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Col John Ripley

is the only Marine ever
inducted based on a
military carcer solely in the

Marine Corps.

W\ [arine Inducted Into

Ranger Hall Of Fame

By Art Powell

olonel John W. Ripley, USMC

(Ret) was inducted into the U.S.

Army Ranger Hall of Fame June
11 at Fort Benning, Ga., making history as
the first all-Marine ever invited to join the
small, prestigious fraternity of Hall of
Fame Rangers.

“To express how this feels is jolly dif-
ficult. The Rangers are almost a legend-
ary entity. They’ve been around since the
Revolution, and they’ve always had that
very distinctive air about them: and right-
ly so. In just about every war this country
has had, there’s been some kind of Ranger
action or special operations. When they
told me I was going to be inducted, I just
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couldn’t believe it,” said Ripley, a U.S.
Naval Academy graduate.

While Ripley is the only Marine ever
inducted based on a military career solely
in the Marine Corps, Colonel Rodney J.
Wijas, USMC (Ret) was previously in-
ducted into the Army Ranger Hall of Fame
in 2005. Wijas joined the U.S. Army in
1960, and while a staff sergeant, earned
the Distinguished Service Cross and Pur-
ple Heart in Vietnam as a Ranger assigned
to a South Vietnamese unit. Wijas left the
Army in 1966, completed college and
earned a commission as a Marine officer.

Each year, the Ranger Hall of Fame se-
lection committee considers nominations
from select Ranger units and associations

representing each era of Ranger history.
The 2008 inductees range from a four-
star general, John Galvin, to a private first
class, World War II Ranger Ellis Reed,
who served in the European theater.

“Once a Ranger, always a Ranger, that’s
my comment,” said Major General Walter
Wojdakowski, Ft. Benning commanding
general.

“No matter what service, what they do,
Ranger school and the Ranger tab means
you're one of the best leaders in whatever
service you're in. We don’t differentiate
between Marines or Navy SEALs or any-
body. If they’re wearing a Ranger tab,
we're really proud to honor them, and the
Marine Corps ought to be proud of him
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" Col John W. Ripley (dpposite page and above centér) is inducted into the United States Army Ranger Hall

of Fame June 11 at Ft. Benning, Ga. From left: Sergeant Major Randy Harlan, USA, 75th Ranger Regiment
operations sergeant major; Lieutenant Colonel Christopher Stone, USA, 75th Ranger Regiment executive
officer; Col Ripley; COL Greg Hager, USA, Commander, Ranger Training Brigade; and Command Sergeant
Major John Burns, Ranger Training Brigade sergeant major.

too,” MG Wojdakowski concluded.

Ripley’s visit to Ft. Benning for the in-
duction ceremony differed greatly from
his 1965 visit to the post when he was
there in the winter for Ranger school. Dur-
ing the first week of his training, one ex-
ercise involved being pushed off the end
of a diving board into a pool, blindfolded,
with weapon and gear, then swimming to
the side of the pool. Before Rip-
ley could be pushed into the out-
door pool, Rangers had to break
the ice.

“We started the class with about
150 people, but when the others
saw me go into the icy water,
about 20 of them refused to do it
and quit the program right there.
It was our single biggest loss dur-
ing training,” said Ripley, who was
wounded in action four times dur-
ing his military career.

More rigorous training followed.

“I came [to Ranger school} from
a small, very select unit in the Ma-
rine Corps called Force Recon-
naissance, and the requirements to
get into Force Recon were very,
very physically and mentally de-

COURTESY OF COL JOHNW. RIPLEY, USMC (RET)

militarized Zone near Mutter Ridge in Vietnam.

Capt John Ripley {left), commanding “Lima” Co, 3/3,
stands alongside Maj George H. Ripley, operations
officer for 3d Marines, in this January 1967 photo
taken right after a combat operation along the De-

manding. Since we specialized in
things like small-unit actions, recon be-
hind the lines and pre-assault recon, we had
the opportunity to go to schools, and
Ranger [school] was one of them. The
Army allowed two or three Marines into
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each class,” added Ripley.

He attended other schools such as scuba,
airborne and pathfinder, but he says he
knew the value of Ranger training.

“Everyone knew the elite qualities at-
tached to it, and that was very attractive,”
he said.

“In our training, we were kept in a con-
stantly deprived state, sleep deprivation
all the time, and even [deprivation of]
food. ... They did that purposely, and it
was a very good effect, because you
learned you could operate under these
conditions when your body was weak and
your mind was addled,” explained Ripley.

He said that when he arrived for Ranger
training, he was “tougher than woodpecker
lips,” yet still lost 20 pounds. He finished
the school as the top officer graduate.

During his second tour of duty in Viet-
nam in 1971, Ripley was the senior advi-
sor to the 3d Vietnamese Marine Battalion.
The benefits of his intense Ranger train-
ing paid off during the 1972 North Viet-
namese Easter invasion of South Vietnam
when he and his battalion were at the
Dong Ha bridge over the Cua Viet River.

The bridge had to be destroyed in order
for the 735 Vietnamese Marines to hold
off several thousand approaching North
Vietnamese troops.

“When I started out on the bridge, | knew
the likelihood of my being successful was
minimal. The enemy was in such prepon-
derance on the other side of the river, |
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] “I'find that [being called a hero]

humbling ... because there are

. P so many ... Marines that fit
N ‘ that category perfectly, but

they never get the recognition.”
)

: , —Col John W. Ripley
l' o USMC (Ret)
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Above: During his acceptance remarks, Col Ripley
sald the harshness of Ranger training prepared him
for combat rigors that, in hindsight, were frequent-
ly humorous.

Right: June 9, 1972: A great day for the Ripleys.
Promoted to major that day by the Commandant of
the Marine Corps, and that evening, joined by his
wife, Moline, he was presented the Navy Cross at
Marine Barracks Washington, D.C., by Secretary of
the Navy John W. Wamner. (Photo courtesy of Col
John W. Ripley, USMC (Ret)) t;,-\

knew they weren’t going to let me go out %
there and be there very long,” he said. : ' TINY

Ripley swung on the girders under the L
bridge as small-arms fire, heavy machine- ;
gun fire and even fire from the main gun
of a North Vietnamese Army tank searched
him out.

“We had disabled the tank turret so it v
couldn’t turn, but the [North Vietnamese]
driver was able to turn the tank itself and
they started shooting at me. One round
hit the bridge, but was at such a severe
angle that it ricocheted off the bridge and
exploded on the bank. And, boy, when that
100 mm round went off with me in the
steel of the bridge, what a racket,” he said.

Ripley credited the company command-
er of one of the two Vietnamese Marine
rifle companies supporting him with “read-
ing [his] mind” when he was on the bridge,
providing covering fire when possible as
he attempted to destroy the bridge. ‘

“Demolition training from Ranger school
taught me one very important thing, and
that’s how to cut steel. My Marine explo-
sives training consisted, for the most part,
of using half-pound blocks of explosives
to blow up something,” said Ripley.

From the Rangers, he said he learned
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how to use minimum explosive charges
for maximum effect.

“I learned how to place charges on op-
posite sides of a rail so the blast twisted a
critical support. It would have never been
successful had I not known that. I have to
credit my Ranger training and also my
British Royal Marine commando train-
ing,” he added.

For his actions at the Dong Ha bridge,
Ripley was awarded the Navy Cross. In
addition, a book, “The Bridge at Dong
Ha,” was written about his exploits, and a
diorama in Memorial Hall at the Naval
Academy, titled “Ripley at the Bridge,”
was devoted to the actions of all academy
graduates who fought in Vietnam.

Excellence and heroism mark the life of Col John W.
Ripley. Here in July 1966, while the platoon leader
of 4th Pit, 2d Force Reconnaissance Co, he accepts
the scuba school honor graduate plaque from Maj
Don Norris, commanding 2d Force Recon. One
month later, then-Capt Ripley would be in Vietnam,
and two months after that, of the four platoon com-
manders from 2d Force who went to Vietnam at the
same time, he would be the only survivor.

Ripley was awarded six awards for valor
and 14 personal decorations during his
Marine career, including the Navy Cross,
the Silver Star, two awards of the Legion
of Merit and two awards of the Bronze
Star with combat “V.”

Read his biography and the word hero
comes to mind.

“I find that [being called a hero] hum-
bling and somewhat embarrassing because
there are so many, so, so many Marines
that fit that category perfectly, but they
never get the recognition,” he said.

“The best that I can do is hope that I
represent those men by my demeanor and
the way I conduct myself the rest of my
life.”

He pointed out that the men who pro-
vided covering fire for him while he was
on the bridge paid a high price. Most of
the Vietnamese Marines didn’t survive
the battle.

“When we finally got out of there and
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returned to Hue City, we had 52 [Viet-
namese] Marines out of 735 with us. All
of those men who protected me were lost.
Did they get the recognition? No,” he said.
“It’s something that straightens your back-
bone forever. You just cannot lose sight
of that.”

While in the process of destroying the
bridge at Dong Ha, “it took everything
that I had inside me,” Ripley said.

And he credited his Ranger training,
when he was exhausted, hungry and cold
during that winter in 1965 at Ft. Benning,
for preparing him to reach inside and find
a “second effort,” one that went beyond a
tired body and an exhausted mind and al-
lowed him to overcome physical weariness
and accomplish the mission.

Later in his career, Ripley
became involved in education,
serving at the U.S. Naval Acad-
emy, Annapolis, Md., and with
the Navy-Marine Corps ROTC
program at Virginia Military
Institute, Lexington, Va. He also
was selected to serve as the di-
rector of Marine Corps History
and Museums and as director
of the Marine Corps Historical
Center, Washington, D.C., a
position he held until his final
retirement from the Marine
Corps in 2006.

His daughter Mary Ripley was at the
Ranger Hall of Fame induction ceremony
to support her dad.

“This recognition couldn’t have come
at a better time in his life—a wonderful
end to the winter. He never talks much
about things like this; he classically un-
derplays all of his accolades. He does talk
about the value of his Army training dur-
ing the actions at Dong Ha, and what an
honor it is to be recognized by the Rang-
ers,” she said.

“This is a very big deal,” Lieutenant
Colonel Jeff Knudson, commanding of-
ficer of the Marine Corps Detachment at
Ft. Benning, said, regarding Ripley’s in-
duction into the Ranger Hall of Fame.

“The selection process has the entire
history of the Rangers to look at,” said
Knudson, whose staff of 18 supports ap-
proximately 1,200 naval service students
who attend schools at Ft. Benning each
year.

“The cream rises to the top, and as they
[members of the selection committee]
continue to look at Rangers for the Hall
of Fame, Marine Rangers will continue to
be recognized,” said Knudson.
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Editor’s note: Art Powell is a public af-

fairs specialist at Marine Corps Logistics

Base Albany, Ga.

EXCLUSIVE UNITED STATES

MARINE CORPS

DIAMOND DRESS WATCH

Personalized With Your Initials & Service Years

DESIGNED TO HONOR THOSE
WHO SERVE OUR ' COUNTRY.
¢ United States Marine Corps minted dial
with genuine diamond at 12 O’clock.

¢ Dress Watch Case and Bracelet
decorated with 24 KT Gold detailing.

¢ Fine quartz movement for accurate

timekeeping within seconds per month.

¢ Case back laser-engraved
with your initials and
years of service.
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¢ Order with confidence — guaranteed
100% or return within 30 days.
YOU HAVE EARNED THE RIGHT

TO WEAR THIS EXCLUSIVE
U.S. MARINE CORPS WATCH.

TOLL FREE TO ORDER: 1-800-255-3048

Or, Mail to: Veterans Commemoratives™
2 Radnor Corp. Center, Suite 120, Radnor, PA 19087-4599

(3 YES. I wish to order the Marine Corps Diamond
Dress Watch personalized as follows:

Initials 3): ___ __ __ Svc.Yrs: to
| NEED SEND NO MONEY NOW. Bill me in two
monthly payments of $62.50* each, with the first
payment due prior to shipment.

SHIPPING ADDRESS (we CANNOT ship to P.O. Boxes)

Adlow 4-6 weeks for delivery.
Name

Address

Gty  State__ Zip

Signature

Phone #
* Plus $9.95 for engraving, shipping, and
handling. PA residents add 6% sales tax.

© 1CM 2005:2007

MILWAT-LNK-0908

SEPTEMBER 2008 LEATHERNECK m

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




