SPEECH BY RET. CAPT. JIM LUPORI, U.S. MARINES, FOR DANNY HERNANDEZ SILVER STAR AWARD CEREMONY
Good morning…and Welcome to the Hollenbeck Youth Center. My name is Jim Lupori.    Today is a very special day for Danny Hernandez, the President of the Hollenbeck Youth Center.  Thank you for being here. 
43 years ago, in March of 1966, Danny Hernandez and I were serving together in the Marine Corps in Vietnam.
We were members of M Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment, 1st Marine Division…the short hand version for that is “Mike 3-1.”

I was a 2nd Lieutenant leading a Rifle Platoon in Mike 3-1.  PFC Daniel Hernandez was a machine gunner attached to my platoon. 

On March 5, 1966 our company was part of a large multi-battalion combat operation called OPERATION UTAH in Quang Ngai Province.

On that day our company’s mission was to attack and destroy the regimental headquarters of the 21st Regiment of the North Vietnamese Army located in a heavily vegetated and camouflaged bunker complex near a village called Chau Nhai (3).
Shortly after 9 a.m.,   we attacked.  The fighting at the bunker complex was at close quarters and very intense…and deadly…for the NVA--and for us Marines.  On that one day our 120-man company lost 17 Marines killed and 47 wounded.

During the battle, as I directed the attack in my sector, I saw PFC Hernandez perform 2 acts of what can only be described as EXTRAORDINARY HEROISM.
The first was when a Marine had been badly wounded and was lying in front of an enemy machine gun position.  Danny immediately ran out from his covered position—we gave him what covering and suppressing fire we could—ran across a fire-swept area, grabbed the wounded Marine and dragged him back to a covered position.   During the rescue Danny was wounded in the low back area.  He, however, only allowed a medical Corpsman to apply a temporary bandage and he continued to support our attack with machine gun fire.
The 2nd act of heroism happened a short time later when we heard yelling and saw a North Vietnamese soldier who somehow had gotten behind our attack position and was rapidly closing on a group of badly wounded Marines who were waiting for treatment and evacuation.  Again, PFC Hernandez ran from his covered position—now limping from his wound—and placed himself between the advancing enemy soldier and the group of wounded Marines—which drew the enemy’s attention and fire away from the wounded Marines and onto himself.  He then, firing his machine gun from his hip, engaged the enemy soldier in a short but furious exchange of gunfire—and killed the enemy soldier.  There is no doubt in my mind that he saved the lives of that group of approximately a dozen wounded Marines.

Several hours later during the battle Danny received a serious head wound and was evacuated by helicopter.   He was eventually flown to the Naval Hospital on Guam for medical treatment.
I WOULD NOT SEE OR TALK WITH HIM AGAIN FOR THE NEXT 38 YEARS.  
When he returned to Mike Company I had been transferred—a few days before his return—to 2nd Battalion, 5th Marines located approximately 50 miles away from 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines which had moved from Chu Lai to Da Nang at the end of May.  

After Operation Utah ended a few days later--and what was left of our infantry company returned to Chu Lai , I obtained witness statements, including my own, and submitted a Silver Star recommendation to our company Admin Office.

In 1968 I was released from active duty and returned to my hometown of Akron, Ohio.  I got a job and attended law school at night at the University of Akron.  In 1972 I graduated, passed the Ohio Bar Exam and began my law career with the Summit County, Ohio Prosecutors Office as an Assistant Prosecutor in the Criminal Division.

The years went by.  In the late 1980’s following surgery for complications caused by stomach ulcers I came to California to rest and recover.  After a few months I decided to stay and live permanently in California. 

In 2005 I was contacted by a Mike 3-1 Vietnam Veteran who also lived in California.  He asked if I would like to get together and have lunch with a few of the Marines with whom we had both served in Vietnam.  Of course I agreed.
One of the Marines at that lunch was Danny Hernandez.  It was only then that I learned that he had never received a Silver Star…and had, in fact, NEVER EVEN HEARD THAT HE HAD BEEN RECOMMENDED FOR ONE. 
Apparently the recommendation paperwork had either been lost or misplaced in the confusion of the many moves that 3-1 made in early 1966.  Whatever the reason, Danny Hernandez never received the Silver Star he deserved.
I made up my mind at that time that I would do anything and everything in my power to see that he got that Silver Star—even though it was 40 years later.

Little did I know how much work would be involved in getting that Silver Star medal for him.  It would literally take an ACT OF CONGRESS.  I am not being flippant when I say that. In a few minutes I will introduce to you the Congresswoman whose assistance was necessary to obtaining the Silver Star medal for Danny Hernandez.  By Department of Defense regulations, a recommendation for a medal or award has to be submitted within 2 years of the act or acts for which the medal or award is requested.  Once that time period elapses, a much more stringent and complicated administrative process
applies.  The longer the elapsed time between the act or acts and the recommendation for a medal, the more stringent the process and the greater the scrutiny given to the recommendation and the evidence supporting it by military authorities.  Despite being faced with what looked like a lot of work—which turned out to be an understatement--I started to work on the project which would occupy more than two years of my life.
I knew that the first thing that I had to do was locate and get written statements from Marines who had witnessed what Danny had done on March 5th 1966.  I was one witness but I needed at least 2 more.  Unfortunately, one of the original witnesses, SGT. Robert Gleason, with whom I’d remained in contact over the years had died the year prior to my meeting Danny at lunch.
Finding Marines after 40 years who not only had been  in our infantry company on March 5, 1966, but who had also witnessed what Danny had done on that day took me several months, and many hours on the internet, and hundreds of telephone calls,  and a couple of plane rides.  

By early 2007 I had located 2 witnesses:  SGT 
JOHN ENRIQUEZ who was then living in Mexico, and LCPL ROBERT C. STAMPS who lived in Monrovia, California.  I got witness statements from both of them.

Then I needed a witness statement explaining the reasons for the late submission of the Silver Star recommendation.  Fortunately, the Company Commander of Mike 3-1, Charles Latting, had recently retired from the FBI and had moved from Northern California to South Pasadena.  He provided me with a written statement setting forth the reasons why we were recommending Danny for a Silver Star 40 years after his heroic acts in Vietnam in 1966. 

I then went online and researched the DOD MANUAL OF MILITARY DECORATIONS, MEDALS AND AWARDS, and MARINE CORPS ORDER 1650.19 to learn the administrative procedure I needed to follow to prepare and submit the recommendation.
Other documents that I would need were:
1. A completed form OP/NAV 1650.3—titled PERSONAL AWARD RECOMMENDATION.

2. A written SUMMARY OF ACTION briefly describing Danny’s heroic acts.  And,

3. A PROPOSED CITATION FOR THE SILVER STAR MEDAL.

I completed the forms and wrote the Summary and PROPOSED CITATION.

Since my reading of the regulations regarding a late recommendation for a combat award seemed to imply that such late recommendations were closely scrutinized and—it seemed to me at the time—viewed with some suspicion, I 
wrote to the Marine Corps’ Historical section in Quantico in Quantico, VA and got a copy of the  3rd Battalion, 1st Marines “AFTER ACTION REPORT for OPERATION UTAH, 4-7 MARCH 1966”…and added it to the package of recommendation documents.
Now that I had what seemed like all the statements, forms and other   documents I needed,  QUESTION:  What do I do with them?   Where do I send them?  To what military authority?  After more research I found that—as I said at the beginning—it would take an act of Congress.

DOD regulation 1348.33 made it clear that if the award request was not placed in official channels within 2 years of the act or acts, it was too late, and would not be considered. BUT,  then it said, “However, upon request of a Member of Congress the Secretary concerned shall review a proposal for an award not previously submitted in a timely fashion….Based upon such review, the Secretary shall make a determination as to the merits of the award….”
I immediately contacted Congresswoman Lucille Roybal-Allard who wholeheartedly agreed to sponsor Danny’s Silver Star recommendation.

On July 14, 2007, I delivered the package of documents to her office.  Her staff then forwarded the documents to Secretary of the Navy via the Marine Corps Legislative Affairs Office in Washington, D.C.  I then waited.

A setback occurred on October 10, 2007 when  the package of documents was rejected due to my not having completed OP/NAV form 1650.3 correctly, and also—and I kicked myself for this mistake—for not having the witness statements—which were sworn to under penalty of perjury—also notarized.
During the months of November and December of 2007 and January 2008 I corrected these mistakes…But only with the help of a couple of fellow Marines.  The first was Sgt. Major Lawrence Archambault,  Marine Corps  Recruiting Station  Los Angeles who took several hours out of his busy day  and met with me to make sure that the next package of documents I submitted was  administratively correct.

He then referred me to—with an introduction that said “a fellow Marine needs Assistance”—to retired Marine Corps Staff Sergeant Fred Flores who was/is the Director of Communications in the Van Nuys office of Congressman Howard L. Berman, 28th District of California...for help in completing the OP/NAV form 1650.3 correctly.  For those of you asking yourselves “Why was that form such a problem?”  Well, if you think I’m exaggerating my problem with the form, just ask Fred Flores how long it took the two of us to complete it at his office on January 8, 2008 using the  Federal Electronic Awards Processing System.  As it turned out, with Fred’s help, this time the form was correctly completed.
On January 21, 2008 the corrected package of documents was delivered to Congresswoman’s Roybal-Allard’s office for forwarding to the Marine Corps Office of Legislative Affairs in Washington, D.C. and the Secretary of the Navy.
Now the waiting began.  The waiting and anxiety lasted the remainder of 2008, and then on into 2009.

Finally, at 8:00 a.m. on Friday, March 20, 2009 I received a telephone call from The AWARDS BRANCH at HQ MARINE CORPS, QUANTICO, VIRGINIA  informing me that Danny’s Silver Star medal had been approved by the Marine Corps and the  Secretary of the Navy and that the SILVER STAR MEDAL, CITATION and other related documents were being mailed to me since I was the initiating officer.

I was elated, and immediately informed Danny. And that’s how we all got here today to honor Danny—a true WARRIOR...AND HERO.
Before I step away from the microphone, I’d like the people without whose help I could not have accomplished this mission, to stand up and be recognized.

First, Sergeant Major Lawrence Archambault.

Next, retired Marine SSGT Fred Flores of Congressman Howard Berman’s staff.

And finally, the person without whose sponsorship of the Silver Star Recommendation, none of this would have happened…and I’d like for her to come up on stage and say a few words…
THE HONORABLE LUCILLE ROYBAL-ALLARD, Congresswoman of the 
34th Congressional District of California.   Congresswoman….
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