Executive Summary

The Heroism and Strategic Impact of Captain John W.
Ripley, USMC, at Pong Ha — Easter Sunday, 1972

The heroism of Captain John W. Ripley, United States Marine
Corps, during his single-handed destruction of the Pong Ha
Bridge on Easter Sunday, 1972, stands as one of the most
extraordinary feats of courage in American military history. His
gallantry, intrepidity, and devotion to duty well above and
beyond the call of duty place him alongside our nation’s Medal
of Honor recipients. Yet few acts of valor—if any—had such
decisive, strategic consequence or saved as many innocent lives.

The facts of Captain Ripley’s actions have never been in dispute. Multiple eyewitnesses,
commanders, historians, aerial reconnaissance photos, and journalists have testified to the details
and validated their impact. However, Ripley’s actions were at the epicenter of a major battle; one
where the enemy had decisive advantage, details were scarce, and he and others were not
expected to survive.

The Context: A “Fast Action” Navy Cross Recommendation

Lieutenant Colonel Jerry Turley, Ripley’s immediate superior and the senior U.S. Marine advisor
in the region, had been in continuous combat for more than 24 hours at the ARVN Division
headquarters. Under heavy artillery, Turley listened to several other U.S. Marine advisors,
attached to South Vietnamese units, become overrun. Believing his position was also in danger
of being overrun, he made the unprecedented decision to submit a “fast action” award
nomination for the Navy Cross by radio. He did so only knowing that Ripley had destroyed the
bridge and believing that neither Ripley nor he might survive.

Days and weeks would pass before the full scope of Ripley’s actions, their strategic significance,
and the testimony of eyewitnesses were known and understood. By the time this information was
gathered and verified, Ripley’s Navy Cross had already been approved.
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On Easter Sunday, 1972, the North
Vietnamese Army launched a massive
invasion across the DMZ—more than 20,000
troops supported by tanks, long-range artillery,
and mechanized infantry. The assault aimed to
deal a decisive death blow to South Vietnam.
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With ARVN defensive positions collapsing, 300 South Vietnamese Marines of the 3rd
Battalion—accompanied by Captain John Ripley, their lone U.S. Marine advisor—were ordered
to “hold the bridge and die.”

Thousands of civilians streamed south, exposed to relentless and indiscriminate artillery fire as
enemy armor surged toward the vital Dong Ha Bridge.

Captain Ripley quickly assessed the tactical situation and coordinated naval gunfire strikes and
support from a Vietnamese tank platoon to slow the advance, while repeatedly requesting
permission to demolish the bridge. If the bridge remained intact, enemy tanks would pour
directly into the South’s interior defenses, likely collapsing the northern battlefront entirely.

“If they cross, it’s over.” Captain John Ripley, USMC

When permission finally arrived, the responsibility for
destroying the bridge fell entirely upon Captain Ripley.
South Vietnamese demolition teams had retreated,
leaving only crates of TNT, C-4, and detonation cord.
_ L SN As the only person present with demolitions training,
; % 4 Ripley understood that the task—and its
| i consequences—rested solely with him.

Under direct enemy fire, Ripley, U.S. Army armor advisor Major James Smock, and a small
group of Vietnamese Marines carried explosives to the foot of the bridge. To place the charges
correctly, Ripley would have to climb over razor wire, then maneuver by hand along narrow I-
beams with the river rushing below—all while being targeted by tanks and infantry.

For nearly six hours, with satchel charges strapped to his body,
Ripley inched along the I-beams, pushing 50-pound crates of
TNT, securing them to key structural points. Rigging the bridge
for detonation required Ripley to swing beneath the bridge and
hand walk from span to span with burning time fuses.

When he completed the nearly impossible task of rigging the
bridge for destruction, Ripley lit the time fuses and collapsed
from exhaustion only to discover a cache of electrical detonators.
Understanding their reliability and the stakes of mission failure,
he summoned the last of his strength, returned to the underside of
the bridge, and hand-walked once more from charge to charge to
wire the bridge — this time with the time fuses burning and set to
explode at any moment.

The Bong Ha Bridge erupted, as Ripley and Smock ran for safety, collapsing into the river and
severing the enemy’s main invasion route. Ripley’s extraordinary courage, dedication to duty and
endurance—acting almost entirely alone—halted an armored division, saving thousands of
fleeing civilians and buying time for the South Vietnamese critical time to regroup.



The Aftermath

Although the bridge was destroyed, the 3rd
Vietnamese Marine Battalion soon found itself
surrounded by NVA infantry. Over the next
several days the battalion suffered more than
90% casualties.

Having had limited communications with
Ripley, Turley understood Ripley had destroyed
the bridge but little more. Believing him lost,
and his own position untenable Turley
submitted a “fast action” nomination for the
Navy Cross by radio—a fact later confirmed in
his book and in sworn testimony before
Congress.

Only weeks later, when the Easter Offensive was blunted did senior leaders Turley, Ripley, and
other advisors reunite and provide full accounts. During these debriefs:

e Ripley provided his detailed account of the destruction of the bridge

e Major James Smock’s eyewitness testimony was recorded

e The other U.S. Marine Advisors — Walt Boomer, Bill Fite, Bob Sheridan, and Ray Smith
all confirmed the scale and scope of the enemy offensive.

o Eyewitness testimony was recorded from Vietnamese Marine commander Major Binh Le
Bah. Major Le Bah would later become a naturalized U.S. citizen after decades of
imprisonment by the Communists and awarded the Silver Star

e CBS war correspondent Bob Simon, observed the action and confirmed battlefield details

By the time the facts of Ripley’s actions were documented through these eyewitness statements,
and the strategic impact of his actions understood, the Navy Cross was already awarded.

Captain John Ripley’s destruction of the Dong Ha Bridge, remains among the most remarkable
examples courage and resourcefulness ever documented.

e An experienced combat leader, he understood the necessity of destroying the bridge and
that the task, however impossible, fell to him alone

o Showed total disregard for his personal safety, enduring six hours of continuous fire from
a determined enemy

e Returned to the bridge a second time to rig a failsafe when it was fully rigged to explode

e Halted a major armored advance and saved thousands of civilian lives

His gallantry, intrepidity, and devotion to duty in the face of certain death were well above and
beyond the call of duty. His destruction of the bridge was one of the most strategically
consequential acts of heroism of the Vietnam War, saving thousands of lives. For these reasons,
his Navy Cross should be upgraded to the Medal of Honor.



