
ABOVE | 
Yell Leaders 
from 1961-62. 
— Ralph (left).  
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TOM RALPH ’62

By Dennis Davenport ’01

The Class of ’62 is one rightfully 
proud Class. From it came many 
successful Aggies and great leaders in 
both the civilian and military sectors. It 
has served and given back to its beloved 
Texas A&M University and acted as a 
strong cornerstone of the Corps of Cadets 
Association. Sadly, one of the most well-
known and shining stars of that esteemed 
Class was darkened far too early. 

Following legendary exploits at 
Texas A&M, Thomas H. “Tom” Ralph, 
Jr., in heroic actions, made the ultimate 
sacrifice in Vietnam in 1968. His legacy 
lives unequivocally in the hearts of those 
who knew him, and they will forever 
perpetuate his story. “Tom Ralph ’62 
served his family, Texas A&M, and his 
country with honor beyond the standards 
most men could possibly follow,” says Bud 

Rudder ’62.
Raised in Clifton, TX, Tom’s parents 

were Thomas Henry “Friday” and 
Mary Frances Ralph. Tom inherited his 
mathematical abilities, patriotism, and 
fearlessness naturally. His father, a self-
taught and registered civil engineer, was 
Resident Engineer for the Bosque County 
Highway Department. The senior Ralph 
served in the Navy during World War 
II as an Underwater Demolition Team 
(UDT) Frogman and as an engineer in the 
repair of damaged warships. 

Knowing and strongly 
communicating from early childhood, 
Tom’s missions were to attend Texas 
A&M, lead Marines in combat, and be 
an engineer. As a kid, he always played 
war. Reared in the country, he became 
an expert marksman, having once shot a 

flying buzzard out of the air with a rifle. 
However, the buzzard got the last laugh 
by flying into Tom and his brother Sam 
’69 on the way down. There was Aggie 
legacy—Uncle Orville M. Ralph was Class 
of ’32. Additionally, Tom’s grandmother 
kept the books for the great Pat Olsen ’23, 
namesake of Olsen Field.

From the beginning, Tom was a 
go-getter. He hit the ground running 
every day and put maximum effort in the 
tasks that were before him. During high 
school, Tom worked side jobs and spent 
summers working on road construction 
crews and living itinerantly in tents as the 
jobs moved. Though not a naturally gifted 
athlete, Tom earned a starting position as 
center on the football team because of his 
toughness and leadership ability. 

The Class of ’62 is truly the last of an 



The new Spider D sign.
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Remembering 
an Aggie’s 

Aggie, 
a Marine’s 

Marine, 
and a man’s 
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Ralph (center) receiving his award as the number one PLC candidate in the nation. Pictured right is Major General James Earl Rudder, A&M President.

Old Army era. At the end of their fish year, 
the Branch Army ROTC training system 
was dissolved and changed into general 
Military Science training. It constituted 
a major realignment of Army ROTC into 
two Brigades which were subdivided into 
five Battle Groups, each consisting of four 
companies. That was a significant and 
unwanted change, as many legacies were 
lost and outfits were forced to begin anew. 

Tom started off in A Armor, proudly 
known as the A Troop Jocks. Pursuant 
to the realignment, the outfit became 
D Company, First Brigade, known as 
D-1. Fish buddy and eventual outfit 
commander, Dock Burke, recalls, “From 
day one fish Ralph was tough, unselfish, 
brilliant, religious, honorable, and gung-
ho.” These and many more traits were 
manifested abundantly during his career 
at A&M and subsequently through the 
rest of his short life. Tom became a legend 
in his own time and was destined to 
become a hero. 

The initial coming together of the new 
D-1 was slow and arduous. The original 
upperclassmen were a conglomerate of 
Cadets from armor, transportation, and 
other branches. Many were not previously 
acquainted and from rival outfits. Tom 
realized that the company needed 

notoriety and something on which to 
begin building pride and unity in their 
new outfit. Though only a sophomore, he 
was the guy to get it done! Dr. Frank Hall 
’62 states, “I observed Tom’s volunteering 
to take on leadership roles dozens of 
times, resulting in his being admired and 
respected by all.”

Remembering an old metal Spider D 
Infantry sign from forays into the vaunted 
steam tunnels during his fish year, he led 
a group of fish on a steam tunnel search 
and recovery operation. There was no 
encroachment in commandeering the 
long-abandoned sign as all infantry outfits 
had gone away. One of the fish, a talented 
artist, repainted and enhanced the sign, 
designating the new outfit as Spider D. 
The sign was approved by Tom, and the 
fish proudly hung it on the dorm. Tom 
salvaged Spider D from the grave of the 
steam tunnels and resurrected that proud 
Ol’ Army vestige, originally named for 
J.T. “Spider” Westbrook ’45, into the post 
branch era. “This was an early example 
of Tom Ralph’s seeing a need, taking 
the initiative, assuming the leadership 
role, and accomplishing the mission,” 
recalls Dr. Frank Hall ’62.

The Ol’ Army lineage was welcomed, 
and the new outfit had something to 
build upon. After a period of time, an 
upperclassman figured out a way to 
perpetuate the new moniker as well as 
make a little cash. He took a picture of the 
sign and sold copies to outfit members for 
50 cents each. However, the development 
of the picture brought out something that 
had been missed by the upperclassmen. 
The fish artist had also brazenly 
incorporated a small ’63 into the new logo.  
The class was in big trouble, and especially 
with Tom, who had been the instigator of 
the project. However, Tom appreciated just 

what good bull it was. In a typical 
demonstration of 

leadership 
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ability and fairness, Tom 
called the dogs off and 

allowed the ’63 to remain 
on the sign, though ample 
dues were paid. Bob Carter 
’63 lionizes Tom as “an Aggie’s 

Aggie, tough but fair. To say he 
was demanding was a comical 

statement, but he lived out his 
expectations every day in front of us.” 

During that year, Tom also 
engineered a memorable 

Spider D retribution. 
One Air Force 

squadron’s 
point of 

pride was 
to paint 
chicken 
tracks 
in 

various locations.  That squadron commandeered the D-1 
Guidon after chow one night. When the Spiders recovered their 
Guidon, chicken tracks had been sown into it. Tom put together 
an attack plan involving the fish and sophomores. Babo bombs 
were assembled, and each member of the commando team was 
armed with two. Teams were assigned to run through other 
dorms and create noise and diversions and wake everybody up 
for the big show as well as enter the steam tunnels and shut off 
power to the target dorm. The plan was executed flawlessly at 
slightly past 0200 one quiet morning. Bob “Possum” Martin ’63 
fondly recalls “running back to the dorm and enjoying seeing 
the flash of Babo bombs exploding in the darkened rooms” and 
countless other Cadets enjoyed the same. Unfortunately, one little 
item of intelligence was overlooked. Some visiting Boy Scouts 
were spending the night in the dorm and became beneficiaries of 
the attack. The Spiders stood Sunday afternoon room inspections 
for several months to pay for their transgression.

The A&M vs. University of Houston football game, held at 
Rice Stadium on October 8, 1960, turned out to be a significant 
event. Junior Yell Leader Tom Ralph and Jean Sanders, a 
beautiful young University of Texas coed from Dayton, TX, were 
set up on a blind date for the game. Unfortunately, with Jean 
seated high up in the stands and Tom fulfilling Yell Leader duties, 
social interaction during the game was limited. Additionally, the 
Aggies were shut out that day, which made the first date pretty 
innocent. However, the two salvaged about ten minutes of face 
time during the half and after the game, as Tom walked Jean to 
the car. The seed of love was planted; Tom told his roommate 
that he had met the girl he was going to marry. Fortunately for 
both, Jean’s roommate was from Bryan and she came home every 
weekend. It was not too long before Jean was accompanying 
her. The relationship blossomed and continued, and the couple 
celebrated every Aggie score—what few there were!

Tom progressively moved upward in the Corps hierarchy, 
culminating with his selection into Who’s Who. “Countless 
young Aggies, including me, were inspired to follow in Tom 
Ralph’s footsteps,” said MajGen Ted Hopgood ’65. Significant 
among his many activities were serving as a Ross Volunteer and 
Firing Squad member as a junior and Platoon Leader as a senior; 
First Battle Group Scholastics Sergeant and Adjutant; and junior 
and senior Yell Leader. Bill Pry ’62 recalls Tom’s charisma, “His 
smile was big as Texas. He just radiated enthusiasm.”  

As there was no Navy/Marine ROTC program on campus, 
Tom began pursuit of a Marine Corps commission through the 
Platoon Leaders Course (PLC) and was a member and president 
of the Semper Fidelis Society. He excelled in summer training 
sessions at Marine Corps Officer Candidate School in Quantico, 
VA, named Platoon Honor Man in camp after his sophomore 
year, and Battalion Honor Man and the number one PLC 
candidate in the nation after his junior year. Brother Sam ’69 
recalls a typical Tom story: Tom was at home in Clifton preparing 
for summer camp. All decked out in in fatigues, combat boots, 

ABOVE | 
Ralph in his room on the 
Quad.

LEFT | Tom Ralph ’62. 
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helmet, and with canteen and ruck sack, Tom was about to take a 
little run and asked Sam to join him. After following his brother 
up and down a few “top of the hill” country hills, Sam inquired 
as to where he was going. Tom responded, “To Cranfills Gap.” 
Knowing the destination was 19 miles away, Sam said, “See you 
later!” and Tom proceeded on.

After Tom and Jean became engaged, Tom’s father made 
them promise not to get married until Tom graduated. The 
promise was honored, but barely. They were married in All Faiths 
Chapel just after Tom graduated and commissioned. 

Tom was granted an active duty deferment to earn a Master’s 
Degree in Civil Engineering. The couple moved into an old post 
World War II married student housing area. There they spent 
13 happy months. They ate well, with groceries and laundry 
running about $12.00 a week.

Soon after completing his Master’s, Tom embarked on his 
three-year commitment of active duty in 1963. Serving as XO 
of the Marine Detachment aboard the USS Lake Champlain 
CV-39, he was a part of a historical event. “Champ” picked up 
the astronauts of the Project Mercury Mission, the first manned 
spaceflight. Later, Tom led Marines in combat during Operation 
Powerback, the U.S. intervention in response to a bloody 
communist supported coup in the Dominican Republic. He was 
among a contingent of Marines helicoptered into Santo Domingo 
from the USS Boxer LPH-4. While observing the beautiful 
landscape on the inbound flight, Tom made a mental note that 
he would like to return for a vacation someday. Within seconds, 
those thoughts were interrupted by a hail of .50 caliber machine 
gun fire ripping through the fuselage. With boots on the ground, 
the Marines rescued nationals, slugged it out with a group of 
Cuban Communists who were inciting the coup, and helped 
restore order. About ten Marines were lost in the operation. Tom 
also served as a PLC instructor at Camp Upshur in 1966. Mike 
Beggs ’68 Capt USMC (Ret.) remembers, “Sonny Kyle ’68 and I 
were the only Aggies in that increment. He ensured that we were 
properly indoctrinated and that we were going to represent A&M 
proudly at PLC camp. He wanted us to be the best and to ensure 
that we didn’t bring anything but honor to our alma mater.”

After fulfilling his active duty obligation, Tom took a job 
with Brown & Root in off-shore structural engineering. He and 
Jean moved to Houston in 1966. Tom continued his military 
service in the Marine Reserve. However, as the Vietnam War 
intensified, the bugle call to again serve his country became 
increasingly louder. Jean recalls that this came as no surprise 
to her, and she supported Tom in every way. The final straw 
occurred at a barbershop when Tom learned that a good friend 
had been killed in Vietnam.

Knowing the negative odds, Tom returned to active duty and 
volunteered for Vietnam. “Tom’s sense of honor would not allow 
him to sit on the sidelines and watch,” says Boe Martin ’62. With 
son Andy and daughter Laura, the Ralph family relocated to base 
housing at Camp Pendleton. There they enjoyed Christmas 1967 

together as a family. Little did they know that it would be their 
last. Tom left for Vietnam on January 17, 1968.

He entered the fray on February 20, 1968, right in the heat 
of the infamous Tet Offensive and was soon leading Marines 
against a skilled and determined enemy. MajGen Ted Hopgood 
’65 recalls, “A retired four-star who served with Tom when they 
were Lieutenants told me that Tom Ralph was the best Marine 
Officer he ever served with.”

Tom’s final mission ended on May 17, 1968, in a horrendous 
firefight during operation Allen Brook, near Le Nam Hamlet 
on Go Noi Island, an elevated area in the midst of several rivers 
near Da Nang. In excerpts from an end of life letter to the 
local newspaper, with mission to tell the story to the citizens 
of Clifton, Major Chip Chafey describes Tom’s greatness and 
heroic final actions. “Our rifle company of 146 men ran headlong 
into a North Vietnamese regiment with an estimated strength 
of over 2,000 plus men. Tom was all over the field—directing, 
comforting, fighting, and leading. It was brutal but the company 
did what Marines have always done—fought with everything 
they had. A bullet creased my head. I did not fall, but stood 
unconscious in the line 
of fire. From I 
don’t know 
where, Tom 
ran to me, 
knocked 
me down, and 
attempted to drag me to 
some cover. The bullets 
that killed him were 
meant for me. I have 
thought of Tom 
Ralph every day since that 
hot day in May 1968.”

“For the good among 
us, death never has the last 
word. His story has been 
repeated for years among 
Marines and Aggies,” the 
quintessential statement from 
Boe Martin ’62.

Ralph as a United 
States Marine.

Photo 
provided by 
Frank Hall 
’62.


