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Anderson woman helps reunite Tampa veteran with lost ring
BY ALLIE HINGA ahinga@joplinglobe.com  Nov 10, 2015
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Ruth Pendergraft, of Anderson, shows off a photo of her late husband, Darrell Heatherly, who was

killed in 1967 in Vietnam. In Heatherly's belongings, Pendergraft had found a West Point class ring

that she was certain was not his, but until recently did know how to go about finding the owner. The

child in photo is Darrell's younger sister. Globe | Roger Nomer  
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In 1967, Ruth Pendergraft found herself widowed after her husband was killed in the Vietnam
War. 

In his personal belongings, shipped back by the Army, were a watch, his billfold, his wedding
ring, pictures and letters, and a 1953 U.S. Military Academy at West Point class ring. 

Though the ring struck Pendergraft as odd — after all, her husband didn't attend West Point
— it and her husband's belongings were stored away.

Nearly 50 years later, a reignited interest in that ring would lead Pendergraft, of rural
Anderson, to its owner, a Vietnam veteran living in Florida. 

On Tuesday, Pendergraft presented Rolfe Arnhym with his ring during a news conference in
Tampa.

"I felt it an honor to give it back to him, and I wish I could have gotten it back to him sooner,
but it just wasn’t in the cards," she said.

Unexpected find

Ruth Pendergraft — then Sullivan — and Darrell Heatherly were married in May 1966, before
a justice of the peace in El Paso, Texas. The two had known each other about eight months,
but had decided to tie the knot when Heatherly received his orders to go to Vietnam. 

He told Pendergraft that he wanted to marry before he left, so that if anything happened to
him, she and her son from a previous marriage would be taken care of.

"I kind of questioned it at first," Pendergraft said. "I thought, 'Gee, we just really don’t know
each other well enough,' but he was very persistent, he insisted, and we did love each other.
So why not?"

In August 1966, Heatherly left for Vietnam. He was killed in June 1967, with just a couple
weeks weeks left until he was due to come home.
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The Army shipped Pendergraft his personal belongings, including the West Point ring.

Heatherly hadn't attended West Point and would have been 11 years old in 1953, so

Pendergraft wondered whether the ring owner had been killed in Vietnam and the ring sent to

her by mistake. She also floated the possibility that her husband had won it in a poker game.

But Pendergraft was dealing with the loss of her husband and had a son to raise, so she put

Heatherly's belongings in a plastic bag and put them in the bottom of a trunk. And there they

would stay for close to 50 years.

'A certain sentimental attachment' 

In 1966, Rolfe Arnhym, a 1953 West Point graduate, was an infantry major serving in

Vietnam. During a combat mission, he looked down at his class ring, which had his name

inscribed on the inside, and noticed that the stone had fallen out. He and his radio operator

found the stone at the radio operator's feet.

A couple months later, when he was in Hawaii for six days of R&R, he took the ring to a

jeweler. The jeweler said he wouldn't be able to fix the ring in time and would have to mail it

to the base camp. Arnhym never saw the ring again.

When he returned home, he bought a new class ring to replace it, but he never could stop

wondering and hypothesizing what might have happened to the original. He had made the

decision to attend West Point when he was 9 years old, and his ring symbolized his personal

accomplishment in graduating.

"After 49 years, you don’t really have any expectation that you're going to find your ring

again, but it’s the ring that I graduated with and it’s the ring that I got married with, and so

there's a certain sentimental attachment to it," he said.

Rediscovered
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About a year ago, Pendergraft, since remarried and with three more children, was sorting

through her trunks when she happened upon Heatherly's belongings again. She again took

note of the ring, and this time she figured she would have it appraised and then decide what

to do with it.

Time got away from her for a while, but several months later, she took the ring to a jewelry

store in Neosho. While she was there, the jeweler noticed an engraving in the ring and

thought it could be a name, but neither of them could read it.

That set in motion the train of events that would connect Pendergraft with the West Point

Ring Recovery Program, which seeks to recover and repatriate West Point class rings. Since

the program started in 1999, it has recovered about 150 rings.

David McClellan, one of the individuals who manage the ring recovery program, noted that

military academy rings are singularly important to graduates because of the work they put in

to earn them.

"We get some of the most wonderful outpourings of gratitude that you could ever want to

hear," McClellan said. "We are grateful to have the opportunity to provide the owner

something that they thought they would never, never see again."

The ring recovery program was able to find the owner of the ring — Arnhym — and offered to

buy the ring from Pendergraft for enough money for her to travel to Tampa, Florida, where

Arnhym lived. Pendergraft had asked to be able to give Arnhym the ring in person and to be

able to share the story.

"It was just something I thought I needed to do," she said. "I just had to do it. I felt like that

was my job."

Arnhym received the ring on Monday, but waited until Tuesday to put it on during a news

conference and presentation in downtown Tampa. He told the story of how the ring was lost,

then Pendergraft handed him the ring. Arnhym took a deep breath and put it on.
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"I think it was sort of an emotional experience for just about everyone, myself included,"
Arnhym said in a phone interview Tuesday afternoon. "It was cool to meet her, and needless
to say, to get my ring, which I am wearing as we speak."

Arnhym said that the presentation's proximity to Veterans Day gave him the opportunity to
honor those who have served, noting that the experience helped close the book on his time
in Vietnam and hopefully for other veterans who might not have had a great experience
coming home.

"For me, the ring symbolized that," he said. 
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