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March 29, 2015 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Today is Sunday, March 29, 2015—Palm Sunday. 47 years ago on this date, it was an early spring day—a Friday—
in Norman Lane's (or Norman Jr., as many called him) hometown of Brownsville, Tennessee. An extremely 
unusual 13-inch snowfall had hit Brownsville just one week before, on March 22. My third cousin and best friend, 
Richard Carlton, and I had just turned 16 on the 20th and 25th, respectively. Our cousin Mack Thornton was 
finishing his senior year at Haywood High School (HHS) in Brownsville, where Richard and I were sophomores. 
Our graduating class numbered 131 in the just barely integrated school; Richard and I were both involved in March 
of 1968 in spring football practice (the Tomcats went undefeated in 1968 and 1969) and in taking the sophomore 
Biology class with Miss Mary Lea, who had also taught the same class to our parents 25-plus years before, and we 
had just gotten our driver's licenses. The WOW Building hosted local bands almost every Friday night; Sam and 
Dave were giving a concert in Jackson, but I could not get permission to drive out of town! Laugh In and The 
Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour were popular, and the elections for class officers at Haywood High for the 1968-
1969 school year were coming soon.  
 
My Dad Alex Claiborne, World War II combat veteran and recipient of the Bronze Star Medal, had once met 
legendary University of Tennessee football coach General Robert Neyland and had in fact been offered a 
scholarship to play with the Vols in 1936. Needless to say, he was a die-hard Tennessee football fan. He had also 
been a close follower and ardent fan of Coach Tom Landry and the Dallas Cowboys when they joined the NFL in  
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1960. 1968 had gotten off to a rocky start for my Dad, as the Cowboys lost to Bart Starr and the Green Bay Packers 
on December 31, 1967, in the famed "Ice Bowl" NFL Championship game, played at Lambeau Field with a 
gametime temperature of about -15°F. Starr scored the winning touchdown on a quarterback sneak with 16 seconds 
left. That day of disappointment—December 31, 1967—was compounded on New Year's Night, when No. 2 
Tennessee (9-2) played No. 3 Oklahoma (10-1) in the Orange Bowl. Miserably, Oklahoma had taken a 19-0 
halftime lead. My Dad, however, was never a fair-weather friend (or fan), and he did not give up. To be sure, the 
Vols rolled up 14 unanswered points in the third quarter before Oklahoma extended their lead to 26-14 in the final 
quarter. BUT, Tennessee roared back with 10 points before lining up for the potential game-winning field goal with 
seven seconds left. Sure-footed Karl Kremser was an early "soccer-style" kicker in the Southeastern Conference, 
and 43 yards was well within his range. Hopes—and confidence—were high. But Kremser's kick sailed wide right, 
giving Oklahoma the victory and deflating the Alex Claiborne household.   
 
History, the U.S. presidential election coming that fall, and politics in general, were nowhere on my radar. The 
weekly (Brownsville) States-Graphic was published every Friday, and the lead story for Friday, March 29, 1968, 
read, "Miss Brownsville To Be Crowned Saturday Night [March 30] At Pageant. ... Mack Thornton and Jerry Leath 
will be escorts. ... Girls who are entered are ... 11. Rita English ..." As the paper had gone to press on Thursday 
afternoon, March 28, a "News Flash!" had been inserted at the bottom of page 1: "At the request of Memphis  
Mayor Henry Loeb, 250 riot trained Tennessee Highway Patrol officers were rushed to Memphis to combat rioters 
on Main Street, Memphis."  
 
On Saturday afternoon, March 30, my good friend Johnny White and I had gone to Susan Warren's house on Park 
Avenue. Susan was an HHS junior, and several people had gathered at her house to make "campaign" posters, etc., 
for the coming 1968-1969 elections for class officers. While we were at Susan's house, working and talking, 
someone mentioned, "Did you hear about Norman Lane?" I took note of this, but I don't recall a specific reaction. 
My friend Johnny lived in the country (Nutbush), and as we left Susan's house later, our plan was to drive to my 
house, speak with my parents (permission), and then I would drive Johnny to his home in Nutbush. As we drove, I 
think I asked Johnny whether he had heard anything about Norman Jr., but mostly we just shrugged our shoulders. 
Norman Jr. had spent the 1965-1966 academic year in Brownsville, teaching sophomore English to Mack Thornton 
and Rita English and their class at HHS, which included Johnny's older brother David. From my recollection, as 
soon as we arrived at my house, we realized that a serious event was unfolding.   
 
My Mom, Libba Claiborne, was probably the one person in Brownsville closest to Norman Jr.'s grandmother, Aunt 
Lib (my Mom was named for her), and Uncle Marion Thornton. Aunt Lib and Uncle Marion had lost their only son, 
Marion Jr., in a B-24 practice mission over England on July 5, 1944. Norman Jr. had been three years old at that 
time, and he was the sole surviving son or grandson in their immediate family. When my family had Thanksgiving 
dinner (as we always did) with Aunt Lib and Uncle Marion on November 23, 1967, about 10 days into Norman Jr.'s 
tour in Vietnam, I specifically recall a sad lament by Uncle Marion about his grandson and Marine Corps officer, 
posted in a dangerous place 9,000 miles away, in reaction to a TV newscast from Vietnam. As it turned out, that 
was the same day that Norman Jr. had saved a can of C-ration turkey and a cup of leftover cranberry sauce for his 
friend and brother, Allen Willyerd, of Kilo Co., 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, and Brownsville, who was late getting 
back to Gio Linh from a Thanksgiving Day patrol into the DMZ. "I wanted you to have as good a meal today as we 
had," Norman Jr. told Allen that late November afternoon 9,000 miles away, in 1967.  
  
As Johnny White and I entered my parents' driveway that late March, 1968, afternoon, it was obvious that 
something was terribly wrong. As we got out of the car I was driving, my Mom and Dad were hurriedly rushing to 
get into my Dad's car. I think the first words I heard from my Mom were something like, "We have to go to see 
Aunt Lib. Norman Jr. has been killed." On those words, a level of angst set in.  
 
A historic—and tragic—week went by ... the week that began with Monday, April 1, 1968—April Fools' Day—
ended with Palm Sunday, April 7. The picture on page 1 of this update comes from the front page of The 
(Memphis) Commercial Appeal for that Palm Sunday—47 years ago. Page 28 of the previous day's [Saturday, April 
6, 1968] issue had carried the story, "Rites Conducted For Norman Lane." 
 
 
 
 



From St. Matthew (King James Version) 21:6-11   
 6  And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them, 
 7  And brought the ass, and the colt, and put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon. 
 8  And a very great multitude spread their garments in the way; others cut down branches from the trees, and  
   strawed them in the way.   
 9  And the multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the son of David: Blessed is 
   he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest. 
 10  And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this? 
 11  And the multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee.  
 
I did not attend the services for Norman Jr., which were held at 3:00 Friday afternoon, April 5, 1968. He was 
carried to his final resting place in Tabernacle Cemetery outside Brownsville—Tabernacle Methodist Church and 
Taylor Kinfolks Campground—where Norman Jr. had been photographed as a young boy, pulling me as a child in 
an old Red Flyer wagon; where he and Lynne Mann used to lie on blankets at night and count the stars; where he as 
a Vanderbilt University graduate and recent law student announced to the congregation his decision to become a 
Marine Corps officer—to "pay any price, bear any burden ... in order to assure the survival and success of 
liberty"—asking not what his country could do for him—but asking what he could do for his country; where his 
grandfather Marion Thornton, standing before the congregation, read his letters from Vietnam aloud; and where, in 
the spring of 1968—his former high school English student Mack Thornton and others carried his casket, draped in 
the American flag, through the Tabernacle Cemetery gate erected in memory of his fallen uncle, Marion Jr., to his 
final resting place.   
 
 " To-day the road all runners come, 
 Shoulder-high we bring you home, 
 And set you at your threshold down, 
 Townsman of a stiller town. 
 Smart lad, to slip betimes away 
 From fields where glory does not stay, 
 And early though the laurel grows 
 It withers quicker than the rose. 
 Now you will not swell the rout 
 Of lads that wore their honours out, 
 Runners whom renown outran 
 And the name died before the man." 
       —excerpted from To an Athlete Dying Young, by A.E. Housman 
 
The States-Graphic issue of Friday, April 5, 1968, carried a large front-page photograph of the new Miss 
Brownsville and her court—selected in the pageant that had been held the Saturday night before. To Miss 
Brownsville's right stands her first maid, Rita English. Immediately below this photograph is another photograph—
a portrait photo of a well-dressed young man, perhaps a college student, with a smile on his face. The portrait photo 
accompanies the article titled, "Norman Lane Killed In Vietnam." 
 
 Well early in the morning, about the break of day, 
 I ask the Lord, "Help me find the way!" 
 Help me find the way to the promised land 
 This lonely body needs a helping hand 
 I ask the Lord to help me please find the way. 
  
 When the judgment comes to find the world in shame 
 When the trumpet blows won't you call my name? 
 When the thunder rolls and the heavens rain 
 When the sun turns black, never shine again 
 When the trumpet blows, won't you call me please, call my name! 
 
Godspeed, Norman Lane ... 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jE8NSvD7LSE 
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