The History of the Medal of Honor
Before the Civil War, the United States Military had no long-standing medals or decorations awarded to soldiers for bravery during times of war or peace. General George Washington established the first reward for individual acts of bravery by our nation’s fighting men during the Revolutionary War. Only three men are known to have received the award during the Revolutionary War. After the war, Washington’s record books were lost. The idea of a decoration for individual bravery remained. Soldiers during the Mexican-American War received a certificate of merit for distinguished action, along with a slight increase in pay. No formal medal accompanied the honor. Discontinued after the war, the military had no formal decorations for heroism at the start of the Civil War.
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The Civil War swung into full force, and many men saw the horrors of war. Men quickly began to desert the Army of the Union. News of mass desertions quickly reached the ears of Washington, and Congressmen worried about keeping the army together. In December of 1861, Iowa Senator James W. Grimes introduced a bill to “promote the efficiency of the Navy” and to boost the morale of the Union Navy. He authorized the distribution of two hundred medals of honor. The medals were to be presented to seamen and marines who distinguished themselves in action. On December 21, 1861, President Abraham Lincoln signed the bill, and the Navy Medal of Honor was born. Two months later, Massachusetts Senator Henry Wilson introduced a similar bill authorizing the President to distribute medals to privates in the U.S. Army who “shall distinguish themselves in battle.”  On February 17, 1861, President Lincoln signed the bill which created the Army Medal of Honor. 
The original Medal of Honor during the Civil War.
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Army Medal of Honor
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Navy Medal of Honor
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Original Purple Heart awarded by General Washington during the Revolutionary War
