
Today—Sunday, January 18—is the 47th anniversary of the Battle near "the Marketplace," a godforsaken 
place in the history of the United States Marine Corps in Vietnam, over 1967-1968. In reality, the 
Marketplace was a destroyed market at the junction of two important trails—one was Route 561, a 10-
foot wide cart path that connected Cam Lo to the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). The other was the east-west 
Route 605. Either way, I had never heard of the Marketplace until late last June and, in fact, after five 
months of research on Norman Lane's story at that point, I had naively assumed that he and his 81mm 
Mortar Platoon worked from battalion base areas like C-2 (see his earlier December 21, 1967, photo taken 
there with Bill Willett and Doc Wilson) and Cam Lo Hill (C-3, see the maps, next page, from Jim Coan's 
book, "Con Thien. The Hill of Angels"). But that day last June I got a call from Joe Myers, an early project 
supporter, Vanderbilt law graduate, and Marine officer who had been acquainted with Norman in law 
school. He had just spoken with John Russell, a Vanderbilt friend, All-SEC guard in basketball, law 
graduate, and Vietnam Marine officer, who had been a close friend of Norman's in Nashville and at 
Quantico. Though John's and Norman's paths did not cross while both were serving in Vietnam over 
1967-1968, they wrote letters to each other, and there was talk of taking R&R together in Japan during the 
summer of 1968. So in late June, 2014, John and Joe forwarded one of Norman's letters to me—written on 
Friday, January 19, 1968, from a place called An Dinh (see maps)—to John: 

 
The "big battle yesterday with NVA" was the Battle at the Marketplace. 1st Lt. Norman Lane Jr.—yes, 
Norman Lane—instigator, star football receiver, brilliant student, deep thinker, nature specialist, 
stargazer, humanist, high school teacher, American student in France, and life of the party—was now 
Norman Lane—Warrior.  
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At least four Marines on this e-mail list were with Lima Company, 3/4 Marines, in January, 1968. LCpl. 
John Hudson had been radioman with SSgt. Berger, Platoon Sergeant for 1st Platoon, until he was 
assigned radio operator for Cpt. John David Carr, Lima Company Commanding Officer (call sign, "Lima 
6"), on January 17, the day before the Marketplace. Lt. John "Doc" Holladay was Weapons Platoon 
Commander for most of January, 1968. Holladay in particular recalls the month—"All Jan 1968 was a 
rough month, for all of 3/4 [3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, the 'Thundering Third'] ..." LCpl. Dick Bell was a 



60mm Mortarman with 1st  Platoon who had met Lt. Lane at the Washout Bridge, early in Norman's tour, 
when he was assigned to Lima Company as Weapons Platoon Commander. SgtMaj. Bell (retired) recalls: 
  
"I remember Lt. Lane. One time, SSgt. Berger, me, and [I] think one other person jumped in a hole during 
incoming. Pretty sure we were getting hit with arty. SSgt. Berger hollered "Hey Lt., Get down!" I looked 
up, and Lt. Lane was shaving and said "I'm not afraid of incoming," and finished shaving, and was still 
standing after Charlie stopped shooting it at us."  

The maps above are taken from, "Con Thien. The Hill of Angels," with permission of Jim Coan. The map 
on the left gives a full view of "Leatherneck Square," as defined by the parameters of the infamous 
"McNamara Line," including the Trace, an ~600-yard wide strip of cleared land that connected Con Thien 
(A-4) and Gio Linh, (A-2), "strongpoints" in the so-called StrongPoint Obstacle System (SPOS), 
strongpoint A-3, which is central to this story, and the "battalion base areas," notably C-2 and C-3. 
Norman Lane was assigned to several of these locations over November 15, 1967-March 29, 1968; he had 
his photograph taken with Bill Willett and Doc Wilson on December 21, 1967, at C-2, he was with LCpl. 
Dick Bell and SSgt. Berger at C-2 Bridge, also known as Washout Bridge, most likely between November 
15 and December 8, and he was at C-3 (Cam Lo Hill) in late February and late March, 1968. Cpl. Allen 
Willyerd and Kilo Company, 3/4 Marines, were at Gio Linh early in 1968. The map on the right gives a 
slightly closer-up view. The intersection of Routes 561 and 605 is clear, as are the locations of the 
Marketplace and An Dinh. I do not have a location for Hill 28 (see text) on either map. Whole books have 
been written on the McNamara Line, a.k.a. the SPOS, and for anyone who is interested, I recommend Jim 
Coan's book to you. 
 
LtCol. Lee Bendell had assumed command of 3/4 Marines on July 23, 1967, shortly after the beginning of 
their "turn in the barrel"—a reference to that period of hell on earth during which a given battalion had 
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full responsibility for Con Thien and the immediate vicinity. As explained by Jim Coan in his book, 
military maps of the day indicated an isolated hill labeled, "Nui Con Thien," translated into English as 
"the hill of angels." I am reminded of the story of my Dad's brother, T/4 Robert Claiborne, tank driver, 
who was killed early in the morning of May 12, 1944, as "C" Company of the 760th Tank Battalion 
moved against the Gustav Line, on the road from Minturno to Santa Maria Infante, translated into English 
as "Saint Mary the infant." As there had been no Saint Mary that night south of Rome, there had been no 
angels at Con Thien, 23-24 years later.   
 
3/4's turn ended on September 10-11, 1967, and LtCol. Bendell, call sign, "Darting Star," had moved the 
battalion out of the barrel, down the Main Supply Route—three-plus miles of dirt road from the Con 
Thien south gate to the C-2 north gate. 3/4 Marines at C-2 now provided a battalion reserve, and they also 
had responsibility for Cam Lo Hill (C-3) and C-2 Bridge. Cpl. Hudson (he was promoted to Cpl. on April 
1, 1968) has written:  
 
"Lima and Kilo were at The Washout ... Mike and India were south of us holding C-2. We'd been at The 
Washout for almost two months [~mid-late October-December 25, 1967; they were there when Lt. 
Norman Lane arrived in country on November 15], and it had been great duty. My favorite time and 
location for my entire tour. We all knew that we were leaving The Washout the next day [December 26, 
1967]. We were heading up to a small hill above the Trace north of the new artillery base Alpha-3 [A-3, 
see the maps, page 2] ..." 
 
The 3/4 Command Chronologies over November and December, 1967, substantiate Cpl. Hudson's 
recollection. Over the two-month period, one enlisted Marine had been lost in action. You have seen this 
photo before, taken during the Christmas season: 
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"[In January, 1968] Lima and 3/4 ... were 3000 meters NE of Con Thien, above the "trace" at hill 28 ... 
and then at An Dinh. We had moved there Christmas Day, 1967, and 3/4 stayed there until [Monday]  
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January 22." As Jim Coan writes:  
 
"LtCol. Lee Bendell's 3d Battalion, 4th Marines left behind its cozy, dry Dyemarker bunkers at Charlie-2 
in December to ... secure the new A-3 area between Con Thien and Gio Linh. In mid-January, LtCol. 
Bendell relocated his battalion to An Phu, an abandoned, destroyed hamlet along the Trace and three 
thousand meters east of Con Thien." 
 
Already on January 7, in a place with no name, north of Hill 28 and west of Gio Linh, Hudson, Madden, 
Bell, and Holladay had lost seven of their Lima brothers in an NVA ambush.   
 
It is important to emphasize, that at the time of the Battle at the Marketplace, 1st. Lt. Norman Lane was 
not assigned to Lima Company, and LCpl. Bell (see above) is the only enlisted Marine from Lima 3/4 
who remembers Norman. As he had initially been assigned to Lima Company (Weapons Platoon 
Commander) over mid-November to December 8, he may have been known to Cpt. Carr and some of the 
command group, but Lt. Holladay does not remember him. He was, however, definitely known to Lt. 
Stephen Joyner (see photo above). Not only had they both been 2nd Lieutenants together with Foxtrot-2 
platoon, The Basic School class 3-67, commanded by LtCol. (retired) Jerry Paull, but their assignments 
after graduation on March 29, 1967, kept them together at Camp Lejeune, at Guantanamo Bay, and in all 
likelihood on the same flight from Travis AFB to Okinawa and then in to Da Nang on November 15, 
1967. As Col. (retired) Ken Christy (see photo above) recalled recently, "Steve and another Lieutenant 
had joined Lima Company some time in mid-to-late November 1967. The Company was at a position just 
south of Con Thien known to us as the "Washout." In meeting and talking with both of them—very 
briefly—they were both very eager to spend as much time as possible in the "bush" because they had not 
as yet been assigned to a combat environment heretofore in their Marine careers." The logical conclusion 
is that "another Lieutenant" was Norman Edward Lane Jr., and that he and Steve Joyner had been reunited 
at C-2 Bridge soon after arrival in Vietnam, eight days before Thanksgiving Day, 1967.  
 
From LCpl. Madden and Lt. Bill Willett, who was at the time Norman Lane's CO with H&S Company, 
3/4 Marines, we have put together a consensus of Lt. Lane's role in the Battle at the Marketplace on 
January 18, 1968. As Lt. Holladay wrote recently: 
 
"I don't recall 81's [Norman's 81mm Mortar Platoon] being involved in either of these battles so I can't 
offer much. My 60's [lighter, more mobile field mortars] were there as was arty and the wing.  Each day I 
was a bit too busy to notice everything that was going on—no idea what was going outside my 100 yard 
span of view. I know it wasn't raining 'cept it was raining lead horizontally about all over. Like a bunch of 
bees pissed you disturbed their hive."  
 
SgtMaj. Bell puts it this way, describing the interaction in battle between the infantry platoons and the 
81mm mortar platoons: "When he [Lt. Lane] was in 81's he may as well [have] been in Da Nang [a long 
way away]. According to LCpl. Madden: "Believe H&S, 81's [Norman's mortar platoon] were at Hill 28 
and An Dinh, within the B[attalion] group, so the statement, "We got in a big battle ... ," I believe might 
be a collective "We," for the Battalion." Adds Bill Willett: 
 
"My conclusions are that Norman was at An Dinh on the 18th. And, that Norman must have directed 
some 81mm fire missions in support of our Marines fighting in and around the Marketplace. Thus, the 
collective and acceptable use of "'We,' were in a big battle yesterday," in his letter dated 1/19/68." 
 
Warren Atkinson was an 81mm Mortarman with 2nd Battalion, 9th Marines, in Vietnam over December 
1967-December 1968:  



"Although 81's were an important part of the unit (Battalion Commander's [LtCol. Bendell, for 3/4 
Marines] vest pocket artillery) and almost always protected within the perimeter, terrain/logistics could 
make this impossible. Sometimes we we part of the line, but more often some of our men would be sent to 
fill in the line. Most of my tour was spent in just company size or smaller OPs. We didn't pull patrols or 
LPs, at least I never did; when assaults occurred we fired close fire support, but were for the most part 
attached to a line company, and where they went, we went. If they walked we walked, if they rode we 
rode, if they flew we flew, if they floated we floated, if they crawled we crawled."  
 
The range of the 81mm mortars used in Vietnam was ~5,000 yards, or almost 3 miles. Mr. Atkinson 
continues, "On field operations, the gun was broken down into 4 major components, along with the sight. 
The bipods were 40 lbs, and carried by the gunner. The tube was 28 lbs and carried by the A-gunner. The 
base plate came in 2 sections, the inner ring was 24 lbs, and carried by one of the 4 ammo humpers. The 
outer ring was 24 lbs, and carried by one of the ammo humpers. The squad leader carried the sight box. 
The aiming stakes were carried by whomever was designated by the squad leader, which may or might be 
himself. Normally, the ammo humpers all carried three rounds, and the A-gunner 1 round, although on 
some operations I saw the gunner carrying one round, the A-gunner 2 rounds and the ammo humpers 4. 
Sometimes less guns were carried and the squad/gun section without the gun(s) all humped ammo."  

Two photographs provided by Warren Atkinson of 
his 81mm Mortar crew in action. Left, at Ca Lu 
Combat Base, July, 1968 (notice the red-and-white 
aiming stakes and the Marine's bush hat being 
blown off from the concussion of the round fired). 
Right, in the field north of Con Thien.  

 
So in summary, as Lt. Holladay said recently, "Didn't do much with 81's 'cept see the results of their fire 
support." 
 
Since Norman Lane and his mortar platoon were not in the middle, per se, of the infantry fight on January 
18, 1968, during the Battle at the Marketplace and were therefore not in the middle of what Lt. Holladay 
described as, "raining lead horizontally about all over. Like a bunch of bees pissed you disturbed their 
hive," I need to be very careful and respectful in making that distinction. To appreciate what the Battle 
was like, from the perspective of Cpl. Hudson, I am attaching Part One of his November, 2014, series 
posted to the Thundering Third Association Yahoo site. For anyone interested in reading the full series, 
entitled, "'You two come with me,' 18 January 1968," I can put you in contact with Michael Madden and 
John Holladay. I have discussed with them my plan to share this part of John Hudson's series. 
 

 5



 6

As fate would have it, Lt. Norman Lane's TBS 3-67 platoon mate Lt. Stephen Joyner was, again according 
to John Hudson, at An Dinh on January 18, 1968, where he was now serving as XO for Lima Company, 
helping to hold the Battalion lines at their patrol base with 2nd Platoon, which he had recently 
commanded. LCpl. Madden recalls that all of 3/4 remained at An Dinh, after the January 18 Battle at the 
Marketplace, until Monday, January 22. Clearly this places the two young lieutenants, who had been 
studying and training together at Quantico just one year before, within the same 3/4 base for two-three 
days. The evening of the 18th Lt. Joyner took command of Lima Company, until Cpt. McLaughlin arrived 
the morning of the 19th. On Saturday, January 20, 1968, Lt. Stephen Joyner took time to write a letter to 
his sister back home. 
 
Dan Moore and I are also collaborating on a separate project, "Promise Lost: Norman E. Lane Jr., Stephen 
Joyner, the Marine Corps, and Vietnam, 1967-1968." Dan has described Steve Joyner, whom he met at 
Embarkation School in Okinawa in March, 1968, as, "A poster Marine, ... completely committed to the 
men he led." Joyner had played both varsity football and basketball at La Habra (CA) High School. He 
was first team All-American defensive end on the football team at Fullerton (CA) Junior College. In a 
1968 newspaper article following Lt. Joyner's death in Vietnam, his coach recalled Steve as an intense 
person, one who could not shrug off defeat. Coach Hal Sherbeck noted that on more than one occasion, 
Steve would cry in the locker room after a loss on the field. Joyner was a first team linebacker at San 
Diego State University in 1964, he enlisted with the Marines during his 1965-1966 senior year, and he 
graduated from San Diego State with honors. 
 
From his recent interview with LtCol. Jerry Paull, who as a captain served as Platoon Commander over 
both Steve Joyner and Norman Lane in Foxtrot-2, TBS class 3-67, Dan paraphrased LtCol. Paull's 
comments. "Comparing Lane and Joyner, Paull said the former tended to be more intellectual and 
abstract, a little more reserved, while Joyner was a man of action. Joyner was the hard charger, Lane 
lower key and reflective. Joyner fit the stereotypical infantry officer—outgoing, extrovert—while Lane 
did not fit that stereotype as well. Joyner was the all-American football player type, ... outgoing, very 
athletic, California Beach Boy in appearance, well liked, ...." Dan continued to relate LtCol. Paull's 
comments, "The Lane incident Paull recalled involved a comment by Lane to Paull while the two were in 
the field during a training exercise. Lane asked if Paull knew what the seeds of a specific conifer present 
were used for? Lane mentioned its botanical name of the tree (almost surely the Juniperis communis), 
then told Paull the seeds of the tree (Juniper Berry) were used as one ingredient in the making/distilling of 
gin. 'This showed Lane’s typical intellectual side,' Paull said." 
 
Cpt. David Griswold was another member of Foxtrot-2 Platoon with Norman and Steve in TBS 3-67, and 
he recalls his time there with Norman this way: 
 
"Norman was in my platoon at the Basic School. The training was so intense there was no time to really 
get to socialize with many. I was very close with only three or four Marines at that time. That being said, I 
did know Norman and am happy to share a few thoughts. First, he was very popular. Always with a smile 
and easy to approach. He exuded a very positive attitude and willingness to help anyone during the 
physical training that was a challenge to all of us. Second, Norman had a real balance to his approach. As 
we were pushed to our limits, some were overall aggressive and frankly obnoxious. Others were negative 
and dragged you down with their complaints. Norman on the other hand, was that perfect balance-not too 
high-not too low. That makes for a good leader. Third, Norman had class and was someone you enjoyed. 
He could be funny and entertaining without being mean or cruel. In short, he was a real southern 
gentleman." 
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"I never saw him after graduation as I served in the First Marine Division in An Hoa, Da Nang, and Phu 
Bai while Norman was with the Third Marine Division along the DMZ. I have no doubts he was well 
respected by the Marines he commanded. He had all the leadership qualifications." 
 
Back in America, on Monday morning, January 15, 1968, most of us had probably enjoyed Super Bowl II 
the day before, in which Vince Lombardi and the Green Bay Packers had defeated the Oakland Raiders 
33-14 at the Orange Bowl. Three days later, the men of Lima Company, 3/4 Marines, had left the relative 
safety of the An Dinh perimeter at 0700hrs—it was Thursday morning, January 18, 1968, local time. The 
opening shots of the Battle at the Marketplace were fired at 0945hrs.  
 
The time difference in January, between Washington, D.C. (EST) and Vietnam (now referred to as 
Indochina Time Zone, ICT) is 12 hours. As the first shots in the Battle at the Marketplace were being 
fired, President Lyndon Baines Johnson was in the middle of his State of the Union Address, which had 
begun at 9:05 p.m. Washington time on Wednesday, January 17. Among other comments in his Annual 
Message to the Congress on the State of the Union that night, were these: 
 
"I report to you that our country is challenged, at home and abroad: 
 —that it is our will that is being tried, not our strength; our sense of purpose, not our ability to 
 achieve a better America; 
 —that we have the strength to meet our every challenge; the physical strength to hold the course 
 of decency and compassion at home; and the moral strength to support the cause of peace in the 
 world. 
And I report to you that I believe, with abiding conviction, that this people—nurtured by their deep faith, 
tutored by their hard lessons, moved by their high aspirations—have the will to meet the trials that these 
times impose." 
 
"Since I reported to you last January: 

—Three elections have been held in Vietnam—in the midst of war and under the constant 
threat of violence. 
—A President, a Vice President, a House and Senate, and village officials have been 
chosen by popular, contested ballot.  
—The enemy has been defeated in battle after battle. 
—The number of South Vietnamese living in areas under Government protection tonight 
has grown by more than a million since January of last year." 
 

"These are all marks of progress. Yet: 
—The enemy continues to pour men and material across frontiers and into battle, despite 
his continuous heavy losses. 
—He continues to hope that America's will to persevere can be broken. Well—he is 
wrong. America will persevere. Our patience and our perseverance will match our power. 
Aggression will never prevail." 
 

"But our goal is peace—and peace at the earliest possible moment." 
 
According to a letter written by Lt. Joyner after the battle, Lima Company, 3/4 Marines, were in close 
contact with the NVA for 16 hours that day before being able to break contact and evacuate the wounded. 
Peace did come that day for 11 Marines—eternal peace—not the peace the President had in mind.  
 



Norman Lane's January 19 letter to his friend and fellow Vietnam Marine officer John Russell concluded: 
 

His reference to "silver bars" is his pending promotion from 2nd Lieutenant to 1st Lieutenant. Someone 
heard his wish. The memo dated six days later, January 25, from the office of the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps to Headquarters, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, read in part: 
 
"1. The President of the United States temporarily appoints the following named officers to grade 1st 
Lieutenant ... from 1 December 1967: 
 Stephen D. Joyner 0100xxx USMCR  
 Norman E. Lane. Jr. 0100xxx USMCR" 
 
But there would be no rest for the weary, and no celebration. Larry Williams has described the Battle of 
Mike's Hill as follows. Reacting to a January 24 NVA ambush on a Marine resupply convoy as it had 
neared Camp Carroll on Route 9 (see the maps, page 2, west of Cam Lo), the 3rd Marine Division 
commander keyed his radio handset, and transferred the battle-toughened 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines into 
the valley with orders to clear the ambush site and reopen Route 9. LtCol. Lee Bendell, Darting Star, 
arrived at the ambush site at 1900hrs. By mid-afternoon the next day, Thursday, January 25, the one-week 
anniversary of the Battle at the Marketplace, nearly eight hundred Marines, including Lima, H&S, and 
India Companies from 3/4 Marines, had established a three-company perimeter along both sides of Route 
9 and tethered to Mike Company, which had dug in on the strategic height now being known as Mike’s 
Hill. 1st Lt. Norman Lane was there, hopefully wearing his new silver bars, with his 81mm Mortar 
platoon, and for his "exceptional initiative and courage ... on 27 January 1968 during an attack by a North 
Vietnamese Army battalion," during the 14-hour Battle for Mike's Hill, he would receive the Navy 
Commendation Medal, with Combat "V." Bill Willett and his radioman Chuck Smith were there with 
Mike Company, and Chuck has given me permission to attach a copy of a poem he wrote after the battle. 
 
As Americans, we remember Pearl Harbor, we remember D-Day, we may even remember Inchon and the 
"Frozen Chosin." Perhaps today, on the 47th anniversary of the Battle at the Marketplace, we can begin a 
new tradition—by remembering those U.S. Marines who sacrificed all of their tomorrows at the 
Marketplace. As Cpl. Allen Willyerd, Kilo 3/4, put it in July 
(http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/2014-memorial-tribute minutes 54:12-55:57): 
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"Destiny—you know I joined the Marine Corps. The Marine Corps is a unique bunch—you have your 
songs that the military branches have. Like the Army—"As the caissons go rolling along,"—that's like 

http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/2014-memorial-tribute
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maybe you're going to take a little walk, out through the park. The Navy—"Anchors aweigh"—you're 
going to sail around to all these exotic ports. The Air Force—you're going to, well, right now they say you 
join the Air Force, and learn how to operate a computer. The Marine Corps—First to fight, for right and 
freedom. Our flag unfurls in every breeze, where we can take a gun. You join the Marine Corps to go to 
war, and fight for this country—period—that's it. In the Marine Corps, you have the 03's—I was 0331, 
machine gunner—anybody else in the Marine Corps that's not 03, is there to support 03's—we are for 
fighting..." 
 
 
 


