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The Most Decorated American Soldier of World War II: Audie Murphy, World War II, and Courage 

 Compelling Question 
o How can your courageous actions help to advance freedom in your life and the lives of others? 

 Virtue: Courage 
 Definition – Courage is the capacity to overcome fear in order to do good. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will consider the courage of Audie Murphy, who became the most decorated 
American soldier of World War II. They will also consider how to cultivate and apply courage in 
their own lives.  

 Objectives 
o Students will evaluate Audie Murphy’s courage during World War II.  
o Students will analyze how courageous acts can promote progress.  
o Students will apply their knowledge of courage to their own lives. 

 Background 
o Audie Murphy was born and raised in rural Texas where his parents were poor itinerant farmers 

who struggled to put food on the table. He generally lived in shacks without electricity or running 
water. His family was poor in 1925 when he was born, but the Great Depression caused cotton 
prices to plummet. This made finding work even more difficult for his father, who increasingly 
turned to alcohol and eventually abandoned his wife and children when Audie was fifteen. Murphy 
did not attend school until he was nine and left to go to work at thirteen. He became a crack shot 
with a rifle and often hunted to help feed his family. Murphy later admitted that he was angry with 
his father because “I hate anyone who quits.” Murphy admired courage as a young man and wanted 
his father to battle even against great odds.   
 
Murphy bounced around low-paying jobs during the Great Depression, trying to learn a skill and 
send some money home to his mother and siblings. After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941, the thin young man tried to join the U.S. Marine Corps but was rejected for his 
diminutive size. After several attempts, he was finally accepted into the U.S. Army and found his 
purpose. Murphy enjoyed the order and stability of army life in basic and advanced infantry 
training at various military bases. He easily earned his marksmanship badge because of his expert 
skill with a rifle. On February 8, 1943, he shipped out to North Africa where the United States and 
its allies had invaded in Operation Torch. The allied effort would continue with the invasion of Sicily 
and then Italy in 1943 to knock Nazi Germany’s ally, Italy, out of the war. By June, 1944, the Allies 
invaded Normandy and pushed the Germans out of France before a massive German counterattack 
at the Battle of the Bulge in December and January, 1944. After defeating the German onslaught, the 
Allies entered Germany and declared victory over Germany on May 8, 1945. Murphy fought in 
North Africa, Sicily, Italy, France, and Germany, and his courageous actions made him the most 
highly decorated American soldier of World War II.   

 Vocabulary 
o Pearl Harbor 
o Diminutive 
o Marksmanship 
o North Africa 
o Sicily 
o Italy 
o Germany 
o Normandy 
o France 
o Battle of the Bulge 
o Private 
o John Steinbeck 
o Platoon 
o Corporal 
o Valiantly 
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o Sergeant 
o Malaria 
o Amphibious 
o Beachhead 
o Stealthily 
o Influenza 
o D-Day 
o Pillbox 
o Meritorious  
o Audacious 
o Reconnaissance 
o Carbine 
o Mortar strikes 
o Iota 
o Binoculars 
o Foxhole 
o Valorous  
o Congressional Medal of Honor 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o What contributions did Audie Murphy and the other American soldiers make to the advancement of 

freedom through their demonstration of courage in World War II? 
o In what ways did Murphy’s courage contribute to his ability to lead his men in World War II battles?   

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
 Additional Resources 

o Hastings, Max. Warriors: Extraordinary Tales from the Battlefield. New York: Vintage, 2007.  
o Murphy, Audie. To Hell and Back. New York: Owl Books, 2002.  
o Smith, David A. The Price of Valor: The Life of Audie Murphy, America’s Most Decorated Hero of 

World War II. Washington, D.C.: Regnery, 2015.  
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Handout A: The Most Decorated American Soldier of World War II: Audie Murphy, World War II, and Courage 
 
Background 
 
Audie Murphy was born and raised in rural Texas where his parents were poor itinerant farmers who struggled to 
put food on the table. He generally lived in shacks without electricity or running water. His family was poor in 1925 
when he was born, but the Great Depression caused cotton prices to plummet. This made finding work even more 
difficult for his father, who increasingly turned to alcohol and eventually abandoned his wife and children when 
Audie was fifteen. Murphy did not attend school until he was nine and left to go to work at thirteen. He became a 
crack shot with a rifle and often hunted to help feed his family. Murphy later admitted that he was angry with his 
father because “I hate anyone who quits.” Murphy admired courage as a young man and wanted his father to battle 
even against great odds.   

Murphy bounced around low-paying jobs during the Great Depression, trying to learn a skill and send some money 
home to his mother and siblings. After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the thin young 
man tried to join the U.S. Marine Corps but was rejected for his diminutive size. After several attempts, he was 
finally accepted into the U.S. Army and found his purpose. Murphy enjoyed the order and stability of army life in 
basic and advanced infantry training at various military bases. He easily earned his marksmanship badge because 
of his expert skill with a rifle. On February 8, 1943, he shipped out to North Africa where the United States and its 
allies had invaded in Operation Torch. The allied effort would continue with the invasion of Sicily and then Italy in 
1943 to knock Nazi Germany’s ally, Italy, out of the war. By June, 1944, the Allies invaded Normandy and pushed 
the Germans out of France before a massive German counterattack at the Battle of the Bulge in December and 
January, 1944. After defeating the German onslaught, the Allies entered Germany and declared victory over 
Germany on May 8, 1945. Murphy fought in North Africa, Sicily, Italy, France, and Germany, and his courageous 
actions made him the most highly decorated American soldier of World War II.   
 
Narrative  
 
In May, 1943, under the blinding North African sun, Private Audie Murphy was frustrated that he was stuck doing 
guard duty for German prisoners from Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Africa Korps which recently surrendered. 
Murphy had not been in combat yet and was itching to get into the fight. Novelist and war correspondent, John 
Steinbeck wrote, “No man there knows whether he can take it, knows whether he will run away or stick, or lose his 
nerve and go to pieces, or will be a good soldier.” Murphy was eager to prove he was courageous.   
 
Murphy was in the 3rd Division, 1st Battalion and landed in Sicily in the early morning of July 10. Three days later, 
Murphy proved that he was a good soldier and would courageously fight. When his platoon was pinned down, 
Murphy rose up, yelled to the others to follow him, and led a charge up a hill “firing from the hip.” After valiantly 
taking the hill, he was promoted to corporal two days later. In late September, his company invaded Italy, and he 
and his buddy were pinned down in a ditch before charging a German machine-gun nest and eliminated the threat. 
By December, he won promotion to sergeant. Murphy was so dedicated to his unit and not appearing that he was 
“deliberately trying to avoid the coming action” that he was dragged to the infirmary with a case of malaria and a 
105-degree temperature. He recovered and was quickly back in the action where he was promoted to staff 
sergeant. Murphy admitted to new replacements that, “I’m always scared when we’re up front.” He advised that 
they should not be ashamed of it but should not let it rule their actions during a battle.   
 
When the division was pinned down after a successful amphibious landing at Anzio, Italy, Murphy helped the 
Americans break out of their beachhead with valiant actions. On March 2, 1944, a line of 20 German Mark IV Tiger 
tanks were moving up a road toward American positions. Thinking quickly, Murphy called in artillery strikes which 
temporarily disabled the front tank. The German tank crew tried to repair the tank as darkness settled over the 
battlefield. Meanwhile, Murphy led a squad out stealthily toward the tank to disable it permanently. As they 
approached, Murphy then told his men to cover him and he inched forward alone. He threw a grenade into the 
tank’s hatch and then crippled the tank by firing several rifle grenades. The Germans in the line responded by 
raking the terrain with machine-guns as the unseen assailant skulked off. Murphy won the Bronze Star with “V” for 
valor. Two weeks later, hospitalized with influenza, he complained, “My place is up there beside [them].” He 
praised their courage: “When the chips are down, they do their jobs like men.”   
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After his division invaded southern France in Operation Dragoon in August after D-Day, Murphy again proved his 
courage. While several men in his unit were pinned down by German fire from a hilltop pillbox, Murphy sprang 
into action, climbing the hill and killing two Germans. With bullets whizzing all around him, Murphy ran back up 
and down the hill several times in order to retrieve a machine-gun, more ammunition, and one wounded man 
willing to join him. When his friend was shot by a sniper, he killed two snipers, wiped out the Germans shooting 
from the pillbox, and cleared the hill of the remaining Germans. For his meritorious and audacious action, he won 
the Distinguished Service Cross.  

 In early October, Murphy won two Silver Stars within three days for his courageous actions. In the first, he trailed 
a reconnaissance patrol because he thought it would see some action. Indeed, it was ambushed and pinned down 
by eight Germans who wounded several of the Americans. Murphy rushed forward, shooting his carbine and 
throwing grenades. He killed four of the Germans and wounded the other four before saving the lives of the 
Americans and getting them back safely to their own lines. Two days later, his company was pinned down by 
perfectly camouflaged Germans hidden in a stream bed. The next day, Murphy slithered forward on his belly, shot a 
couple of the enemy, and called in mortar strikes until they won the position, having killed 15 and wounded 35 
enemy soldiers. Besides the medals, he was promoted to second lieutenant.   

Audie Murphy’s greatest example of courage was during the American counter-attack after the Germans launched 
the Battle of the Bulge invasion. He had recently rejoined his unit after being shot in the backside, developing 
gangrene in the wound, and spending nearly two months in the hospital. The ordeal did not slow him down one 
iota. On the freezing afternoon of January 26, 1945, in eastern France, Murphy was in a foxhole scanning for 
Germans as he watched a village through binoculars. Suddenly two groups of three tanks appeared, aiming for the 
American position. Moreover, roughly 250 German infantry emerged from the snow wearing white winter jackets. 
After the German armor knocked out one of the American tank destroyer guns and killed several Americans in the 
advance, Murphy ordered all of his men to retreat and covered them by leaping atop the burning tank destroyer 
and firing its fifty caliber machine-gun. As he raked the enemy troops with the massive bullets and killed dozens, 
he called in artillery strikes on the enemy. The shells and Murphy’s machine-gun fire killed dozens more Germans 
as they continued to advance. Murphy grew desperate as the Germans closed, and he called down artillery strikes 
almost on top of himself. Finally, so many Germans were killed that the tank drivers did not want to continue 
without a sufficient number of infantry and withdrew. Just as the action ended, Murphy jumped off the burning 
tank destroyer, and it blew up. For these valorous deeds, Murphy won a Congressional Medal of Honor.   

Having been recommended for the Medal of Honor, Murphy was automatically given a job behind the battle lines 
until the war ended a few months later. He had consistently proven his courage and gone well beyond the call of 
duty. Audie Murphy could have let others do the dangerous jobs many times, but he persisted in performing heroic 
deeds that showed his great courage under fire in World War II.   

 
 
 


