Nominee for Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame

JOE MINOR THOMAS
Specialist Fourth Class, Combat Medic, United States Army

EXTRAORDINARY HEROISM
Distinguished Service Cross and Purple Heart
Combat Medic, with 2d Squadron, 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment
Vietnam Wall at Panel 27E, Line 7

• Joe Thomas is the only Tulsa soldier to be awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross since World War II.
• The Distinguished Service Cross is the second highest award
for valor an Army soldier may receive.
• In the history of the U. S. Army, only 192 Oklahomans – and
17 Tulsans - have been awarded the Distinguished Service
Cross for extraordinary heroism.

Source: Hall of Valor database provided by Doug Sterner via personal correspondence
May 8, 2019 and at valor.militarytimes.com.
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OKLAHOMA MILITARY HALL OF FAME NOMINATION FORM
OKLAHOMA MILITARY HERITAGE FOUNDATION
P O BOX 30658, EDMOND, OK 73003

Date: May 30, 2021
Highest rank: Specialist Fourth Class Full name of nominee: Joe Minor Thomas
Is nominee still living or deceased? Deceased (Killed in Action September 24, 1967)
Date and place of birth: January 11, 1947, Tulsa, Oklahoma
Branch of Service: Armored Cavalry, United States Army
Current Address, if living: Deceased
Phone number: N/A
E-mail: N/A
Connection to Oklahoma: Born/Lifelong Resident/Buried
If selected, could nominee travel to accept award? N/A
Acceptor’s relationship or affiliation to nominee: Sister
Annette Thompson, 2316 West Oklahoma Street, Tulsa, OK 74127 Phone: (918) 814-2988 (mobile)
Name of nominators:
_____________________________________________
Annette Thompson
2316 West Oklahoma Street, Tulsa, OK 74127
Sister of Joe Thomas
_____________________________________________
DeLores Thomas
1443 North Elgin Place, Tulsa, OK 74106
Sister-in-law of Joe Thomas
_____________________________________________
Mary Thomas
1443 North Cincinnati Court, Tulsa, OK 74106
Sister-in-Law of Joe Thomas

Nomination of SP4 Joe M. Thomas

4

May 2021

Specialist Fourth Class Joe M. Thomas

DD1300

Nomination of SP4 Joe M. Thomas

5

May 2021

Specialist Fourth Class Joe M. Thomas

NOMINATION STATEMENT
Joe Thomas personifies the Hall of Fame categories of Military, Oklahoma and Community. He was awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross for extraordinary heroism, the only Tulsa soldier to receive that award
since 1945. He was killed in action when he was only 20 years old.
Oklahoma statehood created segregated schools for African-American children. Tulsa’s Booker T. Washington High
School (BTW) was founded in 1913 as a segregated school. The school was eventfully integrated in 1973. Today it ranks
in the top 1% of all U.S. high schools.
Joe Thomas was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He graduated from Booker T. Washington High
School in 1965 – one-hundred years post-Civil War. This year of 2021 marks the Centennial observance of what
is known as the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre of 1921. As part of this observance, the heroic legacy of Joe Thomas is being
renewed and celebrated in Tulsa this year.
Booker T. Washington High School has produced two unique soldiers who are being recognized and
honored locally this year. The most valorous was Joe Thomas (Class of 1965), the highest decorated
Tulsa soldier since WWII. The most accomplished career soldier BG Roscoe Conklin Cartwright (Class of 1936) who
was the first black Army officer to be promoted to general officer in the integrated U.S. Army. Individually they were
outstanding soldiers. Together they exemplify Oklahoma Valor and Honor. Both have been inducted into the Booker T.
Washington H.S. Hall of Fame. The BTW Alumni will honor both this summer with a special display and exhibit in the
Hall of Fame corridor later this year. And both are being nominated for the Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame this year.
In a tribute to his sacrifice, the Fort Sill Spec. 4 Joe Minor Thomas Troop Medical Clinic was dedicated
April 6, 2012. The year 2012 coincided with the Centennial celebration of the founding of his high school alma
mater, Tulsa’s Booker T. Washington High School in Tulsa.
September 24, 2020 was proclaimed Joe M. Thomas Day in Tulsa to honor his service and sacrifice. That
was the date in 1967 when Joe Thomas was killed in action in Vietnam, and awarded the Distinguished Service Cross
for his actions as a combat medic. If inducted into the Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame, he would join Mike Rose,
another combat medic whose 1970 DSC was upgraded to the Medal of Honor in 2017. Rose was selected for the
Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame last year.
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AN AMBASSADOR’S ENDORSEMENT
Michael Lapolla, Ambassador, Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame
Combat veterans know that the difference between a Distinguished Service Cross and the Medal of
Honor is often wording, timing and circumstance. The actions are similar. An example is Oklahoman
Mike Rose, a combat medic whose 1970 DSC was upgraded to a Medal of Honor in 2017.
Joe Thomas graduated from a segregated high school in 1965, was drafted into the Army and trained
to be a combat medic in 1966, and fought and died in Vietnam in 1967. He was awarded the
prestigious Distinguished Service Cross for his courage and heroism – and he was never properly
recognized in the fog of current events of 1967 and beyond.
His story is Exhibit A of a soldier deserving Oklahoma’s perpetual memory and honor. In that spirit,
he was reintroduced to Tulsa last year when September 24 was designated Joe Thomas Day in Tulsa,
and when the street of his boyhood home was named for him. Friends and family came from as far as
St. Louis to attend a brief ceremony honoring him. His family has a renewed pride in their brother; his
classmates a new respect for the Army and his service, and his high school has now recognized him in
their prestigious Hall of Fame that contains scores of outstanding Oklahomans.
His family and friends remember him fondly as a mature young man of manners and caring and fun.
His sister remarked on the changes she saw during his brief time in the Army. She recalled that his
training as a medic refocused him to pursue a career in medicine.
His capstone honor should be induction into the Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame. This nomination
package tells a compelling story of military heroism, civic pride, and social progress. This year of
2021 is the perfect year to honor this Tulsa hero.
_____________________________________
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PHOTOGRAPH

Sp4 Joe Minor Thomas, Class of 1965
Booker T. Washington High School, Tulsa, Oklahoma

Nomination of SP4 Joe M. Thomas

8

May 2021

Specialist Fourth Class Joe M. Thomas

AWARDS & DECORATIONS

Combat Medic Badge
Distinguished Service Cross, Purple Heart, National Defense Service
Vietnam Service, RVN Cross of Gallantry Unit Citation, RVN Campaign

Distinguished Service Cross
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THE DISTINGUISHED SERVICE CROSS
Sources: Hall of Valor database provided by Doug Sterner via personal correspondence May 8, 2019 and at valor.militarytimes.com; the U.S Army Medical
th
Service Corps at ameddregiment.amedd.army.mil/cross.html; and the 11 Armored Cavalry Association by personal correspondence.

Joe Thomas served as a combat medic with the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment in Vietnam. He was
killed in action after having been on active duty for less than two years. As a result of that action on
September 24, 1967, he was awarded the Army Distinguished Service Cross and Purple Heart.
• COMBAT MEDICS AND THE DSC
Since the end of World War l (over 100 years ago), only 293 men of the Medical Service Corps
have been awarded the Army Distinguished Service Cross; three have been from Oklahoma. They
are Roy Baze (WWII, CPT, Oklahoma City), Mike Rose (RVN, SGT, Lawton), and Joe Minor Thomas
(RVN, SP4, Tulsa).
• OKLAHOMANS AND THE DSC SINCE WWII
Since WWII, 22 Oklahoma soldiers have been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross; eleven in
the Korean War and 11 in the Vietnam War. Joe Thomas is the only soldier from Tulsa to be
awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.
• TULSANS AND THE DSC
In the history of the United States Army, only 192 Oklahoma soldiers have been awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross; of these, 17 were from Tulsa. There were 8 Tulsans in WWI; 8 in
WWII; and one (Joe Thomas) in the Vietnam War
• THE 11TH ACR IN VIETNAM AND THE DSC
An estimated 22,000 men served with the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment in Vietnam. Joe
Thomas was the third of 29 soldiers to receive the Distinguished Service Cross. Four of the 11th
ACR DSC recipients were combat medics. Joe Thomas was the only one who was killed in action.
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THE DISTINGUISHED SERVICE CROSS CITATION
September 24, 1967, G Troop, 2nd Squadron, 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment
Tam Ky, Quang Nam Province, Republic of South Vietnam

The President of the United States takes pride in presenting the Distinguished Service Cross
(Posthumously) to Joe Minor Thomas (US54-663-060), Specialist Fourth Class, U.S. Army, for
extraordinary heroism in action in connection with military operations involving conflict with an
armed hostile force in the Republic of Vietnam, while serving with 2d Squadron, 11th Armored
Cavalry Regiment.
Specialist Four Thomas distinguished himself by exceptionally valorous actions on 24 September
1967 while serving as medic of an armored cavalry platoon on a combat mission deep in hostile
territory. While moving along rice fields in search of hostile elements, his platoon was savagely
attacked by a Viet Cong force firing automatic weapons from well-fortified positions.
He saw three comrades wounded by the intense barrage and sprinted three hundred meters
across an open rice paddy under a hail of fire to aid them. With bullets striking all around him, he
remained in the open to treat the casualties and move them to safety. He detected the Viet Cong
emplacement and fired furiously into the attackers. Completely disregarding his own safety, he
stood up in the midst of the firefight and fearlessly assaulted the enemy bunker alone. Firing
lethal bursts as he ran into the face of the enemy weapons, he reached the fortifications and
destroyed them with grenades and rifle fire, killing three enemy soldiers.
He was mortally wounded while gallantly defending his comrades in the face of grave danger. His
fearless actions completely defeated the determined insurgents and enabled his men to
successfully complete their mission. Specialist Four Thomas' extraordinary heroism and devotion
to duty, at the cost of his life, were in keeping with the highest traditions of the military service
and reflect great credit upon himself, his unit, and the United States Army.
Headquarters, US Army, Vietnam, General Orders No. 6017 (November 21, 1967)
Home Town: Tulsa, Oklahoma
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JOE MINOR THOMAS DAY
September 24, 2020

Nomination of SP4 Joe M. Thomas

13

May 2021

Specialist Fourth Class Joe M. Thomas

JOE MINOR THOMAS DAY
WHEREAS: A native of the City of Tulsa, Joe Minor Thomas, born in 1947
to Mitchell and Ora Thomas, spent his boyhood in Tulsa; and
WHEREAS: Joe was drafted into the U.S. Army in 1966, trained as a
combat medic, and was deployed to South Vietnam in February of 1967
to serve as a Specialist Fourth Class; and
WHEREAS: SP4 Thomas persevered in his service as a medic when, on
September 24, 1967, his platoon unexpectedly found themselves under fire in hostile territory and SP4 Thomas
rushed to attend to three soldiers who were wounded, persisting in the open gunfire to bring those men to safety; and
WHEREAS: SP4 Thomas not only treated these wounded soldiers, he caught sight of the enemy’s fortifications and
charged them, alone, utilizing multiple weaponry and ultimately causing them to retreat, to the cost of his own life;
and
WHEREAS: SP4 Thomas, received several commendations in both life and posthumously, including the Purple Heart
and the nation’s second highest medal for combat valor, the Distinguished Service Cross, being only the second Tulsan
in the past 75 years to receive that award; and
WHEREAS: The family and friends of SP4 Thomas continue to work to preserve the memory of his actions and honoring
his true legacy living on in those soldiers he cared for and sacrificed for, as one recalled “You were there when I needed
you…You put my safety ahead of yours….”;
NOW, THEREFORE, WE, the Mayor of the City of Tulsa and the Tulsa City Council,
do hereby jointly proclaim Thursday, September 24, 2020, as:

Joe Minor Thomas Day
IN WITNESS THEREOF, we hereby set our hands on this twenty-fourth day of
September Two Thousand and Twenty.
Signed by: G.T. Bynum, Mayor and City Councilors Vanessa Hall-Harper, Jeannie Cue, Crista Patrick, Kara Joy McKee
Cass Fahler, Connie Dodson, Lori Decter Wright, Phil Lakin, Jr., and Ben Kimbro.

Nomination of SP4 Joe M. Thomas

14

May 2021

'It's time they were recognized': Decorated Vietnam medic from
Tulsa recognized with day in his honor, street renaming
Tim Stanley, Sep 25, 2020 Updated Nov 1, 2020

presented to Thomas’ surviving family,
including a sister and brother.

A young Army medic from Tulsa who was killed
53 years ago in Vietnam was formally
recognized in his hometown for the first-time
Thursday.

Honorary street signs
were unveiled,
designating a stretch of
North Hartford “Joe
Thomas Way.”

A ceremony honoring Spc. 4 Joe Minor Thomas
was held at Pine Street and North Hartford
Avenue near his former family home in north
Tulsa.

Lapolla said the Hall of
Fame is always looking
for Oklahoma military
veterans who deserve to
be honored, and that
Thomas’ name surfaced
during research last
year.

“Tulsa’s community has never honored Joe in
any way. Today is the start of that,” said Mike
Lapolla, ambassador for the Oklahoma Military
Hall of Fame.
Thomas is believed to be the only Tulsan since
World War II to be awarded the Distinguished
Service Cross, the nation’s second-highest
decoration for valor after the Medal of Honor.

Nominators sister Annette
Thompson (right) and sisterin-law DeLores Thomas.

“We started to ask
around to see who
knew Joe Thomas. And
it turned out, not many people did,” Lapolla
said.

A city proclamation declaring Thursday, Sept.
24, 2020 — the anniversary of his death in
1967 — Joe Thomas Day in Tulsa, was read and
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“We looked at his record and we realized he
needed to be recognized. … he is the most
highly decorated soldier from the city of Tulsa
in the last 75 years.”
Thomas, a 1965 Booker T. Washington
High School graduate, was just 20 years
old when he died serving with the 11th
Armored Cavalry Regiment.
He was killed during an attack on his platoon,
during which he saved three wounded
comrades then singlehandedly took out an
enemy bunker.

Mitchell and Ora Thomas, parents of Joe Thomas, are
presented his medals by MG Charles P. Brown in March 1968.

that Isaiah Wilson was her uncle. “He
was my dad’s baby brother. I never met
him,” she said. “Thank you for this
opportunity and for this work you all are
doing to honor fallen men that have not
been recognized.”

Dr. Art Williams, a classmate and friend of
Thomas at BTW, also spoke at the ceremony: “I
met Joe in 7th grade right across the street,”
he said, pointing at Carver Middle School. “We
sat at the same table.” Another friend at that
table, Isaiah Wilson, would also be killed in
Vietnam, he said.

Thomas’ older sister, Annette Thompson, was
among family members on hand. She said
afterward the recognition for her brother
“means a lot to me. … He was the best friend
that you could have. He was the kind of person
who would put others ahead of himself.”

“In our era, African Americans represented
24% of those who fought in Vietnam, while
being only 10% of the population,” said
Williams. “It’s time they were recognized.”

Thomas was posthumously awarded the DSC
and Purple Heart, after having been previously
decorated with a Bronze Star.

As she presented the city proclamation
to the family, City Councilor Vanessa
Hall-Harper broke down briefly, noting
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SEPTEMBER 24, 2020

City Councilor Vanessa Hall-Harper and Jed Cochran of the Mayor’s office presenting
Joe Thomas Day proclamation to Joe’s sister Annette Thompson and her brother, Lucas Thomas.

Mike Bloese and Tommy Sloan represented the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment Association.
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He died in Vietnam while trying to save his comrades. Now, 53 years
later, a young African American soldier from Tulsa is finally
receiving his hero’s due
Tim Stanley, Aug 31, 2020 Updated Oct 6, 2020
Joe Thomas’ work as a battlefield medic
had prompted a change of heart. And in
the last letter the 20-year-old Tulsan
wrote to his sister, he told her about it.
“Before he left for Vietnam he was
majoring in math,” Annette Thompson
said. “But Joe liked the medics so well,
he said he was going to go back to
college and be a doctor.”

For his actions, he was posthumously awarded
a Distinguished Service Cross, the nation’s
second highest honor for combat valor after
the Medal of Honor.

“I remember that so plainly,” she added,
“because I was so proud when he told me that.
Proud that he wanted to do it.” Thomas never
had the chance to follow through on his desire,
though.

On Sept. 24, the anniversary of his death, a
joint proclamation from Mayor G.T. Bynum and
the Tulsa City Council will be presented to
Thompson and family recognizing the day as
Joe Thomas Day in Tulsa.

Less than month after that letter, on
Sept. 24, 1967, the Tulsan and Booker T.
Washington High School graduate was
killed in action while trying to save
members of his platoon during an
attack.

As part of a small ceremony, honorary street
signs bearing his name will be erected near
the site of the former family home in north
Tulsa.
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Today, more than 50 years later, an effort is
underway to officially recognize Thomas in his
hometown and make sure his sacrifice is
acknowledged and remembered.
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Supporters are aiming for more
recognition in 2021, including Thomas’
selection for the BTW High School Hall of
Fame and a nomination to the Oklahoma
Military Hall of Fame.

It’s hard to argue when you know the facts.

The process to have Thomas recognized was
begun by a volunteer with the military hall.

Charles F. Johnson, another recipient, is listed
as being from Tulsa, but local news reports say
he was a lifelong Sand Springs resident.

Army Spc. 4 Joseph Minor Thomas is likely the
only Tulsan since World War II to receive the
Distinguished Service Cross.

Tulsan Mike Lapolla said he first became aware
of Thomas last year while researching possible
candidates for nomination.

Even before Sept. 24, 1967, Thomas was
showing his mettle in Vietnam.

“The more I learned, the more I became
convinced Joe Thomas was someone
Oklahomans should know about and
remember,” he said.

Two months earlier, the medic, a member of
the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment, had
received a Bronze Star for “meritorious action
in combat.”

Booker T. Washington High School football, 1964. Joe Thomas (#20) front row.
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HONOR AND VALOR AT
BOOKER T. WASHINGTON HIGH SCHOOL
Founded in 1913 to serve Tulsa’s African-American community, Booker T. Washington was chosen in
1973 to be the vehicle for Tulsa’s school desegregation program. Prior to 1973 the school was racially
segregated.
Tulsa’s most accomplished career soldier (Roscoe
Cartwright ‘36) and Tulsa’s most heroic soldier
since World War II (Joe Thomas ’65) are
graduates of this school when it was segregated.
Both have been inducted into the school Hall of
Fame, Cartwright in 2006 and Thomas in 2021.
Both are being nominated for the Oklahoma
Military Hall of Fame in 2021.
The Centennial significance of 2021 recalls the
Tulsa Riots of 1921, an ugly period in Tulsa history. Many are devoting this Centennial Year to
reconciliation and reflection. This display at the school will be a leading community effort of
promoting positive goodwill city-wide.
The school’s Hall of Fame lines a wide corridor between the administration office and library. The
school has agreed to create a tasteful display honoring Cartwright and Thomas. The theme will be
Honor and Valor. To be displayed are the awards, decorations, proclamations and photographs
honoring these men and the positive values they embodied.
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GROWING UP IN TULSA

Joe behind mother and brothers

Some of the Thomas Family

Dressed up at BTW

Joe Thomas #18. Booker T. Washington High School swimming team
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FORT SILL TROOP CLINIC

Fort Sill dedicates clinic to combat medic, Oklahoman
By Cannoneer staff April 12, 2012
FORT SILL, Okla. -- As a high school student in
Tulsa, Okla., Joe Minor Thomas was studious,
an athlete and a gentleman, who always
thought of others, recalled a classmate. He also
loved to cook.

However, Thomas, 21, was killed in combat
Sept. 24, 1967 in Vietnam, while trying to
assist wounded Soldiers. For his actions, he
was posthumously awarded the Distinguished
Service Cross.

As a senior, Thomas persuaded the other boys
in the class to help him prepare and serve the
girls their graduation dinner from Booker T.
Washington High School in 1965.

In a tribute to his sacrifice, the Spec. 4
Joe Minor Thomas Troop Medical Clinic
was dedicated April 6 at Fort Sill.
Hundreds of relatives, friends, Soldiers and
dignitaries attended the ceremony at Building
2913 Custer Road. About 30 of his high school
classmates were there, too.

Thomas went on to attend Northeastern State
University in Tahlequah, Okla., but after about
a year his studies were interrupted when he
was drafted into the Army. Thomas became a
combat medic and planned to resume college
to become a medical doctor after his
enlistment.
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"This dedication has given the class honor. It
lets us know what we went through was not in
vain," said Geraldine McIntosh, class president
and a retired librarian from Tulsa. She said she
knew of five graduates from the class of 316
students, who were killed in Vietnam.
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"This ceremony happened at a
wonderful time because the school is
celebrating its one-hundredth
anniversary."

Born Jan. 11, 1947 in Tulsa, Joe Minor Thomas
was one of eight children. As a combat medic,
Spec. 4th Class Thomas was assigned to the
2nd Squadron, 11th Armored Cavalry
"Blackhorse Regiment."

Thomas' siblings unveiled the plaque together
with Maj. Gen. David Halverson, Fires Center of
Excellence and Fort Sill commanding general,
and Col. Jennifer Bedick, Reynolds Army
Community Hospital commander.

Lucious, eight years younger than Joe,
remembers his brother as very loving.
"He'd get all of us to wrestle and he'd give the
winner a pack of gum," Lucious said.

"It's beautiful. They did a nice job," said
Lucious Thomas, 57, the youngest of the
Thomas children, referring to the clinic. "Joe
would have been real proud of it."

In the 1950s and 1960s, neighborhoods were
close-knit through school, sports and church,
said McIntosh, who first met Joe at their church
when she was in the fourth grade, around
1956.

In his speech, Halverson said that Thomas
knew his task was to save his Soldiers.

There were three elementary schools in the
area which fed into Carver Junior High School,
then all the neighborhood students went to
Washington High School, she said.

"His commitment to his country, his fellow
warriors are shown by his deeds," Halverson
said. His actions that day on the battlefield
reflected his commitment.

McIntosh and some other students also
attended Northeastern State University in
Tahlequah with Joe.

The country is indebted to the Thomas family
forever, the general said. "And, this facility will
stand forever at Fort Sill."

"Joe and the guys loved to cook for us," she
said. "You know men, every starch in the
world, nothing green. It was like a family thing,
we enjoyed it immensely."

Bedick said the large showing of his classmates
was a testament to Thomas' character.
"Years after (his death), they are still very much
respectful of him and think that highly of him,"
Bedick said. "That is fantastic."
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Robert Ivery, a childhood friend of Joe, called
him "a living angel."
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“He was very responsible, and one of the best
friends I've ever had," said Ivery, who lives in
Owasso, Okla.

swimming in high school. And, Joe had been
seeing one of his relatives.
"Joe was supposed to marry a cousin of mine,
Sharon Jeffries, the same year he was killed,"
Reed said.

Wilbert Reed Jr. attended grade school and
college with Joe. He remembered Joe
participating in football, wrestling and

Spec 4 Joe Minor Thomas Troop Medical Clinic, dedicated at Fort Sill, OK April 6, 2012
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FINAL RESTING PLACE IN TULSA

Joe Thomas is buried in the Crown Hill Cemetery in Tulsa
Memorialized at the Vietnam Wall at Panel 27E, Line 7

“It doesn’t take a hero to order men into battle.
It takes a hero to be one of those men who goes into battle.
Norman Schwarzkopf
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