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o Friends of Norman Lane, T

 
Today, Sunday, May 10, is Mother's Day. Later this month, on Monday, May 25, Memorial Day will be observed. 
A much lesser known date in history comes the day after this year's Mother's Day, on May 11-12. In the history of 
World War II, and in the history of the Allied campaign against the German army in Italy, May 11-12 represents 
the 71st anniversary of the opening Allied assault on the Gustav Line, south of Rome. In 1944, Mother's Day came 
at the end of a major engagement in this assault, near a town called Santa Maria Infante, which translates as, "Saint 
Mary, the infant." This is not a story about Marines, or Vietnam, or Norman Lane, per se. This is a story about my 
grandmother, Bessie Tinsley Claiborne, pictured above (left), with her twin sister, Helen. The story reminds us that 
it is not only the soldier or Marine who makes sacrifices during the time of war, and hopefully it reminds us of the 
mportance of family. i

 
Her name was Bessie Tinsley Claiborne, and she and her twin sister Helen were born November 17, 1889. Though 
she was my grandmother, I did not get to know her well. She died when I was only three years old—two weeks 
before my brother Robert was born. On February 24, 1915, Bessie Tinsley had married Stephen Henry Claiborne, 
and they had started their life together in the Claiborne family homeplace on Route 1, Brownsville, Tennessee. 
Over 1916-1921, she had five children—my father Alex and his closest brother Robert, one year and 11 days apart, 
Elizabeth, Gene, and Bert. The family homeplace was on a small farm about a mile outside Brownsville. Many 
years later, after he had written his personal story about combat in Italy in World War II, I had asked my Dad to 
write a companion story about his early life on the farm. "It was too hard to write about,"—this is my recollection 
of his reply. During the Great Depression in particular, life on the small Claiborne farm was—put very simply—
hard. 



Compounding this hardship was a family tragedy—the youngest child, Bert, had died suddenly after being struck 
by a car on the afternoon of Thursday, December 6, 1928. He had been riding home from Anderson Grammar 
School on a wagon, when it had reached a point in front of the Claiborne homeplace. As he got off the wagon, he 
ran from behind it to cross the highway—directly into the path of an automobile en route to Memphis. Bert was 
struck and almost instantly killed. His funeral was held at the home the next afternoon—Friday, December 7, 1928, 
at 3 o'clock. My cousin Dale Claiborne Black, who has lived in the refurbished Claiborne homeplace since the 
1980's, recalls—"as children, 25-30 years later, we never played in the parlor where Bert's funeral service had been 
held." Mr. Luther Windrow, longtime Claiborne family friend who was known to many of you in Brownsville, was 
one pallbearer. Five months after Bert's funeral, his grieving 39-year-old mother, Bessie Tinsley Claiborne, who 
had brought five children into the world over 1916-1921, wrote this poem: 
 
 In loving memory of my darling son Bert Sherman Claiborne who departed this life Dec. 6. 1928. 
  
 Another month has passed, Bert dear, 
 Since you left me sad and lonely here, 
 Five months ago to-day, 
 You were gently laid away, 
 And I will have to journey through 
 This lonely life without you 
 Until we meet on yonder shore, 
 Darling Bert to part no more. 
 
Bert's two oldest brothers, Robert and Alex Claiborne, were only 11 and 12 years old. As 1928 came to a close, 
Master Bert Sherman Claiborne, age seven years, had been gently laid away, to eternal rest. 
 
Robert and Alex attended grammar school and Haywood High School (HHS) together, both graduating in 1935. 
They were beginning to distinguish themselves in Brownsville, especially during the four years they anchored the 
line for the HHS Tomcats football team, 1931-1934. As described by Robert Rooks in his book, "100 Years of 
Haywood Tomcat Football," legendary University of Tennessee football coach, General Robert E. Neyland came to 
Brownsville in 1936 to visit friends. My Dad had graduated from HHS in 1935 with his brother Robert but was 
working at Martin's Department Store in town, while both brothers continued to live at home and maintain the farm 
as well. During Coach Neyland's visit, he came by the department store and met my Dad. According to the Rooks 
text, Gen. Neyland offered football scholarships to both Robert Dixon and my Dad. But deferring to his parents' 
wishes, Alex Claiborne declined the offer.  
 
During their senior years, the 1934 football season, both my Dad and Robert were complimented in weekly game 
accounts, reported in The (Brownsville) States-Graphic, for their stellar play on the line. There is of course at least 
one other published account referring to Alex Claiborne and Robert Dixon, "off the field." On April Fools' Day, 
1934, the two decided to skip school, after first writing, "April Fool," on a blackboard at HHS and proceeding 
uptown. On their return, Coach Franklin made both duck walk around the campus, many times. The feeling, relayed 
afterward by Dixon, was that his legs had never been so sore. 
  
Over 1935-1941, Robert and Alex Claiborne continued living at home and maintaining the small farm. Robert 
worked at Christmas Service Station, where their younger sister Elizabeth later kept the books, and Dad worked at 
the department store. Their earlier "hard" lives on the farm had molded them into fierce competitors on the football 
field for four years, together, and as men in whom fair play and honest, hard work were ingrained. Bessie Tinsley 
Claiborne must have been very proud of her four children, and fond of her memories of Bert.   
  
World War II, of course, drastically impacted all of these lives. Robert Claiborne was called up in the first group of 
draftees from Brownsville and was inducted into the Army at Fort Knox on Tuesday, January 6, 1942—29 days 
after the United States had declared a state of war against Japan. Franklin D. Roosevelt, two months from the 
beginning of his 10th year as President of the United States, closed his State of the Union Address, given that same 
day, with these lines: 
 
 We on our side are striving to be true to that divine heritage. We are fighting, as our fathers have fought, to 
 uphold the doctrine that all men are equal in the sight of God [note the reference here to the Gettysburg 



 Address]. Those on the other side are striving to destroy this deep belief and to create a world in their own 
 image—a world of tyranny and cruelty and serfdom. 
  
 That is the conflict that day and night now pervades our lives. 
 
 No compromise can end that conflict. There never has been—there never can be—successful compromise 
 between good and evil. Only total victory can reward the champions of tolerance, and decency, and freedom, 
 and faith. 
 
I am looking at a portrait photograph of T/4 Robert Claiborne. Near the bottom, someone later added the notation, 
"MADE APRIL 22, 1944." From the operational reports, it is clear that Charlie Co., 760th Tank Battalion, 
remained in the relative quiet of the Battalion area, just off Highway 7, one of the major routes from Naples to 
Rome. They were about 15 miles southeast of Minturno. The Gustav Line ran along the hills above Minturno, a 
small town which lies just north and west of the Garigliano River. The 88th Infantry  Division, and the 760th Tank 
Battalion, had tactical responsibility for the southern and eastern approaches to Minturno, including the Garigliano 
River, and for the road north to Santa Maria Infante, translated into English as, "Saint Mary the infant."  
 
During this time in the Battalion area, on Saturday, April 22, 1944, T/4 Robert T. Claiborne found time to have a 
nice portrait photograph made, perhaps by some local professional. He is wearing a field dress uniform, with a 
shirt, tie, and jacket and cap. He appears well tanned, which would be consistent with the fact that the warm Italian 
sun in this part of the country had become still warmer as the weeks of April had passed.  
 
 Every day it [the sun] pursued its course in clear or lightly clouded skies. The air was warm, lazy, springlike; 
 and spring was well on its way toward summer. Everywhere were budding olive groves and orchards laden 
 with oranges and hillsides covered with waking vineyards. Spring is life, but as soldiers picked their way 
 through the groves or vineyards or through narrow trails in the orchards, now cleared of mines, this spring 
 seemed to be a mockery. For, each day and each night, life was being matched with death. Young men, who 
 had lived no longer than the springs of their own lives, had already been brought to a sudden and violent end. 
 
Mother's Day in 1944 was Sunday, May 14. On Tuesday, May 9, T/4 Robert Claiborne sent a V-mail to his 14-
month-younger sister, Elizabeth, living with their parents on the Claiborne homeplace: 
  
 Dear Sister - 
  Think I am getting all your letters now - The last three were of 4/19-23-26. We are still doing O.K. although 
 we don't get the eats here that we get when we are out - And do our own cooking - The only thing is getting the 
 same ration for several days straight - It is getting hot here now - Real summer weather - And the garden spots 
 really look good - What kind of shape is my little radio in? Does it work? We really need a radio here - Wish 
 you would have someone to check it and see if you could send it to me - Have had two letters from Gene - 
 Think he is a long way from leaving the States myself - Write when you can - 
               Love - 
               Robert 
   
The operational report describes the events of two nights later, Thursday night, May 11: 
  
 Darkness settled slowly over the Garigliano River on the evening of 11 May. The day had been cloudy, and a 
 little rain had fallen. After sunset smoke and haze still blanketed the valley, but the vast canopy of stars shone 
 down brightly from a clear sky. Except for the crash of an occasional artillery piece all was still. On the lines of 
 departure the infantry stirred restlessly. The enemy came out of his hiding places and went unsuspectingly 
 about his tasks of strengthening fortifications, patrolling, and bringing up supplies. All was normal, as it had 
 been to German eyes and ears for the past month. 
 
 Suddenly at 2300 the guns on the right roared into action. Great flashes burst up from the hills and hundreds of 
 shells screamed across the Garigliano. Then the crash and roar swept down the line through the II Corps to the 
 sea. The mountains across the river became an inferno of exploding shells and bursting flares. Throughout the 
 night and the following day more than 1,000 guns roared from Cassino to the sea. Of these, about 600 were 



 massed under control of Fifth Army; during the first twenty-four hours of the attack, our artillery fired 173,942 
 rounds against the enemy. 
 
In a twist of fate, my Dad, then-Private Alex Claiborne, was with 2nd Platoon, 85th Reconnaissance Troop, a 
component of the 85th Infantry Division. From Alex Claiborne's 1998 memoirs:   
 
 Shortly thereafter, we [the 85th Recon Troop] moved out to the front, driving about 40 miles north of  Naples to 
 a location three miles below Minturno. We bivouacked on the beach of the Gulf of Gaeta. ... Our duty there was 
 to patrol the beach to prevent enemy landings or agents landing by boat. 
 
 May 11, 1944, marked the beginning of the campaign to break the Germans' Gustav Line, their strong line of 
 defense below Rome. Our artillery attack began at exactly 11 p.m. Every mortar and artillery piece was 
 synchronized to begin firing at 11 p.m., and the infantry troops moved out at the same time. I was on guard 
 duty on the beach, and the sky was so lit up by all the shells that I was able to read my Stars and Stripes 
 newspaper without any trouble. 
 
Continuing from the operational report for the 760th Tank Battalion: 
  
 After the heavy artillery barrage, A Company and B Company moved into firing positions on the Tufo ridge. 
 The third platoon of C [Charlie] Company moved to a position to go down the road from  Minturno to Santa 
 Maria [Infante]. While moving into position T/4 Robert Claiborne, a tank driver in C Company, was killed by 
 shrapnel from enemy fire laid down on the Minturno Bridge. The remainder of C Company and all of D 
 Company were in Battalion reserve. 
 
Only on Sunday, 14 May, Mother's Day back home, were B, C, and D Companies able to move up the Santa Maria 
road and take up positions about one mile west of Santa Maria. There are in the history of the world many examples 
of profound and cruel irony. One of these is the juxtaposition between the date of May 14, 1944—Mother's Day in 
America—and the name of Santa Maria Infante—Saint Mary, the infant ... As there had been no Saint Mary those 
nights of May 11-13, 1944, south of Rome, there would be no angels at Con Thien 23-24 years later. During the 
endless shelling of the exposed Anzio beachhead by reinforced German defenses, over the months following the 
January 22, 1944, Allied landing, the Allied position was eloquently summarized in a quote attributed to an 
American mess sergeant. "After one massive shelling, a mess sergeant fell to his knees and began loudly to pray. 
'God, help us,' he said. 'You come yourself. Don't send Jesus. This is no place for children.'" No Saint Mary, no 
angels, no Jesus ...    
 
 From The Holy Bible, King James Version, Genesis 3:17-19:  
  
 17 And unto Adam he said, Because thou hast hearkened unto the voice of thy wife, and hast eaten of the tree, 
   of which I commanded thee, saying, Thou shalt not eat of it: cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow  
   shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life;  
 18 Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the field;  
 19 In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken:  
   for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. 
 
And so it was for T/4 Robert T. Claiborne, C Company, 760th Tank Battalion, from May 12, 1944 ... In another 
year, the war in Europe would be over—in another 18 months, both Alex and Gene Claiborne would return safely 
to the Claiborne homeplace and farm, Route 1, Brownsville, Tennessee—reunited with their parents Henry and 
Bessie and their sister Elizabeth. Almost one year to the date after Alex Claiborne's return home, on November 6, 
1946, the War Department notified the family of the burial location for their son and brother, Robert, in the U.S. 
Military Cemetery Carano, approximately 30 miles northwest of Naples.  
 
My Mom has two recollections of Robert Claiborne's final homecoming. She and World War II combat veteran 
Alex Claiborne, recipient of the Bronze Star Medal, had been dating since 1946, while she had been a student at 
Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia, and at Vanderbilt University in Nashville. Though they had been dating for 
two years, my Mom never initiated phone calls to my Dad—it had always worked the other way around. But one 
rainy fall day in 1948 Libba Pittman picked up the phone and called my Dad—180 miles away in Knoxville. Call it 



fate, or whatever, but Alex Claiborne had just been notified that his closest brother Robert was now scheduled to 
return home to Brownsville—after almost six years overseas—that Friday morning. Over 4½ years had passed 
since the two brothers had met in Italy—for the last time. Now, at last, Robert was coming home. Driving from 
Knoxville, Alex Claiborne met Libba Pittman in Nashville, and the two drove to Brownsville together for Robert's 
homecoming.  
 
Bessie Tinsley Claiborne's 59th birthday was on November 17, 1948. Robert's arrival at the Brownsville train 
station on South Washington Avenue at approximately 10:30 a.m. on Friday, November 19, 1948, followed by the 
short ride to Oakwood Cemetery on Margin Street, would soon be followed by the grave side service in the 
Claiborne family plot, scheduled for 11:00 a.m. There Robert would join his younger brother Bert Claiborne, who 
had died tragically that December afternoon, 20 years before. The second recollection that my Mom has from that 
sad day, as she walked past Henry and Bessie Claiborne and their remaining family—all seated at the grave side—
was that of the tear-filled deep blue eyes they all shared. As Alex Claiborne recalled, 50 years later, "I did not cry 
until I saw his casket in 1948 when he was brought home for burial." In time, other family members joined Robert 
and Bert—their mother Bessie Tinsley Claiborne in 1955, their father Stephen Henry Claiborne in 1961, and their 
sister Elizabeth in 1982. My Mom and Dad were present throughout, and my Mom has one more recollection from 
Elizabeth Claiborne's service in January, 1982. At some point near the grave side, she noticed my Dad, weeping. 
Alex Claiborne was a strong man, and it was extremely rare for him to be seen crying openly—I myself cannot 
recall ever having seen my Dad cry. My Mom recalls that she asked him whether he was okay, to which he replied 
sorrowfully, that he had only been thinking about his brother Robert, buried nearby. Thirty-four years later, and 
beyond, the pain was there. 
 
And so, the journey and war experience of Robert Thomas Claiborne, second son of S. Henry and Bessie T., 
brother of Alex, Elizabeth, Gene, and Bert, had come to its finish, 31 years, five months, and one day after his birth, 
six years, 10 months, and two weeks after his induction, four years, six months, and one week after his death, and 
four months to the day after his tired and broken body had begun its final journey, from its temporary resting place 
in the Italian countryside. Some time later, a stone provided by the Department of Defense was placed at his grave. 
Beside the engraved image of a World War I tank, the inscription reads: 

 
SERGEANT  

ROBT T. CLAIBORNE 
CO C 760TH TANK BN 

ITALY, WORLD WAR II 
JUNE 18, 1917 — MAY 12, 1944 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 


