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By 
Kyle Watts

T
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 com-

pany commander “suggested” he should 
come along on this recovery. As the 
maintenance chief for “Bravo” Com-
pany, 3rd Tank Battalion, Riensche 
typically oversaw maintenance back at 
the company headquarters (HQ). Ser-
geant 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��ZDQWHG�5LHQVFKH¶V�H[WUD�
stripe to manage any interference. The 
¿YH�PDQ�UHFRYHU\�FUHZ�ZHQW�WR�ZRUN�

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\WKLQJ�ZDV�KHDY\�LQ�WKHLU�

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 
PDNH�WKHLU�¿UVW�DWWHPSW��DOO�¿YH�0DULQHV�
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.
5LHQVFKH�ÀDJJHG�GRZQ�WZR�RI� WKH�

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.
)RVWHU�VWDUWHG�WKH�ZLQFK�D�¿QDO�WLPH��

When the retriever reached maximum 
horsepower, Riensche touched off the 
&���0XG�FKXUQHG�DQG�ÀHZ�XS�WKH�VLGHV�
of the tank. The suction broke, and the 
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tank emerged slowly onto solid sand. 
$OO�¿YH�FUHZPHPEHUV�GURSSHG�EHVLGH�
WKH�UHWULHYHU��WRR�H[KDXVWHG�WR�FHOHEUDWH�
WKHLU�YLFWRU\��%\�WKH�WLPH�WKH\�VWRZHG�WKHLU�
JHDU�DQG�KRRNHG�XS�WKH�WDQN�RQ�D�WRZ�EDU��
WKH�VXQ�ZDV�VHWWLQJ��7KH\�EDFNHG�WKH�WDQN�
LQWR�WKH�ZDYHV�WR�ZDVK�RII�WKH�PXG��7KH\�
MRLQHG�WKHLU�YHKLFOHV�LQ�WKH�ZDWHU��IXOO\�
FORWKHG��SUD\LQJ�LW�PLJKW�FOHDQVH� WKHLU�
VWHQFK��:LWK� WDQN�LQ� WRZ�� WKH�UHWULHYHU�
IROORZHG�WKH�DPWUDFV���PLOHV�EDFN�WR�WKHLU�
EDVH�DW�&XD�9LHW��5LHQVFKH�WROG�WKH�FUHZ�
WR�UHVW�DQG�SUHSDUH�IRU�WKH�WULS�KRPH�LQ�
the morning.
'DZQ�RI�0DUFK�����������DUULYHG�WRR�
VRRQ�� 7KH� UHFRYHU\� FUHZ� KDG� ¿OOHG� D�
JDS�LQ�WKH�SHULPHWHU��URWDWLQJ�WXUQV�RQ�
ZDWFK�DOO�QLJKW�VR�QR�RQH�IHOW�UHVWHG��7KH\�
UHIXHOHG��FRQQHFWHG�D�WRZ�EDU�EDFN�WR�WKH�
WDQN��DQG�GHSDUWHG��$IWHUQRRQ�DUULYHG�
EHIRUH�WKH\�UHDFKHG�WKH�5RXWH�2QH�EULGJH�
into Dong Ha. 
5LHQVFKH�UDGLRHG�WKHLU�SURJUHVV�EDFN�
WR�+4�ZKLOH�WKH\�ZDLWHG�IRU�WKHLU�WXUQ�WR�
FURVV��$QRWKHU�WUDQVPLVVLRQ�FDPH�RYHU�
WKH�QHW�DV�KH�WXQHG�LQ��
³%UDYR����WKLV�LV�%UDYR����%H�DGYLVHG��
,¶YH�JRW�WZR�WDQNV�KLW�E\�PLQHV��:H�DUH�
EXWWRQLQJ�XS�QRZ�́
/LHXWHQDQW�3HWH�5LWFK� DQG�KLV� WKUHH�
WDQNV�KDG�VZHSW�ZHVW�IURP�*LR�/LQK�ZLWK�
D�FRPSDQ\�RI�$UP\�RI�WKH�5HSXEOLF�RI�
9LHWQDP��$591��VROGLHUV��7KH\�PRYHG���
PLOHV�RXW�DQG�ZHUH�RQ�WKHLU�ZD\�EDFN�ZKHQ�
WKH�¿UVW�WDQN�KLW�D�PLQH��5LWFK�UDGLRHG�IRU�
WKH�$591�WR�VWRS�DQG�VHW�XS�VHFXULW\��

$V�KLV�0DULQHV�UHSDLUHG�WKH�WUDFN��5LWFK�
ZDWFKHG�WKH�$591�FRQWLQXH�PDUFKLQJ�DV�
LI�QRWKLQJ�KDSSHQHG��2QH�RI�KLV�RSHUDEOH�
WDQNV�VWRSSHG�WR�SURYLGH�VHFXULW\��ZKLOH�
WKH�WKLUG�FRQWLQXHG�RQZDUG��7ZR�KXQGUHG�
PHWHUV�DKHDG��WKDW�WDQN�DOVR�KLW�D�PLQH��
5LWFK�FRQWDFWHG�WKH�RI¿FHU�LQ�FKDUJH�RI�
WKH�$591�VROGLHUV�WR�PDNH�WKHP�VWRS��EXW�
DJDLQ��WKH\�FRQWLQXHG�PDUFKLQJ�ZLWK�QR�
UHJDUG�IRU�WKH�$PHULFDQV¶�SUHGLFDPHQW��
:KHQ�5LHQVFKH�KHDUG�WKH�OLHXWHQDQW¶V�
FDOO� WR� FRPSDQ\� +4�� KH� FKHFNHG� KLV�
ZDWFK��,W�ZDV�DOUHDG\���S�P��5LHQVFKH�
MXPSHG�LQWR�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
³%UDYR����WKLV�LV�%UDYR����:KDW¶V�\RXU�
ORFDWLRQ"�:H�FDQ�FRPH�KHOS�JHW�\RX�RXW�́
³%UDYR����ZH�DUH�¿YH�FOLFNV�ZHVW�RI�$���
KHDGLQJ�HDVW��:H�DUH�EXWWRQLQJ�XS�QRZ�
DQG�VKRXOG�EH�PRYLQJ�VKRUWO\��,�WKLQN�ZH�
FDQ�OLPS�LW�EDFN�WR�*LR�/LQK�́
,W�GLG�QRW�IHHO�ULJKW��7KH�GDPDJH�VRXQGHG�
OLJKW�EXW�ZRXOG�WDNH�WLPH�WR�VKRUW�WUDFN�
WKH�WDQNV��2QFH�WKH�UHSDLUV�ZHUH�FRPSOHWH��
WKH\�ZRXOG�PRYH�QR�PRUH�WKDQ���PLOHV�SHU�
KRXU��5LWFK�KDG�WR�JHW�KLV�WDQNV�EDFN�WR�
EDVH�EHIRUH�GDUN��7KH\�ZHUH�LQ�WKH�KHDUW�
RI�/HDWKHUQHFN�6TXDUH��DQ�LURQLF�QDPH�
IRU�WKH�HQHP\�LQIHVWHG�DUHD�MXVW�VRXWK�RI�

WKH�'HPLOLWDUL]HG�=RQH��,W�ZDV�QR�SODFH�
WR�VSHQG�WKH�QLJKW�LQ�GLVDEOHG�WDQNV��7KH�
UHWULHYHU�FXUUHQWO\�VDW�OHVV�WKDQ����PLOHV�
DZD\��5LHQVFKH�GHFLGHG�WKH�SUHYLRXV�GD\¶V�
UHFRYHU\��QRZ�H[WHQGHG�RYHU����KRXUV��
FRXOG�ZDLW�
³5RJHU�WKDW�%UDYR����+HDGLQJ�\RXU�ZD\��
*HW�EXWWRQHG�XS��DQG�ZH¶OO�PHHW�\RX�EDFN�
DW�*LR�/LQK��:H¶OO�SXW�ERWK�WDQNV�EHKLQG�
WKH� UHWULHYHU� DQG� JHW� \RX� WR�'RQJ�+D�
EHIRUH�GDUN�́
5LHQVFKH�LQIRUPHG�WKH�UHFRYHU\�FUHZ�
RI�WKH�FKDQJH�LQ�SODQV��7KH\�XQKRRNHG�WKH�
WDQN�DQG�KHDGHG�QRUWK��%\�WKH�WLPH�WKH\�
UHDFKHG�*LR�/LQK��/W�5LWFK�ZDV�QRZKHUH�
in sight.
³%UDYR����WKLV�LV�%UDYR����:KDW¶V�\RXU�
VWDWXV"´
³6DPH�ORFDWLRQ��)LUVW�WDQN�EXWWRQHG�XS��
WKH�VHFRQG�LV�JLYLQJ�XV�D�KDUG�WLPH��RYHU�́
5LWFK�FRXOG�QHYHU�PDNH�LW�EDFN�WR�*LR�
/LQK�EHIRUH�GDUN�QRZ�RQ�KLV�RZQ�
³5RJHU�WKDW�%UDYR����6LW� WLJKW��:H¶UH�
FRPLQJ�RXW�WR�JHW�\RX�́
7KH�UHWULHYHU�UROOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZLUH�
GRZQ�WKH�VDPH�URDG�5LWFK�KDG�WDNHQ��$V�
WKH\�PRYHG��5LWFK� LQIRUPHG�5LHQVFKH�
RI� WKH� $591� FRPSDQ\� KHDGLQJ� WKH�

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.”

Lt Pete Ritch and his crew with their tanks at Khe Sanh, Vietnam, in 1969.
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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 

knew they could not abandon Ritch. The 
retriever set off once more alone. 

After a few more miles, Riensche de-
cided 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 sur-
rounded the retriever. A small, grassy 
mound stuck out of the earth 300 meters 
RII��EXW� WKH� WHUUDLQ�ZDV�RWKHUZLVH�ÀDW��
)URP�5LWFK¶V�GLUHFWLRQV��5LHQVFKH�¿JXUHG�
the tanks were less than 1,000 meters 
away.

“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 

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 
¿QLVKHG�ZLWK�WKH�UDGLR��+H�ORRNHG�WLUHG��
Riensche had seen him worse. This was 
their second time together in Vietnam. 
2Q�WKHLU�¿UVW�GHSOR\PHQW��5LHQVFKH�DQG�
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 
¿UVW��DQG�,¶OO�JR�GRZQ�DQG�KHOS"�2QH�RI�
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 .50-

cal. 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 
¿UH�VZHOOHG�RXWVLGH��+H�SHHUHG�LQWR�WKH�
periscope, looking over the right side of 
the retriever. It was shot out. He turned 
to the left side periscope. It was shot out 

They were surrounded. Riensche grabbed the headset.

“Bravo 6, this is Bravo 9, we are under attack! 

Heavy small arms �re all around. We need help now!”

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.
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 U

S
M

C
 V

IE
T

N
A

M
 T

A
N

K
E

R
’S

 A
S

S
O

C
IA

T
IO

N

38        LEATHERNECK / SEPTEMBER 2019 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\�VPDOO�DUPV�¿UH�DOO�DURXQG��
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�$UP\��19$��VROGLHU�ÀDVKHG�
WKURXJK�WKH�JUDVV��5LHQVFKH�¿UHG�WKUHH�
rounds before shifting his aim at more 
movement to his left. He adjusted aim 
again and again. They were everywhere. 
7KH�¿UVW�PDJD]LQH�GUDLQHG�TXLFNO\��+H�
fumbled with a second. Bullets fragmented 
off the side of the retriever and cracked 
through the air. The concentration of 
¿UH�DGMXVWHG�RQWR�KLP��+DOIZD\�WKURXJK�
WKH�QH[W�PDJD]LQH��WKH�ULÀH�VWRSSHG��+H�
dropped into the cab and tried to eject 
the round. His sweaty hands struggled 
to grasp the charging handle. He jammed 
KLV�¿QJHUV�LQVLGH�WKH�HMHFWLRQ�SRUW��WU\LQJ�
to get at the stuck round. He gave up and 
WKUHZ�WKH�ULÀH�DVLGH�

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 
KHU�DUPV��5LHQVFKH�UHFRJQL]HG�WKH�VFHQH�
around his forlorn family. He witnessed 
it far too many times while on Inspector-
Instructor 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 lead-
ing 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 
SLYRWHG�WKH�JXQ�DQG�¿UHG��7KH�KXJH�EXOOHWV�
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�¿UHG�DW�WKH�XQVHHQ�HQHP\��6XGGHQO\��
three enemy soldiers appeared above the 

Harold Riensche’s M51 Heavy Recovery Vehicle, or as the Marines called it, “the 

retriever,” in Vietnam.
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grass 50 meters away, heading toward the 
PRXQG�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��5LHQVFKH�¿UHG�D�
long burst in front of them. The soldiers 
UDQ�LQWR�KLV�¿UH�DQG�GURSSHG��7KH�JUDVV�
where they fell shook violently as they 
writhed beneath it.
'HVSLWH�WKH�GDPDJH�5LHQVFKH�LQÀLFWHG��

the NVA maintained the intensity of the 
DPEXVK��(QHP\�EXOOHWV�SDVVHG�RYHU�KLV�
KHDG�DQG�XQGHU�KLV�DUPV��LPSDFWLQJ�WKH�
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��,¶P�UHWXUQLQJ�¿UH��,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�
where my crew is! We need a reaction 
force out here now!”

“Roger that Bravo 9. Hold tight.”
5LHQVFKH�VZHSW�¿UHV�WRZDUG�WKH�UHDU�RI�

the retriever again. The crane blocked his 
DELOLW\�WR�FRYHU�WKLV�DYHQXH�RI�DSSURDFK��
2YHU�WKH�FUDQH�RSHUDWRU¶V�KDWFK��DQ�0���
VDW�LQ�D�PRXQW�ZHOGHG�WR�WKH�WRS�RI�WKH�FDE��
The maintenance chief two tours ahead 
RI�5LHQVFKH�DGGHG�WKH�H[WUD�¿UHSRZHU�IRU�
his retriever crew. It only further blocked 
Riensche’s view, but he knew the second 
PDFKLQH�JXQ�ZRXOG�VRRQ�FRPH�LQWR�SOD\�

“Bravo 9, Bravo 6. Be advised, I’ve been 
instructed it’s getting dark, and we can’t 

send out a reaction force at night. Someone 
will be out to assist in the morning.”

Riensche’s heart sank. How could this 
EH�KDSSHQLQJ"�7KH\�ZHUH�OHDYLQJ�KLP�
out there to die.

“You be advised, there won’t be anyone 
left in the morning!!” 
+H�GXPSHG�WKH�KHDGVHW��1R�RQH�ZDV�
FRPLQJ�VR�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�SRLQW�LQ�WDONLQJ�
to them. Riensche returned a rage of 
¿UH��(QHP\�URXQGV�VWUXFN�WKH�DPPR�FDQ�
DJDLQ��7KH�����FDO��LPPHGLDWHO\�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. 
5LHQVFKH�MXPSHG�RXW�RI�WKH�KDWFK�LQ�IXOO�

view of the enemy. He ran across the cab 
DQG�UHPRYHG�WKH�0���IURP�WKH�PRXQW��
+H�SHHNHG�RYHU�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKH�UHWULHYHU��
A bloody hand reached out from under 
the fender. Riensche leaned further. The 
bloody hand became an arm, connected 
WR�D�EORRG\�ERG\��)RVWHU�OD\�GUDSHG�RYHU�
D�URDG�ZKHHO��+H�VWUXJJOHG�GHVSHUDWHO\�
for a breath. His body had absorbed so 

A retriever had three methods of re-

covery: 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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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 
ZDWFKHG�WKH�ZKHDW�¿HOGV�ÀRZ�LQ�XQLVRQ�
with the wind. Any sort of unnatural dis-
turbance 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\�ZLWK�HDFK�PRYHPHQW��7KH�0���¿W�
perfectly in Riensche’s hands, just as it 
had so many times before. His training 
WRRN�RYHU�DQG�NHSW�KLP�LQ�WKH�¿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�¿QLVKHG�D�VHFRQG�EHOW�DQG�IHG�
LQ�D�WKLUG��+H�UHVXPHG�¿ULQJ�XQWLO�WKH�JXQ�
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. 
$�ÀDVK�RI�PRYHPHQW�FDXJKW�KLV�H\H��

An NVA soldier sprinted from the grass 
behind the retriever and disappeared 
under the rear spade. Riensche heard 
DQ�HQWLUH�PDJD]LQH�RI�$.����¿UH�HUXSW�
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�¿UHG�DOO�DURXQG�EXW�H\HG�WKH�

UHDU�RI�WKH�UHWULHYHU��$IWHU�D�VHULHV�RI�¿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 
¿UHG�WKH�JUHQDGHV�DW�DQ\WKLQJ�WKDW�PRYHG��
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 fol-
lowed 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 
RQ�D�VHFRQG��KH�UHDOL]HG�WKH�LQFRPLQJ�¿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!”

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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checking each side for the enemy. What 
happened to his crew? Riensche dis-
mounted 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, 

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��+H�VOLFHG�JDVKHV�GRZQ�HDFK�¿QJHU��
and across his palm. He squeezed out the 
ÀXLG�DQG�SXV��DOORZLQJ�KLP�WR�FORVH�WKH�
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 
DSSHDUHG²D�ÀDPH�WDQN��5LHQVFKH�GLG�QRW�
know who it belonged to, or where it came 

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 
RI�ÀDPH�VSHZHG�RXW�DQG�VHW�WKH�PRXQG�
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 

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 
GDUNQHVV�ZLWK�ÀDUHV��5LHQVFKH�ZDLWHG�RQ�
KLJK�DOHUW��VFDQQLQJ�WKH�JUDVV��,W�ÀRZHG�
as softly as the wheat.
$W�¿UVW�OLJKW��WKH�WDQN�FUHZV�VHW�WR�ZRUN�

short-tracking the retriever. Another 
medevac chopper arrived for Walkley and 
Foster. Despite his burns, Riensche re-
fused evacuation. A platoon of Marine 
infantry provided security as the tankers 
¿QLVKHG�EXWWRQLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�XS��7KH\�
FRQQHFWHG�WRZ�EDUV�IURP�$O�6RWR¶V�ÀDPH�
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 
VHDW�D�¿QDO�WLPH�WR�OHDG�WKH�SURFHVVLRQ��
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 com-
pany 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�¿QLVKHG�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ�¿YH�PRQWKV�

of his tour. Before leaving, Riensche re-
FHLYHG�RUGHUV�WR�WKH�GULOO�¿HOG�DW�3DUULV�

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.

Sgt Al Soto in the commander’s cupola of his M48A3 tank.
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Island. He had heard the rumors about 
this duty. Married Marines going to the 
GULOO�¿HOG�FDPH�EDFN�GLYRUFHG�0DULQHV��
7KH� WKRXJKW�RI�PRYLQJ�/DXUD�DQG� WKH�
ER\V�IURP�RQH�FRDVW�WR�WKH�RWKHU�IHOW�OLNH�
a nightmare. After two tours in Vietnam, 
they had endured enough. They needed a 
father and husband more than the Corps 
QHHGHG�DQRWKHU�VWDII�VHUJHDQW��5LHQVFKH�
WRRN�KLV�GLVFKDUJH�DQG�OHIW�DFWLYH�GXW\��
+H�PRYHG�KLV�IDPLO\�WR�3HWDOXPD��&DOLI���
QRUWK�RI�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��DQG�MRLQHG�WKH�
UHVHUYH�XQLW�DW�7UHDVXUH�,VODQG��7KH�FLW\�
RI�2DNODQG�EURXJKW�KLP�RQ�DV�D�KHDY\�
HTXLSPHQW�PHFKDQLF��+H�WULHG�WR�¿W�LQ�DQG�
NHHS�KLV�PRXWK�VKXW��+H�SURYLGHG�IRU�KLV�
family, and that was all that mattered now. 
The past was the past. It haunted him still.
$�\HDU�ODWHU��5LHQVFKH�OHDUQHG�KH�ZDV�
DZDUGHG�WKH�1DY\�&URVV�IRU�GHIHQGLQJ�
WKH�UHWULHYHU��+H�VWRRG�DW�DWWHQWLRQ�ZKLOH�
*HQHUDO� /HRQDUG� &KDSPDQ�� WKH� ��WK�
Commandant of the Marine Corps, pinned 
WKH�PHGDO�RQ�KLV�FKHVW�DW� WKH�0DULQHV�
0HPRULDO�&OXE�LQ�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��$�ODUJH�

FURZG�RI�0DULQHV�� FLYLOLDQV�DQG�SUHVV�
ORRNHG�RQ��5LHQVFKH�ORRNHG�WKURXJK�WKHP��

“Get some for me.”
)RVWHU��:DONOH\��
“Under here, Chief!”
Ammon. Dorsett. What was the point 
RI�WKHLU�VDFUL¿FH"�

Oh God, please, help me.
5LHQVFKH� HQGHG� WKH� QLJKW� ZLWK� D�
ERWWOH�RI�-DFN�'DQLHOV��,W�HDVHG�WKH�SDLQ��
,W� FORXGHG� WKH�PHPRU\��0DQ\� ERWWOHV�
followed, helping blot out the past.

How powerful is time against wounds 
IURP�ZLWKLQ"�$�YHWHUDQ¶V�¿JKW�WR�FRPH�
KRPH�IURP�ZDU�FDQ�RQO\�EHJLQ�RQFH�WKH\�
UHWXUQ��7LPH�EHFRPHV�DQ�DOO\��SURPLVLQJ�
UHOLHI�� 9LHWQDP� KDG� VWROHQ� D� SLHFH� RI�
+DUROG�5LHQVFKH��3DUW�RI�KLP�GLHG�ZLWK�
KLV�0DULQHV�LQ�0DUFK�RI�������&RXOG�WLPH�
UHYLWDOL]H�WKH�PLVVLQJ�SLHFHV�DQG�PDNH�
KLP�ZKROH�RQFH�PRUH"
)LYH�\HDUV�SDVVHG��5LHQVFKH�SHUVHYHUHG�

down the road supporting his family. 
7KH�8�6��JRYHUQPHQW�VFUDSSHG�WKH�ZDU�
DQG�SXOOHG�RXW�RI�9LHWQDP��+H�ZDWFKHG�

on TV as Saigon fell to the NVA and 
KHOLFRSWHUV�HYDFXDWHG�UHIXJHHV�IURP�WKH�
$PHULFDQ�HPEDVV\��:KDW�ZDV�WKH�SRLQW�RI�
KLV�VHUYLFH"�7KH�QHZV�GURYH�KLP�IXUWKHU�
inside himself and away from what he lost. 
6L[WHHQ�\HDUV�SDVVHG��5LHQVFKH�UHWLUHG�

as a master gunnery sergeant from the 
UHVHUYH�XQLW�RQ�7UHDVXUH�,VODQG��<RXQJ�
0DULQHV�QRWLFHG�WKH�1DY\�&URVV�RQ�KLV�
FKHVW� DQG� LPPHGLDWHO\� VWRRG� WDOOHU� LQ�
KLV�SUHVHQFH��)RU�5LHQVFKH�� WKH�PHGDO�
GUDJJHG�KLP�EDFN�WR�WKH�ZRUVW�FKDSWHU�
RI�KLV�OLIH��NLOOLQJ�PRUH�RI�KLP�LQVLGH��

Thirty years passed. Vietnam began to 
IDGH��7KH�IXWXUH�ORRNHG�EULJKW��5LHQVFKH�
¿QDOO\�QHDUHG�UHWLUHPHQW�IURP�WKH�FLW\�RI�
2DNODQG��+H�DQG�/DXUD�SXUFKDVHG�ODQG�LQ�
Montana near their middle son, Ken. The 
QHZ�ORFDWLRQ�SURPLVHG�QHZ�EHJLQQLQJV��
While they built their future home, Ken 
ZDV� GLDJQRVHG� ZLWK� OLYHU� FDQFHU�� +H�
SDVVHG�DZD\�MXVW�RQH�PRQWK�ODWHU��,Q�WKH�
PLGVW�RI� WKHLU�JULHI��5LHQVFKH�UHFHLYHG�
D�SKRQH�FDOO� IURP�DQ�ROG�0DULQH��7KH�
860&�9LHWQDP� 7DQNHUV� $VVRFLDWLRQ�
(VTA) planned a reunion in Minneapolis. 
7KH\�ZDQWHG�KLP� WR� DWWHQG��5LHQVFKH�
WXUQHG�WKHP�GRZQ��+H�FRXOG�QRW� WKLQN�
DERXW�GLVFXVVLQJ�9LHWQDP�DIWHU� ORVLQJ�
his son. 

Forty-two years passed. The VTA in-
YLWHG�5LHQVFKH�DJDLQ�WR�WKHLU��WK�UHXQLRQ�
LQ�6DQ�'LHJR��/DXUD�FRQYLQFHG�KLP�WR�
FRPELQH� WKH� WULS�ZLWK� D� YLVLW� WR� WKHLU�
\RXQJHVW�VRQ��ZKR�ZDV�OLYLQJ�LQ�VRXWKHUQ�
California. They spent most of the time 
ZLWK�WKHLU�VRQ�EXW�RFFDVLRQDOO\�GURSSHG�E\�
WKH�UHXQLRQ��5LHQVFKH�GLG�QRW�PDNH�LW�SDVW�
WKH�FKHFN�LQ�WDEOH�EHIRUH�IHOORZ�WDQNHUV�
UHFRJQL]HG�KLP�DQG�DSSURDFKHG��+H�IHOW�
VXUSULVHG�E\�KLV�LQWHUHVW�DW�UHFRQQHFWLQJ�
ZLWK�IDPLOLDU�IDFHV�
,Q����������\HDUV� DIWHU� WKH�DPEXVK��
5LHQVFKH�DWWHQGHG�WKH�QH[W�97$�UHXQLRQ�
LQ�6DQ�$QWRQLR��.QRZOHGJH�RI�KLV�1DY\�
&URVV�KDG�PXFK�WKH�VDPH�HIIHFW�RQ�WKH�
other attendees as it had years earlier on 
the young Marines at Treasure Island. 
2Q�WKH�¿UVW�GD\��IRUPHU�/W�%RE�6NHHOV�
DSSURDFKHG�WKH�5LHQVFKHV�DW�WKHLU�WDEOH��

“Hell of a thing you did that day, Harold. 
,¶P�MXVW�VRUU\�ZH�GLGQ¶W�PDNH�LW�DOO�WKH�ZD\�
out to you that night.”
5LHQVFKH�IXUURZHG�KLV�EURZ�
³:KDW�GR�\RX�PHDQ��PDNH�LW�RXW�WR�PH"´
³:LWK�WKH�UHDFWLRQ�IRUFH��:H�WULHG�WR�

get to you, but hit two mines on the way.”
6NHHOV�H[SODLQHG�KRZ�WKUHH�RI�KLV�WDQNV�
VDW�LQ�WKH�PDLQWHQDQFH�VKRS�DW�&R�%�+4�
WKDW�DIWHUQRRQ��7KH�FRPSDQ\�FRPPDQGHU��
&DSWDLQ�-D\�0LOOHU��UHFHLYHG�5LHQVFKH¶V�
GLVWUHVV� FDOO� DQG� LPPHGLDWHO\�RUGHUHG�
6NHHOV�WR�JHW�KLV�WDQNV�UROOLQJ��$O�6RWR��
RQH�RI�6NHHOV¶�WDQN�FRPPDQGHUV��EXUVW�
WKURXJK�WKH�GRRU�RI�KLV�KRRWFK��UHG�H\HG�
DQG�UHDG\�WR�WDNH�WKH�OHDG��7KH\�VFURXQJHG�

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.
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up whatever tanks they could get—two 
JXQ�WDQNV�DQG�WKH�FRPSDQ\�ÀDPH�WDQN��
6RWR�VKRW�RXW�RI�WKH�JDWH�LQ�WKH�ÀDPH�WDQN��
with Skeels trailing close behind at top 
VSHHG��7KH\�ZHUH�OHVV�WKDQ����PLOHV�DZD\�
IURP�5LHQVFKH¶V�SRVLWLRQ�
7KH� UHDFWLRQ� IRUFH� JRW� ZLWKLQ� ����
PHWHUV�RI�WKH�DPEXVK��6NHHOV�FRXOG�KHDU�
WKH�H[SORVLRQV�DQG�JXQ¿UH�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��
He could not make radio contact with 
Riensche to let him know they were on the 
ZD\��6XGGHQO\��WZR�RI�KLV�WDQNV�KLW�PLQHV��
EORZLQJ�DSDUW� WKH� WUDFN��6NHHOV�\HOOHG�
out to Soto in the lead to continue and 
PDNH�LW�WR�5LHQVFKH�RQ�KLV�RZQ��'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 
FRXOG�WR�ZDLW�RXW�WKH�QLJKW��,Q�WKH�GLVWDQFH��
ÀDUHV�OLW�XS�WKH�VN\�RYHU�WKH�DPEXVK�VLWH��
7KH�JXQ¿UH�KDG�FHDVHG��+H�SUD\HG�WKH�
UHWULHYHU�FUHZ�ZDV�2.�
$W�¿UVW�OLJKW��WKH\�UHSDLUHG�WKH�GDPDJH�

and drove the rest of the distance to the 
DPEXVK�VLWH��(YHU\RQH�ZDV�DOUHDG\�JRQH��
Skeels exited his tank and surveyed the 
VFHQH��+H�VDZ�WKH�KROH�LQ�WKH�JURXQG�ZKHUH�
WKH�PLQH�VWRSSHG�WKH�UHWULHYHU��$Q�19$�
VROGLHU�OD\�GHDG�LQ�WKH�JUDVV�QRW�IDU�RII��
5LHQVFKH¶V�KXJH�����FDO��EXOOHWV�OHIW�WKH�
ERG\�LQ�D�JURWHVTXH�VWDWH��6NHHOV�ZDONHG�
D�ODUJH�FLUFOH�DURXQG�WKH�KROH��0DQJOHG�
GHDG�OD\�DURXQG�WKH�HQWLUH�����GHJUHHV��+H�
FRXQWHG����ERGLHV��ZLWK�EORRG�WUDLOV�DQG�
GUDJ�PDUNV�UHYHDOLQJ�D�KLJKHU�QXPEHU��

Riensche silently listened to Skeels’ 
VWRU\��/DUU\�3DUVKDOO��WKH�GULYHU�RI�6NHHOV¶�
WDQN��FRUURERUDWHG� WKH�QDUUDWLYH��+RZ�
FRXOG�WKLV�KDYH�KDSSHQHG��\HW�5LHQVFKH�
never knew? What about the message over 

WKH�UDGLR�WKDW�QR�RQH�ZDV�FRPLQJ"�7KH\�
WULHG�WR�ZRUN�RXW�WKH�GHWDLOV��(YHU\WKLQJ�
DERXW� WKDW�GD\�VHHPHG�VR�FKDRWLF��DQG�
WKH�GLVWDQFH�LQ�WLPH�OHIW�PHPRULHV�KD]\��
5LHQVFKH� NQHZ� QRZ�� WKRXJK�� ZLWKRXW�
TXHVWLRQ��WKH\�KDG�QRW�DEDQGRQHG�KLP�
)ROORZLQJ� WKH�6DQ�$QWRQLR�UHXQLRQ��
/DXUD�SUHVVXUHG�5LHQVFKH�WR�ZULWH�GRZQ�
KLV�VWRU\�RI�WKH�DPEXVK��6KH�VDZ�LQ�KLV�
eyes a spark of something that had been 
PLVVLQJ��&RXOG�+DUROG�EH�ZKROH�DJDLQ"�
+H�WULHG�WR�SXW�SHQ�WR�SDSHU��:RUGV�FDPH�
VORZO\��+H�VSHQW�QHDUO\�KDOI�D�FHQWXU\�
HUDVLQJ�WKH�GD\��5HFRYHULQJ�LW�QRZ�VHHPHG�
more impossible than a tank submerged 
LQ�TXLFNVDQG��0HPRULHV�FDPH�DQG�ZHQW��
Flashbacks woke him at night as his brain 
GLYXOJHG�GHWDLOV�RI�WKH�GD\��+H�URVH�IURP�
EHG�HDFK�WLPH�DQG�UHFRUGHG�WKH�PHPRULHV��
+H�ZDQWHG�WR�IDFH�WKHP�
7ZR�PRUH�\HDUV�SDVVHG��5LHQVFKH�RQFH�
DJDLQ�DWWHQGHG�D�97$�UHXQLRQ��WKLV�WLPH�
LQ�:DVKLQJWRQ��'�&��+H�EURXJKW�ZLWK�KLP�
������ZRUGV�RQ�SDSHU�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�������
EDWWOHV�ZRQ��(DFK�EURXJKW�KLP�FORVHU�WR�
ZKDW� KH�KDG� ORVW��+H� VKDUHG�KLV� VWRU\�
ZLWK� WKH�RWKHU� WDQNHUV��7KH\� UHFHLYHG�
LW�EHWWHU� WKDQ�KH�FRXOG�KDYH�LPDJLQHG��
7KH\�YDOLGDWHG�KLV�IDFWV�DQG�PHPRULHV�
RI�WKH�GD\��+H�VDW�IRU�D�YLGHR�LQWHUYLHZ��
UHFRXQWLQJ� WKH� GHWDLOV� RI� WKH� DPEXVK��
6HYHUDO� \HDUV� HDUOLHU�� WKLV�ZRXOG�KDYH�
EHHQ�XQWKLQNDEOH��1RZ��KH�ZDV�DW�SHDFH��
He understood the role of time in his 
EUHDNWKURXJK��DIIRUGLQJ�KLP�WKH�GLVWDQFH�

QHHGHG�WR�KHDO��7KH�WUXH�SRZHU�FDPH�QRW�
IURP�WLPH�LWVHOI��KRZHYHU��EXW� WKURXJK�
facing each memory unearthed from the 
SDVW��0DUFK����� ������PHDQW� VR�PDQ\�
GLIIHUHQW�WKLQJV�WR�WKH�0DULQHV�LQYROYHG��
Riensche saw the power of prayer and the 
KDQG�RI�*RG�RYHU�KLP��.QRZLQJ�DERXW�
the reaction force restored his faith in 
WKH�0DULQH�&RUSV�DQG� WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�
³6HPSHU�)LGHOLV�́ �3HWH�5LWFK�XQGHUVWRRG�
that Riensche saved more Marines than 
MXVW�&UDLJ�$PPRQ�DQG�-LP�'RUVHWW��7KH�
DPEXVK�ZDV�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�KLP�DQG�KLV�WDQNV��
,I�5LHQVFKH�KDG�QRW�GRQH�ZKDW�KH�GLG��
Ritch and his Marines might not have 
VXUYLYHG��%RE�6NHHOV�FDXJKW�D�JOLPSVH�
RI�WKH�HSLF�RQH�PDQ�VWDQG�5LHQVFKH�PDGH�
GHIHQGLQJ�WKH�UHWULHYHU��0\�*RG��ZKDW�
PXVW�KH�KDYH�HQGXUHG"�7R�DOO�WKRVH�ZKR�
DUULYHG�WKDW�GD\�DQG�ZLWQHVVHG�WKH�VFHQH��
WKH�1DY\�&URVV�FRXOG�QHYHU�DGHTXDWHO\�
UHFRJQL]H�KLV�KHURLVP�

Riensche left the reunion and returned 
WR�WKH�KRXVH�LQ�0RQWDQD��+H�GURSSHG�KLV�
EDJV�DQG�ZDONHG�RQWR�WKH�EDFN�GHFN��7KH�
VXQ�GLSSHG�ORZ�RYHU�SLQH�FRYHUHG�KLOOV�
LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��$�JHQWOH�KDUPRQ\�KHOG�
VZD\�RYHU�WKH�ERXJKV��+H�FORVHG�KLV�H\HV�
and drew a deep breath of fresh mountain 
DLU��7KH�TXLHW�PLUURUHG�WKDW�LQ�KLV�VRXO��
)LQDOO\��KH�ZDV�KRPH�

Lt Bob Skeels with members of his 

platoon. Sgt Al Soto stands on the far 

right. (Photo courtesy of Bob Skeels)

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.”

Riensche, left, sits next to Bravo Co CO, Capt Jay Miller, in country.
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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 ex-
plained. “Going out behind enemy lines 
DQG� EHLQJ� D�0DULQH� ¿UVW�� ¿JKWLQJ� WKH�
enemy while doing his actual job of re-
covering a vehicle. He is the true expecta-
tion 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 ref lected on 
Riensche’s story. “It’s just heroic. You read 
stories or citations of Marines and other 

servicemembers like that in the past and 
UHDOL]H�WKRVH�DUH�VRPH�ELJ�VKRHV�WR�¿OO�́

New mechanics coming to the school-
house now receive a class on the namesake 
of their honor graduate award. The de-
tachment 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 
ELJ�VKRHV�WR�¿OO��LQGHHG�

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. 

Author’s bio: Kyle Watts is a former 
0DULQH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV�RI¿FHU��DQG�DQ�
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.

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.

Harold and Laura Riensche at the USMC Vietnam Tankers Association Reunion in Washington, D.C., in 2015.
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