The Purge of 1917

In the beginning, some servicemen disliked the idea of the Medal of Honor.  Many doubted its merit, partly because of its loose guidelines during the Civil War, which resulted in awards for less than valorous actions. In addition, veterans’ organizations, such as the Grand Army of the Republic and the Confederate Veterans, issued medals of their own which bore a striking similarity to the Medal of Honor.
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Confusion over the award led to the creation of the Medal of Honor Legion in 1890 to lobby Congress for protections and, in 1916, to legislation establishing payment of a lifetime monthly stipend of $10 to recipients who reached the age of 65. The legislation opened a new debate, however, when it authorized the money only for those who received the Medal “for action involving actual conflict with the enemy” and honorably discharged from the service. Nearly one third of the Medals of Honor had not been earned under these conditions. On June 3, 1916, Congress created  a board of five retired Army generals to review every award of the Medal of Honor to date. After reviewing 2,625 cases, the generals determined 911 medals did not fit these guidelines. This included the 864 members of the Maine infantry regiment who received the award for simply extending their enlistment by four days and the twenty-nine members of President Lincoln’s funeral guard.  Congress also removed six civilian recipients, including Dr. Mary Walker, the only female to receive the award. Although these six later had their medals reinstated, the purge of 1917 preserved the Medal of Honor as a military award for soldiers, not civilians.

To learn more about Dr. Mary Edwards Walker, visit the link below. http://americancivilwar.com/women/mary_edwards_walker.html
