted by author Tom Brokaw as “The Greatest Generation,” four Medal of Honor recipients graced the cover of Life magazine during that war. A regular inside feature in the same publication included a “Roll of Honor” with the photographs, names, and brief accounts of other men who received Medals of Honor, Service Crosses, and other recognitions. Such heroes as Medal of Honor recipient John D. Bulkeley (whose story was brought to the big-screen in “They Were Expendable”) were featured in true or fact-based movies during the war, with the post-war era producing many more. Perhaps best known among these was To Hell and Back where the war’s most decorated soldier, Audie Murphy, played himself in the movie that detailed his combat heroics. Murphy continued to build a very successful career as an actor and there can be little doubt that this opportunity came only because his combat heroism had made him a household name.

    Indeed, it could be very good to be a hero during the period from December 7, 1941 to September 2, 1945, as well as for decades afterwards. Being a hero of World War II or any war brought recognition, special perks, girlfriends aplenty, and opportunities for career enhancement and personal gain. This fact was not lost on the many who served and even on some who did not during that war. Con artists who would “assume the badges” of real heroes that General Washington feared when he established the first military award in 1782, and who no doubt had existed through all periods up to World War II, began to come out of the woodwork.

    Perhaps the greatest irony is that while World War II produced no shortage of real military heroes, most of them remained humble about their deeds, often never even telling members of their own family of their awards. Perhaps this is best explained by author F. Scott Fitzgerald who noted, “Show me a hero and I’ll write you a tragedy.”

    Medals are seldom awarded for what a man or woman did on a good day. In fact, in most cases the reverse is true. Medal of Honor recipients are quick to point out that they did not “win” that medal, and may, in fact, have lost a limb, or comrades. Medals are awarded for heroic actions performed in the direst of circumstances, in the heat of battle, and they carry with them memories most veterans would prefer to forget. Real heroes like John Basilone, who earned the Medal of Honor at Guadalcanal in 1942, struggled with unwanted “hero worship” while he did the “dog and pony show” back home on War Bond drives even as his comrades in arms continued to slug it out daily in the combat zones. Ultimately, at his insistence, he returned to combat and died at Iwo Jima in 1945, earning a Navy Cross to go with his Medal of Honor.

    Navy corpsman John Bradley similarly felt uncomfortable with the “hero status” forced upon him as one of the men immortalized in Rosenthal’s photograph of the flag being raised over Iwo Jima. He seldom talked about what he had done in the war. Following Bradley’s death in 1994, his son James went through his father’s personal items, and found a medal therein. It was the Navy Cross, which is second only to the Medal of Honor. The elder Bradley had never talked about the award he had earned for treating Marines under fire only days before the flag raising event that made him famous. Not until after his death did his family even know he had received so high an honor.

    It is generally quite true that the real heroes never talk about what they did, some perhaps out of humility, others because the memory of events is too painful to re-visit. But for every quiet hero who lives on any block in America today, there appears to be a not-so-quiet wannabe hero who is eager and willing to spin a yarn of his own feats of glory. Some are veterans who, with the passing of time, have fallen prey to embellishment. Others are con-men who have found that “hero status” can be profitable. Many are men and women who have never even served in the military but who have learned that American society embraces, even worships, the war hero, and therefore fabricate an alter-ego to fill that void. All have one thing in common: They are legends in their own minds!

    

    *United States vs. Strandlof

    *In 1917, 911 of these awards were revoked as being awarded frivolously, and today the Honor Roll of Medal of Honor recipients for the Civil War numbers 1,522 total awards.

    *Marines serving with Army units in World War I, as well as members of the US Navy (usually Corpsmen or Medical Officers), were sometimes awarded the Citation Star by the Army in World War I, and the Army award of the Silver Star in the first year of World War II before the Navy added the award to its own Pyramid of Honor.

  


  
    Chapter 2

    Buy a Medal, Be a Hero

    John Perry was a fraud. He was not a retired admiral, nor a

    recipient of the Medal of Honor. He was a con-man who for

    fourteen years destroyed the life of his wife.

    It was President Theodore Roosevelt, perhaps more than any other person in history, who took the steps that elevated the prestige of the Medal of Honor to the position it holds in our society today. He’d witnessed firsthand acts of valor that earned his comrades the award in the Spanish-American War. Six years later Roosevelt, as the twenty-sixth president, directed that whenever possible the Medal of Honor be personally presented by the president of the United States. That tradition continues to the present day.

    In fact, among the perks available to Medal of Honor recipients is an official invitation to every presidential inauguration. These men, few in number, have reserved seating as guests of honor. During his inauguration in 1989, President George H.W. Bush, a war hero in his own right, turned toward that section and rendered a salute. Among the men he saluted that day was Admiral John Perry, son of the World War II admiral who whipped into shape the Fighting Seabees, a Navy construction crew, and who was was subsequently portrayed by John Wayne in a movie about the Seabees. The younger Perry’s grandfather, according to him, was the same Admiral Peary who explored the North Pole, although their names were spelled differently.

    John Perry had a distinctive career, following in the footsteps of his famous father. The Medal of Honor hung around his neck as he sat with fellow recipients and received the president’s respectful salute. He often dazzled dinner guests with stories about being shot down in combat as a naval aviator, missions as a Navy SEAL, flying with the Blue Angels, or commanding the Swift Boats in Vietnam.

    But in fact, John Perry was a fraud. He was not a retired admiral, nor a recipient of the Medal of Honor. He was a con-man who for fourteen years destroyed the life of his wife, Barbara Bently. When his ruse began to come apart, he did almost add the title “murderer” to his resume—in a failed attempt to take his wife’s life.

    Among the real Medal of Honor recipients that President Bush saluted that inauguration day was Mitchell Paige. Paige was a young Marine at Guadalcanal in 1942. He became a Marine Corps legend and in 1989 was one of the fewer than 250 living, legitimate recipients of the Medal of Honor. Paige had seen more than his share of fake Medal of Honor recipients, and launched a one-man campaign to eradicate the phony heroes from the rolls of the real ones.

    In 1958 Congress chartered the Congressional Medal of Honor Society (CMOHS). It took its roots from the earlier Legion of Valor as the organization tasked with preserving the history of the Medal of Honor. Other obligations include maintaining a complete and accurate roll of every man (and one woman) who had received the Medal of Honor. Members of the CMOHS, in addition to meeting every four years for the president’s inauguration, held a convention every two years. Later, as their numbers dwindled, the convention was held annually for members to gather, renew friendships, and promote patriotism among public citizens in the community where the reunion was held.

    Mitch Paige was Sergeant at Arms for CMOHS and assumed personal responsibility for weeding out the fake Medal of Honor recipients who showed up for virtually every convention and even the inaugural events. In 1994 Paige successfully pushed legislation through Congress to toughen laws governing the illegal wearing and sale of the Medal of Honor. Prior to that law, anyone could simply buy a Medal of Honor, hang it around his neck, and attend an event as a celebrity hero. Heroism made simple.

    Meanwhile, an FBI agent named Thomas A. Cottone Jr. from West Patterson, New Jersey, became concerned with the increasing number of Medals of Honor being bartered at gun shows. He began investigating what he thought were bogus Medals of Honor, only to learn that these had been manufactured by H.L.I. Lordship Industries, the official contractor for many military medals and the only authorized manufacturer for the Medal of Honor. As he dug deeper, Cottone learned that beyond their government contract, H.L.I. Lordship had manufactured additional medals, which were sold to friends and then made their way to the open market. His work led to legal action in which the manufacturer pled guilty to the unauthorized manufacture of 300 Medals of Honor. Cottone estimated the actual number was probably three times that. His work also brought him to the attention of Mitch Paige and the two became life-time friends, and crusaders in the war on bartered valor.

    In 1998 the phenomena of bogus war heroes received a new name. Vietnam veteran B.G. Burkett and Dallas journalist Glenna Whitley released a voluminous and heavily researched treatise on false claims to war service, medal receipt, POW status, and other fraudulent veteran status in a book titled Stolen Valor. Initially unable to find a publisher, the first edition was self-published. The wide acclaim it received, however, made it a “must-read” in the veterans community.

    At the time Burkett’s book was released, it was unlawful under existing law, thanks to Mitchell Paige, to buy or sell the Medal of Honor, even for a recipient. It was also unlawful under other existing statutes to “impersonate an officer” or to wear a medal one had not been properly awarded. Beyond that, a bogus hero could do or say just about anything with impunity.

    Burkett’s book detailed numerous cases, often including photographs, of individuals who had worn medals they had never earned, many of whom then bartered that hero status for personal gain, career enhancement, speaking honorariums, and even veteran benefits. Perpetrators ranged from real veterans who sought to embellish their otherwise respectable service to celebrities and politicians who gamed the system for notoriety. Even non-veterans have heaped upon themselves glory and respect from a society that honors warriors and reveres those who have served in uniform.

    Among the cases Burkett highlighted was that of Illinois District Judge Michael O’Brien. Judge O’Brien had two Medals of Honor hanging prominently in a frame on the wall of his courtroom. They were not there for decoration; Judge O’Brien would quickly tell anyone who asked that he had earned both during his service in Vietnam. His fraud may well have stayed local, where no one suspected the esteemed judge to be anything but a war hero, had he not applied for distinctive Medal of Honor license plates from the Illinois Department of Motor Vehicles.

    The DMV employee who took Judge O’Brien’s application was friends with Hal Fritz, who was a legitimate Medal of Honor recipient from the Vietnam War. That employee told Fritz that a client had come in for his special plates, and that the man had earned not one, but two of our nation’s highest awards. Fritz knew what the layman might not know: that since World War I no person has received two Medals of Honor. Thanks also to the Honor Roll maintained by the CMOHS, and the fact that there were fewer than 200 living recipients of the Medal of Honor in the world, all of whom Fritz knew personally, Judge O’Brien was exposed as a phony.

    His duplicity uncovered, Judge O’Brien refused to resign from the bench. Further, under existing law, he was in violation of no statute that could remove him or otherwise punish him for his act of stolen valor. “We couldn’t prosecute O’Brien under federal law because he wasn’t actually wearing the medal, which is illegal for an impostor to do,” FBI Agent Tom Cottone explained.

    The friendship between Cottone and Page marked the two men as the “crime-fighting dynamic duo” as far as fraudulent Medal of Honor cases were concerned. Cottone was invited to attend each and every Medal of Honor event, both as a guest of the CMOHS as well as security for the recipients themselves. Cottone continues to do so, even after Mitchell Paige’s death in 2003 and his own retirement in 2006. In 2011 Cottone noted in one interview, “In every Medal of Honor event I’ve attended, I’ve had to confront a phony. Every one of them!”

    He often recalls in particular the man who showed up for the 2003 Medal of Honor Convention in Branson, Missouri. Cottone confronted this would-be hero, who was sitting in a wheelchair with a Green Beret on his head and telling those who would listen that he was a Medal of Honor recipient. The man was quick to tell others he had suffered as a prisoner of war in 1972, after receiving the Medal of Honor four years earlier.

    As he was personal friends with each and every one of the slightly more than 100 living Medal of Honor recipients at that time, Cottone knew the man was a phony and highly doubted his claim to being a former prisoner of war. Understanding the dignity of the ceremony, however, Cottone waited until he could confront the man privately so as to not create any kind of scene.

    At the appropriate moment, Cottone showed the man his credentials, identified himself as an FBI. agent, and explained that he knew the individual was neither a MOH recipient nor a former POW. He then asked the man to leave. Cottone showed such remarkable restraint in that case, not because the man was in a wheelchair, but because he knew there was really little he could do.

    After the confrontation the man wheeled his chair to the door where a van was waiting for him. “Then, he got out of his wheelchair, folded it up,” Cottone said, “walked out to the van as good as I could, put his chair in the van and drove away.”

    “The law as written, when that happened,” Cottone points out, “said it was against the law to wear, manufacture, or sell the Medal of Honor unless authorized. Since that man was not wearing the Medal of Honor, there was nothing more I could do.”

  


  
    Chapter 3

    There Ought to Be a Law

    I’ve seen scores of cases like this, and the men who commit this

    kind of fraud are con-men. Very often there are additional criminal

    activities involved as well.

    —Retired FBI Agent Tom Cottone

    As a real veteran who served two tours of duty in Vietnam, I would never describe myself as a “hero.” Rather, I’d describe myself simply as typical of the vast majority of veterans who served in Vietnam. We went, we did our job the best we could, and we came home to put the war behind us.

    Not so with my closest friend, Army Specialist Fourth Class Jaime Pacheco of Hobbs, New Mexico. He was a highly decorated Army Ranger who was killed in action two months after my return home. For his heroism in the action that cost him his life, Jaime was posthumously awarded the Silver Star and Purple Heart.

    While doing my best to put the war behind me, I never forgot Jaime. Nor did I ever give up on the quest to one day meet Jaime’s son Michael, who was eighteen months old when his father died. It was twenty-six years before Michael and I finally met on Memorial Day in 1998. I was there to meet Jaime’s mother, brothers, and sister during ceremonies at Angel Fire, New Mexico. During that meeting, I shared with the family a small booklet I’d written about Jaime in the months after Jaime’s death, and the family asked if I would put that story on the Internet where others could read it even though I had no previous web authoring experience. In July, I then launched a broader website called “Home of Heroes” to detail information about our nation’s Medal of Honor recipients.

    Ever since my wife Pam and I started organizing events for MOH recipients in our home town of Pueblo, Colorado, in 1993, we had been invited to the now-annual Medal of Honor conventions. At the convention in 1997, a small but distinguished gentleman in a neatly tailored suit approached me, indicating that he had heard I was something of a Medal of Honor historian. He showed me a picture and asked, “Can you tell me who this man is?”

    I noticed that the Medal of Honor hanging around the man’s neck in the photo featured the Air Force design and responded there were currently only six living recipients of the Air Force Medal of Honor and that this man wasn’t one of them—he was a phony. The distinguished gentleman smiled broadly, proffered a handshake, and introduced himself. He was FBI Agent Tom Cottone. This was the beginning of our long and fruitful friendship.

    In the years that followed, and more so after I launched the Home of Heroes website, the two of us became a team of “fraud busters.” It proved to be a fortuitous relationship after Mitch Paige, who was a friend and mentor to both of us, died in 2003. With renewed vigor and a sense of obligation to Mitch, we became dogged in our efforts to expose imposters.

    For me, it was a sometimes heart-wrenching experience. For example, in 2000 when someone emailed me a photograph of a veteran whose grave was marked with a distinctive Medal of Honor headstone, the sad task fell to me to notify the cemetery authorities that the man was not a Medal of Honor recipient. These authorities in turn had to notify the family that the headstone had to be replaced.

    Furthermore, I frequently received emails that said to the effect: “My uncle/brother/father/husband was awarded the Medal of Honor but you don’t list him,” referring to my Home of Heroes website. In many cases, I had to inform the family that the individual in question was not a legitimate recipient of that award. Early in my working relationship with Cottone, one email came from a lady whose husband was not listed. Cottone told me to exchange emails with the woman, draw her out, and try to learn if her husband, who was certainly not a recipient, had a Medal of Honor in his possession. “We can’t do anything to him for claiming to be a Medal of Honor recipient,” Cottone told me, “but if you can get her to tell you he has a medal in his possession, I can at least send in agents to confiscate and recover it.”

    My emotions were pulled in two directions. While I had worked long and hard for years to ensure that only true Medal of Honor recipients were honored as such, I felt somewhat ethically compromised for pretending to believe the woman while continuing my exchange with her so that the FBI could confront her husband. When I shared my concern with Cottone, he told me, “Doug, I’ve seen scores of cases like this, and the men who commit this kind of fraud are con-men. Very often there are additional criminal activities involved as well.”

    The very next week in a different case I had sent to Tom, FBI agents raided the office of a Kansas City man. I had previously passed to them a report that the individual had a photograph of himself in a Navy admiral’s uniform wearing a Medal of Honor ribbon, on his desk. When first confronted, that man flashed bogus NSA (National Security Agency) credentials to the two agents, then gave a false name. When his true identity was uncovered it was found he was wanted on other criminal charges in Louisiana.

    In October 2002, a different kind of email regarding a Medal of Honor imposter arrived in my inbox. The increasing number of reports of phony heroes I was receiving prompted me to post a “Bust a Phony” form in the website where people could alert me to other cases. A Florida woman filled out and sent me one such form, including marking the “yes” box in the field that requested permission to pass the information on to the FBI

    Mr. Hammer claims to be a former Navy Seal who won the Medal of Honor for being shot twice in Vietnam. I am a VA employee at Bay Pines VA Medical Center, Bay Pines. Mr. Hammer was a patient and a CWT worker at this hospital when I met him. I was widowed 3/3/01, and Mr. Hammer knew about the time I spent taking care of my husband before he died. Mr. Hammer conned myself and many people here at the VA by claiming Navy Seal status and Medal of Honor recipeient [sic]. He used a fraudulant [sic] DD-214 to gain employment and care. He moved in with me 4/02 and convinced me that he was an excellant [sic] craftsman and would have a very successful business restoring period furniture (he claimed to have had a business (Sawtooth Woodworking) in Savannah, Ga. and was very successful until a woman ruined his business. Mr. Hammer took me for over $45,000 in tools and a truck, money and jewelery [sic] of my late husbands’ [sic]. He took off on Aug. 16th, 2002. I have since had contact with [name withheld by authors] in Savannah who told me he did exactly the same thing to her! He also did this to a woman in S. Carolina named Krissy (I have no last name) who had him arrested for domestic violence. He has an outstanding warrant (sic) in S.Carolin (sic) for Probation violation. Ms. [name withheld by authors] said I was fortunate as she was beaten and chocked (sic) by this man before he left her. This man is a danger to society and especially to women, I am afraid some one [sic] will be killed by him, if it has not been done already. He told myself and many people here at the VA that he was trained to KILL in the SEALS and has already killed one man that had molested his daughter. Mr. Hammer has no children and has never been married according to his Father in Billings, Montana (I found his dad on the Internet and called him). This man is a predator (sic) of women with his cunning actions and intelligence. I want to see this man exposed before any more women are taken in by him. Thank you.

    Unfortunately, there was nothing FBI Agent Cottone could do about Mr. Hammer. He had swindled the woman who sent me this email out of nearly $40,000 but had committed no crime. He lied and took advantage of a vulnerable woman who loved veterans, and she willingly gave him access to her bank account and resources. That may be wrong, but it is not against the law.

    However, on February 21, 2003, ABC Action News in Tampa, Florida, finally exposed Hammer’s lies. The woman who had sent me this email, bravely shared with news reporters how she was conned and swindled by Hammer. When confronted by Action News reporters, Hammer cursed and threatened, “Get that [camera] out of my face!”

    Similar reports came to me on a regular basis. These dealt not only with the Medal of Honor imposters but also with those who claimed to receive other high-status awards such as the Navy Cross, Air Force Cross, and Distinguished Service Cross. At that time the Congressional Medal of Honor Society estimated there were at least three times as many phony Medal of Honor recipients around the country as there were real living recipients. These fraudulent acts persisted despite detailed listings, including the official CMOH Website indexing all Medal of Honor recipients in history for easy verification. Since there existed nowhere, officially or unofficially, any database or listing of such awards as the service crosses or Silver Stars, the number of bogus recipients of these high and honorable awards rose substantially. As I developed my own database for these awards, the Congressionally Chartered Legion of Valor, which accepted as members recipients of the Medal of Honor or Service Crosses, compared their rolls to mine and had to strike from its membership nearly a dozen imposters who had joined that organization based on false documents.

    For both me and my wife Pam, the issue of phony heroes and stolen valor came to a head in late November 2004. That was when a suspicious reader in Willcox, Arizona, forwarded to me a copy of the Arizona Range News story about Gilbert Velasquez. There were a few red flags that went up for me immediately. The story said, for example, that “Gilbert went his own way and volunteered for advanced individual training in the Army, to train in field artillery,” and that Velazquez said, “I always thought it would be fun to shoot a tank.” I knew for a fact that field artillery shoot big guns while it is armor that deal in tanks. Velasquez’s unit, by his account, attacked Baghdad in the first Gulf War and then was directed to attack Tikrit, where “firing began on January 27.” This was when the second red flag went up for me. The Gulf War was a war to remove Iraqi soldiers from Kuwait and, and with the exception of a very few elite troops such as Navy SEALS and Army Special Forces, it was not fought in Iraq itself. Further, that ground war essentially began on February 23, 1991—nearly a month after Velasquez and his comrades purportedly secured Tikrit and then headed back to Baghdad. And then finally, despite his Airborne/Ranger training, Velasquez still wore the insignia of the Field Artillery in the photo that accompanied the story— not the insignia of a combat infantryman, which would be more consistent with a real Army Ranger.

    Further, I knew from my expanding database that no American had been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross since the end of the Vietnam War. Yes, one man had performed actions in Afghanistan in 2001 that were subsequently recognized with award of the DSC, but that man was unknown to all but a few in 2004 because his DSC wasn’t even presented until 2005. A soldier with a DSC and not one, but two Silver Stars in the current war would have made Velasquez the kind of combat legend who would have been well-known far beyond the small town of Willcox, Arizona.

    The photo in the paper showed Velasquez holding a picture frame with the claimed medals, not wearing them. As for the Distinguished Service Cross, Velasquez told the reporter he had earned it but that it was buried with his mentor. These claims were certainly false then, but for all practical purposes, nothing could be done to Velasquez, who had violated no law. I quickly sent a copy of the article to Tom Cottone and within a few days he called me to vent about this one, yet another in a long litany of stolen valor cases that we couldn’t do anything about.

    Meanwhile, I had contacted Steven Reno days after reading his story. He advised me that others had raised questions about the veracity of Velasquez’s claims, and I promised to keep him apprised, which I did, mostly with more bad news about his story. On December 8, 2004, one month after the story originally ran, a retraction was printed, The publisher of the Range News admitted that “The [Velasquez] story was based on an interview with Gilbert Velasquez, who claimed to be a highly decorated Army veteran. Unfortunately, the article contained information that was not true. . . . Due diligence by the Arizona Range News would have uncovered the false claims made by the subject of the story . . . The November 10 story should not have been published.”

    In defense of reporter Steve Reno, it could be argued that “due diligence” would not have uncovered Velasquez’s lies. Velasquez was interviewed in Reno’s office, where he was joined by another journalist, both of whom saw and held evidence of Velasquez’s outstanding military career. These included photos of him in Iraq, a piece of marble from one of Hussein’s palaces, the medals Velasquez claimed to have earned, and even a DD-214.

    A DD-214 is a military document, usually a single page that is a brief resume of someone’s military service including time in service, rank and military occupation (MOS), overseas deployments, military training, and awards and medals earned, among other information. The DD-214 Velasquez provided to the Arizona Range News showed he was an Army Staff sergeant who had been awarded a Silver Star, Bronze Star, Purple Heart, and other awards. After the Velasquez story was published and questions were raised, the newspaper requested Velasquez’s records under a Freedom of Information Act Request (FOIA) and got an entirely different DD-214 showing Velasquez as an E-1 Private (the lowest rank possible), who had earned only an Army Lapel Button, two National Defense Service Medals (awarded to all members of the military during a time of war), and the Army service ribbon. There was no record of him ever being deployed to the Persian Gulf in 1991, Somalia in 1993, Haiti, Iraq, or Afghanistan.

    Meanwhile, the mutual frustration Tom Cottone and I voiced in that phone conversation was highly emotional, and loud. While each of us knew we were “preaching to the choir,” it was a venting session that at times became very loud, earnest, and hard to ignore.

    In another room in our house, my wife Pam was struggling with a dilemma of her own. She was in her junior year at Colorado State University-Pueblo where she was majoring in Political Science. Only days earlier she had been assigned to write a “Policy Analysis Paper” for a major part of a class grade, and turn it in within three weeks. The assignment involved looking at an issue, determining if existing policy was adequate, and if not, how to address it. For several days she had struggled in vain to identify a topic, and the boisterous conversation taking place in the bedroom/office where I worked from home became an irritating distraction.

    Pam had previously met and become friends with Cottone, and had also overheard other equally emotional conversations during which Cottone and I had discussed the “wear” issue of the law in Title 18, United States Code (U.S.C.) that allowed imposters to proliferate and to escape prosecution. When we finished venting our anger at the Velasquez case, Pam came into my office, first to express her anger at me for being so loud and distracting her own thought process. In my defense I shared in detail the reason for our loud and heated conversation about Velasquez. Then I told her, “At the end of the conversation, Tom told me he will reach mandatory retirement next year [2005] in the FBI. Once he’s gone, these phonies will have a clear field.”

    “That’s it!” Pam suddenly announced.

    “That’s what?” I asked.

    “I have to write a paper on a public policy or law for school, assessing whether it is adequate, or needs revision. I’ve been struggling for days to come up with a topic. I’m going to do it on the law that lets these phonies get away with all this,” she announced.

    “That could be interesting,” I replied noncommittally, still fuming over the Velasquez case.

    “Doug,” Pam replied even more earnestly, “I’m going to do this. But I’m not just going to do this paper for a grade. I’m going to fix this problem.”

    Yeah, right! I thought, though I didn’t voice my skepticism.

    “I’m going to do it,” Pam responded again. “And then I’m going to use my paper to change the law. I’ll make it Tom’s retirement present!”
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