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If you stop for coffee at the Davy Crockett Travel Center at I-81, 
Exit 36, you will see a couple of signs reserving a couple of parking spaces 
in front of the main entrance.  Not everyone can park in those spaces.  
You have to have a specific calling card.

Originally, it was cut from a swatch of dark, purple cloth, with the 
word “MERIT” and a wreath of flowers carefully embroidered in a lighter 
purple thread.  Only three people ever wore it.1  

Sergeant Elijah Churchill was the first.  He led the successful attack 
on Fort St. George on Long Island, and then, eleven months later, was 
wounded while leading a successful raid against Fort Slongo.2  Sergeant 
Daniel Bissell successfully infiltrated New York City when it was under 
occupation and providing invaluable intelligence on troop size and 
movements to the Continental Army.3  Sergeant William Brown served 
with Alexander Hamilton at the Battle of Yorktown—leading a division 
of twelve in a surprise attack against hundreds.4  

In 1782, General George Washington announced the creation of 
the Badge of Military Merit, “that whenever any singularly meritorious 
action is performed, the author of it shall be permitted to wear . . . over 
his left breast, the figure of a heart in purple cloth . . . Not only instances 
of unusual gallantry but also of extraordinary fidelity and essential service 
. . . shall be met with due award.”5  It was to be awarded only to enlisted 
soldiers, and once awarded, it permitted the recipients to pass all guards 
and sentinels, the same as commissioned officers.  Recipients’ names were 
to be recorded in a “Book of Merit.”6

In 1783, these three Sergeants pinned the embroidered purple heart 
over their left breasts.  Then, the Badge was forgotten.

For 149 years, the Badge remained dormant.  It wasn’t that soldiers 
stopped engaging in unusual gallantry, extraordinary fidelity, or essential 
service.  There just wasn’t a medal or badge for it. For the most part, the 
only badge of honor a combat-wounded soldier received was a missing 
limb or a lifelong limp. 

With World War I came the Distinguished Service Cross (Army) 
and the Distinguished Service Medal (Navy & Marine Corps).7  But, 
these awards were reserved for what was considered “exceptionally 
meritorious service in a duty of great responsibility.”8 

Pfc Leo F. McGuire was the first recipient of the Distinguished 
Service Cross.  While serving with the 647 Ambulance Service, A.E.F., 
he spent April 19 and 20, 1918, driving an ambulance up and down 
an exposed road, in broad daylight, under heavy fire, transporting the 
wounded from the front lines.  On his last trip, the ambulance was blown 
off the road. He extracted himself and returned to base on foot where he 
begged his commanding officer to allow him to return to duty despite his 
injuries.9  

Brigadier General Charles A. Doyen (USMC) was the first to earn 
the Distinguished Service Medal.  His leadership and strength of will 
enabled his Marines to resist relentless German forces in Belleau Woods 
and the Chateau-Thierry sector for nearly a year.  It severely impacted his 
health, and he had to be returned to the United States.10

The stories are legendary, and so many more could be told.  But, 
these Medals, while appropriate, missed something very important.  
When General Douglas McArthur was appointed as Army Chief of 
Staff, he was determined to address that missing piece.  

And so, on February 22, 1932 (Washington’s birthday), General 
McArthur issued General Orders No. 3: “By Order of the President 
of the United States, the Purple Heart established by General George 
Washington at Newburgh, August 7, 1782, during the War of the 

Revolution is hereby revived out of respect to his memory and military 
achievements.”11 

It was to be “awarded to persons who, while serving in the Army 
of the United States, perform any singularly act of extraordinary fidelity 
or essential service.”12  Then, the following parenthetical was added: “a 
wound which necessitates treatment by a medical officer, and which is 
received in action with an enemy of the United States or as a result of 
an act of such enemy may . . . be construed as resulting from a singularly 
meritorious act of essential service.”13  

Just like that, the Purple Heart returned as the oldest military 
decoration in American history.  It was also unique because, unlike other 
combat decorations, a person did not have to be recommended for it.  A 
soldier was entitled to receive the Purple Heart if he or she was wounded 
in combat or as a result of an enemy act and required medical attention.  
The Purple Heart recognized that sustaining an injury by putting oneself 
in harms’ way in the service of the United States was, in and of itself, 
worthy of recognition.

The criteria to receive the Purple Heart have evolved over the years 
to address the changing realities of military service.  Initially, it could not 
be awarded posthumously.  General McArthur thought the Purple Heart 
should inspire the living, not commemorate the dead.14  That was changed 
by Executive Order in 1942 after the attack on Pearl Harbor.  The same 
Executive Order, also made the Purple Heart available to all branches of 
the military, not just the Army.15  

In 1962, the criteria were revised to include injuries sustained “while 
serving with friendly foreign forces engaged in an armed conflict against 
an opposing armed force in which the United States is not a belligerent 
party.”16  This revision ensured that those serving in Vietnam were 
eligible. Similarly in 1992, the criteria were expanded to include POW’s 
who were wounded during capture or captivity.17  The final revision was in 
2015—to extend the Purple Heart to those injured or killed in terrorist 
attacks.18

Since 1782, more than 1.8 million Purple Heart Medals have been 
awarded to the men and women of the U.S. military.19  Their names are 
recorded in the modern version of Washington’s “Book of Merit” – the 
National Purple Heart Honor Roll.20 Your name has to be on that Honor 
Roll if you want to park in the reserved parking spaces in front of the 
Davy Crockett Travel Center, and if your name is on that Honor Roll, 
you deserve it.  Of all of the hearts we see on Valentine’s Day, don’t forget 
the one we don’t see—the Purple Heart—the one that signifies simple 
sacrifice.
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