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New Jersey FBI Agent Thomas A. Cottone Jr. remembers feeling uneasy that day a year ago when he
was made an honorary Mar¡ne during a washington ceremony,

He looked at the mass of medals and insignia on the uniform of a fellow honoree, Navy Capt. Roger
Edwards, and wondered how Edwards had achieved so much.

"I checked h¡m out, and most of ¡t was fake," Cottone said, "He was ¡n the serv¡ce but never earned all
the valor awards he was wearing."

Story continues below.
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Edwards, an orda¡ned Episcopal priest in Maryland, faces a general court-martial March 29 for the
unauthorized wearing of a Silver Star, the th¡rd-highest honor for valor; a D¡stinguished Fly¡ng Cross; a
Purple Heart; a parachutlst's qualification badge; and Special Forces Medical Corps ¡nsignia.

Across the country, people of ðll professions and backgrounds are exposed, and sometimes convicted, for
exaggerating their military records, wearing decorations they did not earn, even trafficking in the
nation's h¡ghest award, the Medal of Honor,

And in many cases, Cottone is the one who has caught them - sometimes at their homes, sometimes
shortly before a speech at a patr¡otic event or at a mil¡tary memorabilia show,

At a time when reporters are scrutinizing the military records of Pres¡dent Bush and his front-runn¡ng
Democrat¡c challenger, John Kerry, Cottone ¡s heading a nat¡onw¡de effort to bring military impostors to
justice.

The agent spends most of his time invest¡gating bank robberies, kidnappings, terrorist activ¡t¡es, and
huackings out of his West Paterson, N.J., office, but he takes special pleasure ¡n protect¡ng the honor of
veterans.

Hundreds of tips about phony heroes and fake medals have come in since his work began n¡ne years
ago, and the FBI is ¡nvest¡gating several cases across the country.

Many people claim to have Medals of Honor to gain some benef¡t offered by states, such as free special
license tags, free hunting and f¡shing l¡censes, and tax breaks. In V¡rginiâ, 642 people checked a box on
tax forms last year claiming to have the medal, which makes m¡l¡tary ret¡rement income free of state
taxes. But there are only four liv¡ng recip¡ents in Virg¡nia and 132 in the country.

Others are selling lesser medals, ¡nsign¡a and badges on eBay.

Federal statute prohibits wear¡ng a Medal of Honor that is not earned and outlaws ¡ts sale ând
manufacture. It also bars wear¡ng other m¡l¡tary medals that are not earned and does not allow the¡r sale
and manufacture except by those authorized by the government.
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"Some people do it for financial gain, some for instant recognition and fame," Cottone said, "They have
b¡g egos and want to ¡mpress family and friends.

"But these are people buying valor, not earn¡ng ¡t, They're purchasing awards, telling fantastic stor¡es .

. and they're a disgrace to anyone who has ever been in the service."

Cottone, who was made an honorary Mar¡ne for his efforts, has been pra¡sed by military officials and
veterans. He also received the Distingu¡shed C¡t¡zen Award from the Congressional Medal of Honor
Society.

Story conthues below,

Ads by Google

Militarv Familv Education
Military Family Scholarships are Available.
Learn more Today.
www.caluniversity.edu

GM Militarv Discounts
Exclusive GM Discounts for the Military.
Learn More!
www. gmm¡l¡tarydiscounl.com/

necommeno .l 0

oi I ';
Twect I

More Like This >>

Half A Century Late, Runnemede Man
Decorated For Valor The Marines Presented
The Retired Lumber Salesman With Four
Medals For Hero¡c Action In World war Ii.
May 3, 1999

A Memorial Day Wwi¡ Hero Is W¡nning New
Glory
May 24, 1998

Finally - T¡me For Pr¡de, Glory For 50 Years,
The Heroism Of World War l¡'s Black Flghter
P¡lots Had Gone Unhonored. Until Yesterday.
July 3, 1993

B.G. "Jug" Burkett, mil¡tary researcher and coauthor of Stolen Valor: How the Vietnam Generation Was
Robbed of Its Heroes and Its History, said the misuse of medals and false claims of mil¡tary service were
pervasive.

"There are tens of thousands of these guys out there," Burkett said, adding that they included members
of Congress, judges and celebrit¡es. "And they're in the Veterans Adm¡nistrat¡on suck¡ng up the
taxpayers'money."

Victor¡a Lesl¡e of the Congressional Medal of Honor Society in South Carolina said the public has "a
heightened sense of patriotism since glLL and is more interested in the mil¡tary, and that makes them
more knowledgeable. And the more knowledge you have, the more you recognize these th¡ngs."

Cottone, Burkett, the Congressional Medal of Honor Society, and veterans'groups regularly rece¡ve tips
and have checked out of thousands of hero wannabes. Many have been found want¡ng.

In the last few years, the l¡st has included:

Dallas Ricker, a ret¡red Marlne f¡rst sergeant from Birmhgham, Ala., who wore the Navy Cross, the
Navy's second-highest award for valor. R¡cker admitted this week that he had never received it, Cottone
sald. Ricker, chairman of a nonprof¡t group that honored two of the Marine Corps' highest-ranking
generals last summer in wash¡ngton, is considering a gu¡lty plea.

Joseph Ellis, a Pulitzer Pr¡ze-winning h¡storian on the faculty of Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts,
who was suspended for one year without pay in 2001 for concocting a phony tale of war service ¡n

V¡etnam. He spent his years ¡n the mil¡tary teaching history at West Point.

Tim Johnson, former manager of baseball's Toronto Blue Jays, who was fired in 1999 after the team
learned he had made up stories about service in vietnam. He had never been there.
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