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One-Man Stand
By
Kyle Watts
he tank retriever ground to a
halt on the beach. A gaggle of
amtracs and tanks collected on
the scene, awaiting its arrival. Harold
Riensche climbed down from the cab
and dropped into the soft sand. Waves
off the Gulf of Tonkin lapped against the
shore in the distance. Anywhere else,
he might have relaxed and enjoyed the
view.
Instead, he absorbed the mess that
was now his responsibility. A tank turret
protruded above a pit full of mud. The
main gun seemed impotent without
the tank visible beneath it. Quicksand
nearly swallowed the vehicle whole. A
tow pintle lay 3 feet below the surface.
They would have to dig it out. Even then,
how would they break the suction? The
winch would have to work. Riensche
thought through the grueling task
ahead. A lieutenant with the amtracs
interrupted his planning.
“Well, Staff Sergeant, what do you
think? Better hold your retriever right
there, or someone will have to come
get YOU out!”
“Thanks, Sir. We’ll take it from here.”
Riensche understood why his company commander “suggested” he should
come along on this recovery. As the
maintenance chief for “Bravo” Company, 3rd Tank Battalion, Riensche
typically oversaw maintenance back at
the company headquarters (HQ). Sergeant Craig Ammon, the retriever’s
commander, was competent and capable.
The extravagant nature of this tank’s
predicament, however, brought many
“take charge types” to provide opinions
on the operation. The commanding
RI¿FHU &2 ZDQWHG5LHQVFKH¶VH[WUD
stripe to manage any interference. The
¿YHPDQUHFRYHU\FUHZZHQWWRZRUN
Lance Corporal Robert Walkley and
Private First Class Jimmy Dorsett
stripped off their blouses and grabbed
shovels. They struggled to move in the
mud digging out the tow pintle. The rest
of the Marines found their duties equally
GLI¿FXOW(YHU\WKLQJZDVKHDY\LQWKHLU
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line of work. Corporal Mike Foster
maneuvered the retriever behind the
tank. Riensche and Ammon removed
equipment to lower the front spade,
covering the width of the vehicle. Foster
drove the spade forward into the ground
to lock the retriever in position. They
trekked back and forth through the mud,
arranging snatch blocks and the winch
cable. By the time they were ready to
PDNHWKHLU¿UVWDWWHPSWDOO¿YH0DULQHV
were spent.
Foster started the winch. The cable
tightened. The 60-ton retriever slid
forward, plowing up sand. The tank
did not move an inch.
5LHQVFKHÀDJJHGGRZQWZRRIWKH
tanks that were providing security and
moved them behind the retriever. He ran
tow cables from the retriever out to each

tank. He hoped the additional 96 tons
would provide an anchor. Foster spun
up the winch once more. The retriever
screamed at maximum horsepower.
The winch sparked and spewed smoke.
Riensche gave the signal to cut it off.
The tank still would not budge.
Riensche devised a less conventional
plan. He sent the crew to cut long reeds
out of a nearby marsh. Meanwhile, he
crafted balls of C4 and fused them with
blasting caps. He taped the explosives
to each reed, jabbed them into the muck
around the tank and wired everything
together.
)RVWHUVWDUWHGWKHZLQFKD¿QDOWLPH
When the retriever reached maximum
horsepower, Riensche touched off the
&0XGFKXUQHGDQGÀHZXSWKHVLGHV
of the tank. The suction broke, and the
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

When Riensche heard the lieutenant’s call to company HQ,
he checked his watch. It was already 4 p.m. Riensche jumped
into the conversation. “Bravo 3, this is Bravo 9.
What’s your location? We can come help get you out.”
$VKLV0DULQHVUHSDLUHGWKHWUDFN5LWFK
ZDWFKHGWKH$591FRQWLQXHPDUFKLQJDV
LIQRWKLQJKDSSHQHG2QHRIKLVRSHUDEOH
WDQNVVWRSSHGWRSURYLGHVHFXULW\ZKLOH
WKHWKLUGFRQWLQXHGRQZDUG7ZRKXQGUHG
PHWHUVDKHDGWKDWWDQNDOVRKLWDPLQH
5LWFKFRQWDFWHGWKHRI¿FHULQFKDUJHRI
WKH$591VROGLHUVWRPDNHWKHPVWRSEXW
DJDLQWKH\FRQWLQXHGPDUFKLQJZLWKQR
UHJDUGIRUWKH$PHULFDQV¶SUHGLFDPHQW
:KHQ5LHQVFKHKHDUGWKHOLHXWHQDQW¶V
FDOO WR FRPSDQ\ +4 KH FKHFNHG KLV
ZDWFK,WZDVDOUHDG\SP5LHQVFKH
MXPSHGLQWRWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQ
³%UDYRWKLVLV%UDYR:KDW¶V\RXU
ORFDWLRQ":HFDQFRPHKHOSJHW\RXRXW´
³%UDYRZHDUH¿YHFOLFNVZHVWRI$
KHDGLQJHDVW:HDUHEXWWRQLQJXSQRZ
DQGVKRXOGEHPRYLQJVKRUWO\,WKLQNZH
FDQOLPSLWEDFNWR*LR/LQK´
,WGLGQRWIHHOULJKW7KHGDPDJHVRXQGHG
OLJKWEXWZRXOGWDNHWLPHWRVKRUWWUDFN
WKHWDQNV2QFHWKHUHSDLUVZHUHFRPSOHWH
WKH\ZRXOGPRYHQRPRUHWKDQPLOHVSHU
KRXU5LWFKKDGWRJHWKLVWDQNVEDFNWR
EDVHEHIRUHGDUN7KH\ZHUHLQWKHKHDUW
RI/HDWKHUQHFN6TXDUHDQLURQLFQDPH
IRUWKHHQHP\LQIHVWHGDUHDMXVWVRXWKRI

WKH'HPLOLWDUL]HG=RQH,WZDVQRSODFH
WRVSHQGWKHQLJKWLQGLVDEOHGWDQNV7KH
UHWULHYHUFXUUHQWO\VDWOHVVWKDQPLOHV
DZD\5LHQVFKHGHFLGHGWKHSUHYLRXVGD\¶V
UHFRYHU\QRZH[WHQGHGRYHUKRXUV
FRXOGZDLW
³5RJHUWKDW%UDYR+HDGLQJ\RXUZD\
*HWEXWWRQHGXSDQGZH¶OOPHHW\RXEDFN
DW*LR/LQK:H¶OOSXWERWKWDQNVEHKLQG
WKH UHWULHYHU DQG JHW \RX WR 'RQJ +D
EHIRUHGDUN´
5LHQVFKHLQIRUPHGWKHUHFRYHU\FUHZ
RIWKHFKDQJHLQSODQV7KH\XQKRRNHGWKH
WDQNDQGKHDGHGQRUWK%\WKHWLPHWKH\
UHDFKHG*LR/LQK/W5LWFKZDVQRZKHUH
in sight.
³%UDYRWKLVLV%UDYR:KDW¶V\RXU
VWDWXV"´
³6DPHORFDWLRQ)LUVWWDQNEXWWRQHGXS
WKHVHFRQGLVJLYLQJXVDKDUGWLPHRYHU´
5LWFKFRXOGQHYHUPDNHLWEDFNWR*LR
/LQKEHIRUHGDUNQRZRQKLVRZQ
³5RJHUWKDW%UDYR6LWWLJKW:H¶UH
FRPLQJRXWWRJHW\RX´
7KHUHWULHYHUUROOHGWKURXJKWKHZLUH
GRZQWKHVDPHURDG5LWFKKDGWDNHQ$V
WKH\ PRYHG 5LWFK LQIRUPHG 5LHQVFKH
RI WKH $591 FRPSDQ\ KHDGLQJ WKH

COURTESY OF PETE RITCH

tank emerged slowly onto solid sand.
$OO ¿YH FUHZPHPEHUV GURSSHG EHVLGH
WKHUHWULHYHUWRRH[KDXVWHGWRFHOHEUDWH
WKHLUYLFWRU\%\WKHWLPHWKH\VWRZHGWKHLU
JHDUDQGKRRNHGXSWKHWDQNRQDWRZEDU
WKHVXQZDVVHWWLQJ7KH\EDFNHGWKHWDQN
LQWRWKHZDYHVWRZDVKRIIWKHPXG7KH\
MRLQHGWKHLUYHKLFOHVLQWKHZDWHUIXOO\
FORWKHGSUD\LQJLWPLJKWFOHDQVHWKHLU
VWHQFK:LWKWDQNLQWRZWKHUHWULHYHU
IROORZHGWKHDPWUDFVPLOHVEDFNWRWKHLU
EDVHDW&XD9LHW5LHQVFKHWROGWKHFUHZ
WRUHVWDQGSUHSDUHIRUWKHWULSKRPHLQ
the morning.
'DZQRI0DUFKDUULYHGWRR
VRRQ 7KH UHFRYHU\ FUHZ KDG ¿OOHG D
JDSLQWKHSHULPHWHUURWDWLQJWXUQVRQ
ZDWFKDOOQLJKWVRQRRQHIHOWUHVWHG7KH\
UHIXHOHGFRQQHFWHGDWRZEDUEDFNWRWKH
WDQNDQGGHSDUWHG$IWHUQRRQDUULYHG
EHIRUHWKH\UHDFKHGWKH5RXWH2QHEULGJH
into Dong Ha.
5LHQVFKHUDGLRHGWKHLUSURJUHVVEDFN
WR+4ZKLOHWKH\ZDLWHGIRUWKHLUWXUQWR
FURVV$QRWKHUWUDQVPLVVLRQFDPHRYHU
WKHQHWDVKHWXQHGLQ
³%UDYRWKLVLV%UDYR%HDGYLVHG
,¶YHJRWWZRWDQNVKLWE\PLQHV:HDUH
EXWWRQLQJXSQRZ´
/LHXWHQDQW 3HWH 5LWFK DQG KLV WKUHH
WDQNVKDGVZHSWZHVWIURP*LR/LQKZLWK
DFRPSDQ\RI$UP\RIWKH5HSXEOLFRI
9LHWQDP $591 VROGLHUV7KH\PRYHG
PLOHVRXWDQGZHUHRQWKHLUZD\EDFNZKHQ
WKH¿UVWWDQNKLWDPLQH5LWFKUDGLRHGIRU
WKH$591WRVWRSDQGVHWXSVHFXULW\

Lt Pete Ritch and his crew with their tanks at Khe Sanh, Vietnam, in 1969.
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck
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retriever’s way. For a third time, Ritch
requested that the ARVN company stop
and provide security for the retriever. Less
than a mile down the road, the column of
soldiers came into view. Riensche told
Foster to halt. He stood on top of the
cab, waiting for someone to stop. Some
of the soldiers bowed as they walked,
while some waved. Most passed without
a word. The entire company, over 200
strong, marched past the retriever toward
their home at Gio Linh.
“So much for our security.”
With or without the ARVN, Riensche

“Alright, Mike, let’s go get them. Follow
those tank tracks.”
Foster accelerated. The retriever lurched
backward with the sudden forward motion.
It shifted weight just enough to trigger a
pressure plate beneath them.
The mine heaved the retriever’s rear end
off the ground. The Marines rocked from
their seats into the steel surrounding them.
When things settled, Ammon, Walkley,
and Dorsett exited their hatches to inspect
the damage. Riensche dropped to the
ground behind them. The right side track
lay broken in multiple places. Two sets of

They were surrounded. Riensche grabbed the headset.
“Bravo 6, this is Bravo 9, we are under attack!
Heavy small arms fire all around. We need help now!”
knew they could not abandon Ritch. The
retriever set off once more alone.
After a few more miles, Riensche decided they had to be getting close. They
crossed a large, dried up rice paddy and
came over the far berm in a set of old tank
tracks. Riensche ordered Foster to halt
again. Waist-high elephant grass surrounded the retriever. A small, grassy
mound stuck out of the earth 300 meters
RIIEXWWKHWHUUDLQZDVRWKHUZLVHÀDW
)URP5LWFK¶VGLUHFWLRQV5LHQVFKH¿JXUHG
the tanks were less than 1,000 meters
away.

rear road wheels sheared off completely.
The Marines hung their heads, knowing
hours of strenuous work were required
to button it up. Riensche climbed on top
of the vehicle and crossed over to the
tank commander (TC) hatch while the
other three got to work. Standing behind
the mounted .50-caliber machine gun,
he grabbed the headset to call in their
situation.
Foster climbed out of the driver’s hatch
and sat on the rear of the opening. He put
his feet up on the front edge, resting his
elbows on his bent knees. He stared

blankly down between his legs into the
vehicle. Riensche studied Foster while he
¿QLVKHGZLWKWKHUDGLR+HORRNHGWLUHG
Riensche had seen him worse. This was
their second time together in Vietnam.
2QWKHLU¿UVWGHSOR\PHQW5LHQVFKHDQG
Foster carried an M-60 together on
ambush patrols. They never expected to
see each other in country a second time.
When Riensche arrived, Foster extended
his tour to stay with him. Foster was not
even supposed to be there.
“Hey Mike, you want to stand watch
¿UVWDQG,¶OOJRGRZQDQGKHOS"2QHRI
us has to stay up here.”
Foster straightened and eased up from
his hatch.
“Naw, Chief. We’ll take care of it. You
stay here.”
He disappeared over the side of the
retriever to join the others. Riensche
returned to the headset to contact Lt Ritch.
“Bravo 3, this is … ”
An AK-47 bullet smacked into the .50cal. ammo can inches from Riensche’s
face. Another ricocheted off the receiver
and zipped past his head. Round after
round followed, striking steel all around
the hatch. Riensche’s legs went limp, and
he fell inside the retriever. As he checked
himself for holes, the volume of automatic
¿UHVZHOOHGRXWVLGH+HSHHUHGLQWRWKH
periscope, looking over the right side of
the retriever. It was shot out. He turned
to the left side periscope. It was shot out

COURTESY OF USMC VIETNAM TANKER’S ASSOCIATION

This tank is being towed by a retriever.
The helmet of the driver, left, is
visible in the driver’s hatch. The tank
commander, center, stands behind the
50-cal. with his back to the camera.
The crane operator, right, stands half
exposed in the crane operator’s hatch.
The last crewman, the rigger, sits in
full view. No hatch existed above the
rigger’s seat.
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COURTESY OF KYLE WATTS
COURTESY OF HAROLD RIENSCHE

Harold Riensche’s M51 Heavy Recovery Vehicle, or as the Marines called it, “the
retriever,” in Vietnam.
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

as well. They were surrounded. Riensche
grabbed the headset.
“Bravo 6, this is Bravo 9, we are under
DWWDFN+HDY\VPDOODUPV¿UHDOODURXQG
We need help now!”
He dropped the radio and grabbed
an M16 inside the cab. He popped up,
half exposed in the TC hatch. A North
9LHWQDPHVH$UP\ 19$ VROGLHUÀDVKHG
WKURXJKWKHJUDVV5LHQVFKH¿UHGWKUHH
rounds before shifting his aim at more
movement to his left. He adjusted aim
again and again. They were everywhere.
7KH¿UVWPDJD]LQHGUDLQHGTXLFNO\+H
fumbled with a second. Bullets fragmented
off the side of the retriever and cracked
through the air. The concentration of
¿UHDGMXVWHGRQWRKLP+DOIZD\WKURXJK
WKHQH[WPDJD]LQHWKHULÀHVWRSSHG+H
dropped into the cab and tried to eject
the round. His sweaty hands struggled
to grasp the charging handle. He jammed
KLV¿QJHUVLQVLGHWKHHMHFWLRQSRUWWU\LQJ
to get at the stuck round. He gave up and
WKUHZWKHULÀHDVLGH
Riensche’s eyes darted around the inside
of the cab. What should he do next? His
hands shook uncontrollably. His blouse
bounced on his chest with each heartbeat.
A vision of his wife, Laura, and their three
boys overtook his mind. She huddled the
older two close while the baby, only six
weeks old when Harold left, screamed in
KHUDUPV5LHQVFKHUHFRJQL]HGWKHVFHQH
around his forlorn family. He witnessed
it far too many times while on InspectorInstructor duty in San Francisco. They
were in a cemetery. It was a military
funeral. The meaning was clear. He was
going to die.
“Oh, God, help me!”
He closed his eyes and tried to focus.
His hands began to settle. His breathing
slowed. The verbal recognition of his terror
diminished its power. The resignation to
his fate gave him clarity. He opened his
eyes. The .50-cal. above him looked ready.
He stood again to unleash hell.
A bullet destroyed the ammo belt leading into the big gun. Riensche broke it off
and fed it back through. He reached down
and scooped up the radio onto his head.
If Co B was listening, he wanted to hear
their reply. An NVA soldier appeared out
of the grass 30 meters away. Riensche
SLYRWHGWKHJXQDQG¿UHG7KHKXJHEXOOHWV
shredded the soldier’s body before he fell.
Riensche swung the gun toward the rear
of the retriever, chasing another sprinting
enemy. A three-round burst sent him
tumbling out of sight, blocked from view
by the boom of the crane. Bullets struck
the front of the cab behind Riensche. He
turned the gun back toward the front
DQG¿UHGDWWKHXQVHHQHQHP\6XGGHQO\
three enemy soldiers appeared above the
SEPTEMBER 2019 / LEATHERNECK
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send out a reaction force at night. Someone
will be out to assist in the morning.”
Riensche’s heart sank. How could this
EHKDSSHQLQJ"7KH\ZHUHOHDYLQJKLP
out there to die.
“You be advised, there won’t be anyone
left in the morning!!”
+HGXPSHGWKHKHDGVHW1RRQHZDV
FRPLQJVRWKHUHZDVQRSRLQWLQWDONLQJ
to them. Riensche returned a rage of
¿UH(QHP\URXQGVVWUXFNWKHDPPRFDQ
DJDLQ7KHFDOLPPHGLDWHO\VWRSSHG
Riensche tried to unjam the belt of ammo,

but it would not budge. Without more
DPPR FDQV KLV KHDYLHVW ZHDSRQ ZDV
knocked out of action.
5LHQVFKHMXPSHGRXWRIWKHKDWFKLQIXOO
view of the enemy. He ran across the cab
DQGUHPRYHGWKH0IURPWKHPRXQW
+HSHHNHGRYHUWKHVLGHRIWKHUHWULHYHU
A bloody hand reached out from under
the fender. Riensche leaned further. The
bloody hand became an arm, connected
WRDEORRG\ERG\)RVWHUOD\GUDSHGRYHU
DURDGZKHHO+HVWUXJJOHGGHVSHUDWHO\
for a breath. His body had absorbed so

COURTESY OF HAROLD RIENSCHE

grass 50 meters away, heading toward the
PRXQGLQWKHGLVWDQFH5LHQVFKH¿UHGD
long burst in front of them. The soldiers
UDQLQWRKLV¿UHDQGGURSSHG7KHJUDVV
where they fell shook violently as they
writhed beneath it.
'HVSLWHWKHGDPDJH5LHQVFKHLQÀLFWHG
the NVA maintained the intensity of the
DPEXVK(QHP\EXOOHWVSDVVHGRYHUKLV
KHDGDQGXQGHUKLVDUPVLPSDFWLQJWKH
retriever all around. He waited for the
round that would get him. A voice came
through the headset.
“Bravo 9, Bravo 6, what’s your status?”
“We are under attack! Near ambush, all
DURXQG,¶PUHWXUQLQJ¿UH,GRQ¶WNQRZ
where my crew is! We need a reaction
force out here now!”
“Roger that Bravo 9. Hold tight.”
5LHQVFKHVZHSW¿UHVWRZDUGWKHUHDURI
the retriever again. The crane blocked his
DELOLW\WRFRYHUWKLVDYHQXHRIDSSURDFK
2YHUWKHFUDQHRSHUDWRU¶VKDWFKDQ0
VDWLQDPRXQWZHOGHGWRWKHWRSRIWKHFDE
The maintenance chief two tours ahead
RI5LHQVFKHDGGHGWKHH[WUD¿UHSRZHUIRU
his retriever crew. It only further blocked
Riensche’s view, but he knew the second
PDFKLQHJXQZRXOGVRRQFRPHLQWRSOD\
“Bravo 9, Bravo 6. Be advised, I’ve been
instructed it’s getting dark, and we can’t

COURTESY OF HAROLD RIENSCHE

A retriever had three methods of recovery: a tow bar, a winch and a crane. In
this photo, the crane is extended for use.

Riensche’s retriever back at headquarters for repairs after the ambush.
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UHDURIWKHUHWULHYHU$IWHUDVHULHVRI¿YH
round bursts, the M60 stopped again. He
opened the cover and found two rounds
hopelessly jammed in the barrel. The M60
was done. Riensche reached down into
the crane operator hatch and grabbed two
grenades. He tossed one over both rear
corners of the retriever, hoping to take
out the enemy soldier who disappeared
under the spade. He threw a few more
into the grass for good measure.
Riensche located an M79 grenade
launcher stashed in the cab with a bag of
30 high explosive rounds. One by one, he
¿UHGWKHJUHQDGHVDWDQ\WKLQJWKDWPRYHG
The growing darkness played tricks on
his eyes. Everything seemed to move. The
bag depleted quickly. He dropped the M79
back into the cab and grabbed a case of
unopened grenades. As he struggled to
unwind the tape from the packaging,
another NVA soldier appeared. He stopped
20 yards away and leveled his AK.
Riensche drew his pistol from its shoulder
holster and fired. The .45-cal. bullet
smashed through the soldier’s face,

tumbling him backward. Riensche followed him into the grass with several
more rounds.
With the immediate threat neutralized,
Riensche returned to the box of grenades.
They were his only hope. The .50-cal. was
useless. The M60 and M16 were done. The
M79 was out. He had less than 20 rounds
left for his pistol. All that remained were
the grenades and his Ka-Bar. He found
XQH[SHFWHG GLI¿FXOW\ XQZUDSSLQJ WKH
grenades. His nerves rose to the extreme
once more. The past 20 minutes were the
most brutal and eternal of his life. He felt
it about to end.
He slipped a grenade out of its sleeve
and tossed it into the grass. As he worked
RQDVHFRQGKHUHDOL]HGWKHLQFRPLQJ¿UH
had ceased. He paused and studied the
area around him. A cacophony of ring
WRQHV DQG UDFLQJ KHDUWEHDWV ¿OOHG KLV
ears, but nothing more. Silence diffused
through the grass. Harmony reasserted
itself over the sway. Could it really be
over?
He ran around the top of the retriever,

He called out to Lt Ritch, less than a click away,
for any help he could send.
“I’m the only one left and I’m running out of ammo!”

COURTESY OF KYLE WATTS

many rounds that Riensche dared not try
to count.
“Mike!”
Foster strained his head upward. He
connected his gaze with Riensche’s. The
breath he fought for exhaled.
“Get some for me!”
Foster’s head slumped down, and his
arm dropped limp. Riensche screamed
and stood on top of the cab to resume
his war.
With the M60 blazing in his hands,
Riensche’s mind transported through
time to his boyhood home in Nebraska.
Standing on the front porch, Riensche
ZDWFKHGWKHZKHDW¿HOGVÀRZLQXQLVRQ
with the wind. Any sort of unnatural disturbance to the harmony stood out like a
sore thumb. At 18, he left the farm and
enlisted in the Marines. He spent two and
a half years in the infantry before training
as a mechanic. Now, standing atop the
retriever, it seemed his entire life prepared
him for this moment. The elephant grass
swayed in the breeze, just like wheat. The
NVA hiding beneath it gave themselves
DZD\ZLWKHDFKPRYHPHQW7KH0¿W
perfectly in Riensche’s hands, just as it
had so many times before. His training
WRRNRYHUDQGNHSWKLPLQWKH¿JKW
He blew through a belt of ammo and
started on a second. More NVA appeared
from the grass heading toward the mound
in the distance. Riensche cut them down
and swiveled back to the opposite side of
the retriever. The movement in the grass
appeared closer each time he turned.
$. ¿UH VPDFNHG WKH UHWULHYHU DQG
whizzed by him. He marveled that no
rocket-propelled grenades came his way
yet. Could that be why soldiers were
sprinting for the mound?
5LHQVFKH¿QLVKHGDVHFRQGEHOWDQGIHG
LQDWKLUG+HUHVXPHG¿ULQJXQWLOWKHJXQ
abruptly stopped. He looked down in time
to see the barrel release and fall forward
out of the receiver. Without thinking,
Riensche snatched the smoking barrel
out of the air. Adrenaline negated any
pain, as the scorching metal seared his
hand. He dropped the rest of the gun to
reinsert the barrel.
$ÀDVKRIPRYHPHQWFDXJKWKLVH\H
An NVA soldier sprinted from the grass
behind the retriever and disappeared
under the rear spade. Riensche heard
DQHQWLUHPDJD]LQHRI$.¿UHHUXSW
beneath the vehicle.
The third ammo belt ended and
Riensche put in a fourth. He grabbed the
radio once more. He called out to Lt Ritch,
less than a click away, for any help he
could send.
“I’m the only one left and I’m running
out of ammo!”
5LHQVFKH¿UHGDOODURXQGEXWH\HGWKH

In less than 30 minutes of nonstop firing, Harold Riensche used virtually all available
ammunition for each of the pictured weapons as he fought for his life and the lives of
his crew.
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Sgt Al Soto in the commander’s cupola of his M48A3 tank.

checking each side for the enemy. What
happened to his crew? Riensche dismounted and looked under the retriever.
Walkley lay across the undercarriage. His
bullet-riddled body was motionless.
“Is anyone alive under there??”
Craig Ammon responded immediately.
“We’re under here, Chief! Walkley’s
dead! I’m hit bad, and Dorsett is too!”
“Can you crawl out the front?”
“No, can’t move!”
“Alright, I’ll back it off you. Hold on!”
Riensche rolled Foster’s body off the
road wheel and dragged him away from
the retriever. He tried to grab Foster’s belt,

from, but it was friendly. He immediately
recognized Sgt Al Soto standing in the
commander’s cupola.
“Bravo 9, I have you in sight! Where
do you want me?”
“That mound to your right! Light it up!”
The turret rotated. A long, beautiful rod
RIÀDPHVSHZHGRXWDQGVHWWKHPRXQG
a blaze. The inferno brought Riensche a
sense of peace. Something about napalm
always shut Charlie up.
He backed the retriever off the crew. A
second tank appeared. Both must have
come from Lt Ritch’s position. In the
quickly fading dusk, Riensche and the

Riensche could not believe what he was hearing.
First, no one would send a reaction force to help when
he needed it most. Now, this pilot was going to leave
without taking Ammon and Dorsett.
but could not close his hand. He stopped
and turned his palms upward. Huge
EOLVWHUV KDG IRUPHG RQ DOO ¿YH ¿QJHUV
and palm of his left hand. Now that he
noticed the burns, pain set in. No time
for that now. Riensche unsheathed his Ka%DU+HVOLFHGJDVKHVGRZQHDFK¿QJHU
and across his palm. He squeezed out the
ÀXLGDQGSXVDOORZLQJKLPWRFORVHWKH
hand again. He dragged Foster away, then
climbed back inside the retriever.
He called for an emergency medevac
of his wounded, then slid into the driver’s
seat. Movement around the mound 300
meters off captured his attention. A tank
DSSHDUHG²DÀDPHWDQN5LHQVFKHGLGQRW
know who it belonged to, or where it came
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tank crewmen tended the wounds of
Ammon and Dorsett. They were both in
critical condition.
$ PHGHYDF FKRSSHU ¿QDOO\ DUULYHG
circling low over the scene. Riensche
climbed back in the TC hatch and put
on the headset. The pilot’s voice came
through.
“Bravo 9, we’ve got you in sight. Is it a
secure LZ? Over.”
“Well, it’s as secure as it’s going to get
right now!”
“Roger Bravo 9. I can’t land unless it’s
a secure LZ.”
Riensche could not believe what he
was hearing. First, no one would send a
reaction force to help when he needed it

most. Now, this pilot was going to leave
without taking Ammon and Dorsett.
“I’ve got two WIA in critical condition!
You have to land! They have to go NOW!”
“Bravo 9, I can’t land unless it’s a secure
LZ.”
Riensche grabbed the .50-cal., and
made a show of racking the bolt. He
swiveled in the chopper’s direction and
angled the barrel skyward.
“You land it, or I will!”
A long pause followed the ultimatum.
“Roger, Bravo 9. Pop smoke in the LZ,
over.”
Riensche heaved a smoke grenade into
the grass. The Marines quickly loaded
Ammon and Dorsett into the chopper.
Riensche and the dead would have to wait
for evacuation in the morning.
Darkness overwhelmed the area before
the chopper lifted off. Lt Ritch’s two
mined tanks limped into the position
shortly after. They arranged security and
settled in for the night. An AC-47 Spooky
gunship circled overhead, lighting the
GDUNQHVVZLWKÀDUHV5LHQVFKHZDLWHGRQ
KLJKDOHUWVFDQQLQJWKHJUDVV,WÀRZHG
as softly as the wheat.
$W¿UVWOLJKWWKHWDQNFUHZVVHWWRZRUN
short-tracking the retriever. Another
medevac chopper arrived for Walkley and
Foster. Despite his burns, Riensche refused evacuation. A platoon of Marine
infantry provided security as the tankers
¿QLVKHGEXWWRQLQJHYHU\WKLQJXS7KH\
FRQQHFWHGWRZEDUVIURP$O6RWR¶VÀDPH
tank and the retriever to Lt Ritch’s two
limping tanks. Despite its own wounds,
the retriever would still get one back to
Dong Ha. Riensche climbed in the driver
VHDWD¿QDOWLPHWROHDGWKHSURFHVVLRQ
As they passed through Gio Linh and
headed south on Route One, he could not
help but notice the retriever had never run
so well.
Following the ambush, life in the company quickly returned to normal. The pace
of operations never slowed. No formal
after action was ever conducted. Lt Ritch
and any other Marine involved that day
proceeded directly to the next operation,
without time to dwell on what happened.
Riensche wished he could move on so
easily. Two of his Marines were dead.
All of them should have been. His unit
had decided he was not worth the effort
of saving. He went through Walkley and
Foster’s personal belongings, separating
out the things to send home to their
families. Each item set aside reminded
him of their absence. Each item reminded
him how expendable they had been—how
expendable he had been.
+H¿QLVKHGWKHUHPDLQLQJ¿YHPRQWKV
of his tour. Before leaving, Riensche reFHLYHGRUGHUVWRWKHGULOO¿HOGDW3DUULV
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck
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Gen Leonard Chapman, 24th Commandant of the Marine Corps, awards Harold
Riensche the Navy Cross at the Marines Memorial Club in San Francisco in 1970.

Island. He had heard the rumors about
this duty. Married Marines going to the
GULOO¿HOGFDPHEDFNGLYRUFHG0DULQHV
7KH WKRXJKW RI PRYLQJ /DXUD DQG WKH
ER\VIURPRQHFRDVWWRWKHRWKHUIHOWOLNH
a nightmare. After two tours in Vietnam,
they had endured enough. They needed a
father and husband more than the Corps
QHHGHGDQRWKHUVWDIIVHUJHDQW5LHQVFKH
WRRNKLVGLVFKDUJHDQGOHIWDFWLYHGXW\
+HPRYHGKLVIDPLO\WR3HWDOXPD&DOLI
QRUWKRI6DQ)UDQFLVFRDQGMRLQHGWKH
UHVHUYHXQLWDW7UHDVXUH,VODQG7KHFLW\
RI2DNODQGEURXJKWKLPRQDVDKHDY\
HTXLSPHQWPHFKDQLF+HWULHGWR¿WLQDQG
NHHSKLVPRXWKVKXW+HSURYLGHGIRUKLV
family, and that was all that mattered now.
The past was the past. It haunted him still.
$\HDUODWHU5LHQVFKHOHDUQHGKHZDV
DZDUGHGWKH1DY\&URVVIRUGHIHQGLQJ
WKHUHWULHYHU+HVWRRGDWDWWHQWLRQZKLOH
*HQHUDO /HRQDUG &KDSPDQ WKH WK
Commandant of the Marine Corps, pinned
WKH PHGDO RQ KLV FKHVW DW WKH 0DULQHV
0HPRULDO&OXELQ6DQ)UDQFLVFR$ODUJH
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

FURZG RI 0DULQHV FLYLOLDQV DQG SUHVV
ORRNHGRQ5LHQVFKHORRNHGWKURXJKWKHP
“Get some for me.”
)RVWHU:DONOH\
“Under here, Chief!”
Ammon. Dorsett. What was the point
RIWKHLUVDFUL¿FH"
Oh God, please, help me.
5LHQVFKH HQGHG WKH QLJKW ZLWK D
ERWWOHRI-DFN'DQLHOV,WHDVHGWKHSDLQ
,W FORXGHG WKH PHPRU\ 0DQ\ ERWWOHV
followed, helping blot out the past.
How powerful is time against wounds
IURPZLWKLQ"$YHWHUDQ¶V¿JKWWRFRPH
KRPHIURPZDUFDQRQO\EHJLQRQFHWKH\
UHWXUQ7LPHEHFRPHVDQDOO\SURPLVLQJ
UHOLHI 9LHWQDP KDG VWROHQ D SLHFH RI
+DUROG5LHQVFKH3DUWRIKLPGLHGZLWK
KLV0DULQHVLQ0DUFKRI&RXOGWLPH
UHYLWDOL]HWKHPLVVLQJSLHFHVDQGPDNH
KLPZKROHRQFHPRUH"
)LYH\HDUVSDVVHG5LHQVFKHSHUVHYHUHG
down the road supporting his family.
7KH86JRYHUQPHQWVFUDSSHGWKHZDU
DQGSXOOHGRXWRI9LHWQDP+HZDWFKHG

on TV as Saigon fell to the NVA and
KHOLFRSWHUVHYDFXDWHGUHIXJHHVIURPWKH
$PHULFDQHPEDVV\:KDWZDVWKHSRLQWRI
KLVVHUYLFH"7KHQHZVGURYHKLPIXUWKHU
inside himself and away from what he lost.
6L[WHHQ\HDUVSDVVHG5LHQVFKHUHWLUHG
as a master gunnery sergeant from the
UHVHUYHXQLWRQ7UHDVXUH,VODQG<RXQJ
0DULQHVQRWLFHGWKH1DY\&URVVRQKLV
FKHVW DQG LPPHGLDWHO\ VWRRG WDOOHU LQ
KLV SUHVHQFH )RU 5LHQVFKH WKH PHGDO
GUDJJHGKLPEDFNWRWKHZRUVWFKDSWHU
RIKLVOLIHNLOOLQJPRUHRIKLPLQVLGH
Thirty years passed. Vietnam began to
IDGH7KHIXWXUHORRNHGEULJKW5LHQVFKH
¿QDOO\QHDUHGUHWLUHPHQWIURPWKHFLW\RI
2DNODQG+HDQG/DXUDSXUFKDVHGODQGLQ
Montana near their middle son, Ken. The
QHZORFDWLRQSURPLVHGQHZEHJLQQLQJV
While they built their future home, Ken
ZDV GLDJQRVHG ZLWK OLYHU FDQFHU +H
SDVVHGDZD\MXVWRQHPRQWKODWHU,QWKH
PLGVWRIWKHLUJULHI5LHQVFKHUHFHLYHG
D SKRQH FDOO IURP DQ ROG 0DULQH 7KH
860& 9LHWQDP 7DQNHUV $VVRFLDWLRQ
(VTA) planned a reunion in Minneapolis.
7KH\ ZDQWHG KLP WR DWWHQG 5LHQVFKH
WXUQHGWKHPGRZQ+HFRXOGQRWWKLQN
DERXW GLVFXVVLQJ 9LHWQDP DIWHU ORVLQJ
his son.
Forty-two years passed. The VTA inYLWHG5LHQVFKHDJDLQWRWKHLUWKUHXQLRQ
LQ6DQ'LHJR/DXUDFRQYLQFHGKLPWR
FRPELQH WKH WULS ZLWK D YLVLW WR WKHLU
\RXQJHVWVRQZKRZDVOLYLQJLQVRXWKHUQ
California. They spent most of the time
ZLWKWKHLUVRQEXWRFFDVLRQDOO\GURSSHGE\
WKHUHXQLRQ5LHQVFKHGLGQRWPDNHLWSDVW
WKHFKHFNLQWDEOHEHIRUHIHOORZWDQNHUV
UHFRJQL]HGKLPDQGDSSURDFKHG+HIHOW
VXUSULVHGE\KLVLQWHUHVWDWUHFRQQHFWLQJ
ZLWKIDPLOLDUIDFHV
,Q   \HDUV DIWHU WKH DPEXVK
5LHQVFKHDWWHQGHGWKHQH[W97$UHXQLRQ
LQ6DQ$QWRQLR.QRZOHGJHRIKLV1DY\
&URVVKDGPXFKWKHVDPHHIIHFWRQWKH
other attendees as it had years earlier on
the young Marines at Treasure Island.
2QWKH¿UVWGD\IRUPHU/W%RE6NHHOV
DSSURDFKHGWKH5LHQVFKHVDWWKHLUWDEOH
“Hell of a thing you did that day, Harold.
,¶PMXVWVRUU\ZHGLGQ¶WPDNHLWDOOWKHZD\
out to you that night.”
5LHQVFKHIXUURZHGKLVEURZ
³:KDWGR\RXPHDQPDNHLWRXWWRPH"´
³:LWKWKHUHDFWLRQIRUFH:HWULHGWR
get to you, but hit two mines on the way.”
6NHHOVH[SODLQHGKRZWKUHHRIKLVWDQNV
VDWLQWKHPDLQWHQDQFHVKRSDW&R%+4
WKDWDIWHUQRRQ7KHFRPSDQ\FRPPDQGHU
&DSWDLQ-D\0LOOHUUHFHLYHG5LHQVFKH¶V
GLVWUHVV FDOO DQG LPPHGLDWHO\ RUGHUHG
6NHHOVWRJHWKLVWDQNVUROOLQJ$O6RWR
RQHRI6NHHOV¶WDQNFRPPDQGHUVEXUVW
WKURXJKWKHGRRURIKLVKRRWFKUHGH\HG
DQGUHDG\WRWDNHWKHOHDG7KH\VFURXQJHG
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Riensche, left, sits next to Bravo Co CO, Capt Jay Miller, in country.

up whatever tanks they could get—two
JXQWDQNVDQGWKHFRPSDQ\ÀDPHWDQN
6RWRVKRWRXWRIWKHJDWHLQWKHÀDPHWDQN
with Skeels trailing close behind at top
VSHHG7KH\ZHUHOHVVWKDQPLOHVDZD\
IURP5LHQVFKH¶VSRVLWLRQ
7KH UHDFWLRQ IRUFH JRW ZLWKLQ 
PHWHUVRIWKHDPEXVK6NHHOVFRXOGKHDU
WKHH[SORVLRQVDQGJXQ¿UHLQWKHGLVWDQFH
He could not make radio contact with
Riensche to let him know they were on the
ZD\6XGGHQO\WZRRIKLVWDQNVKLWPLQHV
EORZLQJ DSDUW WKH WUDFN 6NHHOV \HOOHG
out to Soto in the lead to continue and
PDNHLWWR5LHQVFKHRQKLVRZQ'DUNQHVV
enveloped the damaged tanks before the
0DULQHV FRXOG JHW WKHP EXWWRQHG XS
Skeels arranged his two tanks and six
Marines in the best security posture he
FRXOGWRZDLWRXWWKHQLJKW,QWKHGLVWDQFH
ÀDUHVOLWXSWKHVN\RYHUWKHDPEXVKVLWH
7KHJXQ¿UHKDGFHDVHG+HSUD\HGWKH
UHWULHYHUFUHZZDV2.
$W¿UVWOLJKWWKH\UHSDLUHGWKHGDPDJH
and drove the rest of the distance to the
DPEXVKVLWH(YHU\RQHZDVDOUHDG\JRQH
Skeels exited his tank and surveyed the
VFHQH+HVDZWKHKROHLQWKHJURXQGZKHUH
WKHPLQHVWRSSHGWKHUHWULHYHU$Q19$
VROGLHUOD\GHDGLQWKHJUDVVQRWIDURII
5LHQVFKH¶VKXJHFDOEXOOHWVOHIWWKH
ERG\LQDJURWHVTXHVWDWH6NHHOVZDONHG
DODUJHFLUFOHDURXQGWKHKROH0DQJOHG
GHDGOD\DURXQGWKHHQWLUHGHJUHHV+H
FRXQWHGERGLHVZLWKEORRGWUDLOVDQG
GUDJPDUNVUHYHDOLQJDKLJKHUQXPEHU
Riensche silently listened to Skeels’
VWRU\/DUU\3DUVKDOOWKHGULYHURI6NHHOV¶
WDQN FRUURERUDWHG WKH QDUUDWLYH +RZ
FRXOGWKLVKDYHKDSSHQHG\HW5LHQVFKH
never knew? What about the message over
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WKHUDGLRWKDWQRRQHZDVFRPLQJ"7KH\
WULHGWRZRUNRXWWKHGHWDLOV(YHU\WKLQJ
DERXWWKDWGD\VHHPHGVRFKDRWLFDQG
WKHGLVWDQFHLQWLPHOHIWPHPRULHVKD]\
5LHQVFKH NQHZ QRZ WKRXJK ZLWKRXW
TXHVWLRQWKH\KDGQRWDEDQGRQHGKLP
)ROORZLQJWKH6DQ$QWRQLRUHXQLRQ
/DXUDSUHVVXUHG5LHQVFKHWRZULWHGRZQ
KLVVWRU\RIWKHDPEXVK6KHVDZLQKLV
eyes a spark of something that had been
PLVVLQJ&RXOG+DUROGEHZKROHDJDLQ"
+HWULHGWRSXWSHQWRSDSHU:RUGVFDPH
VORZO\+HVSHQWQHDUO\KDOIDFHQWXU\
HUDVLQJWKHGD\5HFRYHULQJLWQRZVHHPHG
more impossible than a tank submerged
LQTXLFNVDQG0HPRULHVFDPHDQGZHQW
Flashbacks woke him at night as his brain
GLYXOJHGGHWDLOVRIWKHGD\+HURVHIURP
EHGHDFKWLPHDQGUHFRUGHGWKHPHPRULHV
+HZDQWHGWRIDFHWKHP
7ZRPRUH\HDUVSDVVHG5LHQVFKHRQFH
DJDLQDWWHQGHGD97$UHXQLRQWKLVWLPH
LQ:DVKLQJWRQ'&+HEURXJKWZLWKKLP
ZRUGVRQSDSHUUHSUHVHQWLQJ
EDWWOHVZRQ(DFKEURXJKWKLPFORVHUWR
ZKDW KH KDG ORVW +H VKDUHG KLV VWRU\
ZLWK WKH RWKHU WDQNHUV 7KH\ UHFHLYHG
LWEHWWHUWKDQKHFRXOGKDYHLPDJLQHG
7KH\YDOLGDWHGKLVIDFWVDQGPHPRULHV
RIWKHGD\+HVDWIRUDYLGHRLQWHUYLHZ
UHFRXQWLQJ WKH GHWDLOV RI WKH DPEXVK
6HYHUDO \HDUV HDUOLHU WKLV ZRXOG KDYH
EHHQXQWKLQNDEOH1RZKHZDVDWSHDFH
He understood the role of time in his
EUHDNWKURXJKDIIRUGLQJKLPWKHGLVWDQFH

Lt Bob Skeels with members of his
platoon. Sgt Al Soto stands on the far
right. (Photo courtesy of Bob Skeels)

QHHGHGWRKHDO7KHWUXHSRZHUFDPHQRW
IURPWLPHLWVHOIKRZHYHUEXWWKURXJK
facing each memory unearthed from the
SDVW 0DUFK   PHDQW VR PDQ\
GLIIHUHQWWKLQJVWRWKH0DULQHVLQYROYHG
Riensche saw the power of prayer and the
KDQGRI*RGRYHUKLP.QRZLQJDERXW
the reaction force restored his faith in
WKH 0DULQH &RUSV DQG WKH PHDQLQJ RI
³6HPSHU)LGHOLV´3HWH5LWFKXQGHUVWRRG
that Riensche saved more Marines than
MXVW&UDLJ$PPRQDQG-LP'RUVHWW7KH
DPEXVKZDVZDLWLQJIRUKLPDQGKLVWDQNV
,I5LHQVFKHKDGQRWGRQHZKDWKHGLG
Ritch and his Marines might not have
VXUYLYHG%RE6NHHOVFDXJKWDJOLPSVH
RIWKHHSLFRQHPDQVWDQG5LHQVFKHPDGH
GHIHQGLQJWKHUHWULHYHU0\*RGZKDW
PXVWKHKDYHHQGXUHG"7RDOOWKRVHZKR
DUULYHGWKDWGD\DQGZLWQHVVHGWKHVFHQH
WKH1DY\&URVVFRXOGQHYHUDGHTXDWHO\
UHFRJQL]HKLVKHURLVP
Riensche left the reunion and returned
WRWKHKRXVHLQ0RQWDQD+HGURSSHGKLV
EDJVDQGZDONHGRQWRWKHEDFNGHFN7KH
VXQGLSSHGORZRYHUSLQHFRYHUHGKLOOV
LQWKHGLVWDQFH$JHQWOHKDUPRQ\KHOG
VZD\RYHUWKHERXJKV+HFORVHGKLVH\HV
and drew a deep breath of fresh mountain
DLU7KHTXLHWPLUURUHGWKDWLQKLVVRXO
)LQDOO\KHZDVKRPH

Riensche saw the power of prayer and the hand of God
over him. Knowing about the reaction force restored his faith
in the Marine Corps and the meaning of “Semper Fidelis.”
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

servicemembers like that in the past and
UHDOL]HWKRVHDUHVRPHELJVKRHVWR¿OO´
New mechanics coming to the schoolhouse now receive a class on the namesake
of their honor graduate award. The detachment is currently creating a memorial
to Riensche, displaying his photo, citation
and the names of all future recipients of
the award. Fifty years later, the story of
Riensche’s one-man stand continues to
inspire and impact Marines. LtCol
Campbell and his staff ensure every new
mechanic knows his name and his place
in the history of Marine tankers. For those
joining the armor community, these are
ELJVKRHVWR¿OOLQGHHG

Author’s bio: Kyle Watts is a former
0DULQHFRPPXQLFDWLRQVRI¿FHUDQGDQ
award-winning contributing author for
Leatherneck. He lives in Richmond, Va.,
with his wife and three children. He is the
founder of Battlesight Zero, an online
publication with the mission of honoring
military veterans by telling their stories.
For more information, visit www.bzo
history.com.
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Author’s note: Thank you to Harold and
Laura Riensche for your commitment to
each other and our Corps. Your service
and example have inspired generations
of Marines, including this author.

LCpl Matt Eidson received the first
MGySgt Harold A. Riensche award as the
honor graduate of his class at the M1A1
Tank System Mechanic class at Fort
Benning in March 2019.

COURTESY OF USMC VIETNAM TANKERS ASSOCIATION

EPILOGUE
On March 14, 2019, just 10 days prior
to the 50th anniversary of the retriever
ambush, the first Master Gunnery
Sergeant Harold A. Riensche Award
was presented to the honor graduate of
M1A1 Tank System Mechanic class 2-19.
The commander of Marine Detachment,
Fort Benning, Lieutenant Colonel Stephen
Campbell, named the award in honor of
Riensche following an initiative to develop
his entry-level Marines’ understanding of
Marine armor history.
“Riensche’s story could not be a better
example of what a true tank mechanic
does, is expected to do, and without any
glory that goes with it,” Cambell explained. “Going out behind enemy lines
DQG EHLQJ D 0DULQH ¿UVW ¿JKWLQJ WKH
enemy while doing his actual job of recovering a vehicle. He is the true expectation of what every Marine tanker has of
a mechanic, and there is no better example
of what they do.”
Lance Corporal Matt Eidson became
the first recipient of this prestigious
recognition. Eidson learned about Harold
Riensche at the same time he discovered
he would graduate at the top of his class.
“To me, it sounded like a Medal of
Honor Citation,” Eidson reflected on
Riensche’s story. “It’s just heroic. You read
stories or citations of Marines and other

Harold and Laura Riensche at the USMC Vietnam Tankers Association Reunion in Washington, D.C., in 2015.
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck
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