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o Friends of Norman Lane, T

 
Tracing the background to this story could lead to many origins, but I would like to focus on two excerpts from 
William Manchester’s The Death of a President: November 20 – November 25, 1963. First, from page 441 of the 

ack Bay paperback edition, October, 2013: B
 
 The two chief mourners stepped out; Shriver silently clasped their hands. The casket team moved up to the 
 ambulance. Normally the officer commanding military body bearers does not touch the coffin, because he 
 would throw it off balance, but on the portico steps Lieutenant Bird’s six men began to lurch alarmingly. 
 Stepping up swiftly, he slid his fingers beneath the coffin and felt a wrenching strain in his arms. The soldier in 
 front of him rolled his eyes back and whispered, "Good God, don’t let go," and the seven of them carried it 

across the marble hall, into the East Room, onto the catafalque.  
 
Army First Lieutenant Samuel R. Bird was an officer with Company E, "The Old Guard," 3rd Infantry Regiment. 
At Fort Myer, Virginia, home to The Old Guard, on the afternoon of Friday, November 22, 1963, Lt. Bird had 
received his orders accordingly. "You’re taking an eight-man army casket team to MATS [Military Air Transport 

              Service] at Andrews. Pick the best eight on the post. . . ." Lt. Bird was described by William Manchester as "a lean, 
sinewy Kansan, . . . the kind of American youth whom Congressmen dutifully praise each Fourth of July . . ." Born 

3 months before Norman Lane Jr., Samuel Bird had graduated from The Citadel in 1961.  1
 

nuing from The Death of a President, pages 516-517: Conti
        



 Bearing the letters, the links, and the scrimshaw, she descended to the first floor with the Attorney General, and 
 at 12:34 the widow and Robert Kennedy entered the East Room. . . . 
  Together the President’s widow and brother knelt by the open coffin. . . . She put the three letters, the 
 scrimshaw, and the cufflinks in the coffin. Bob Kennedy took off his PT tie pin. He said, "He should have this, 
 shouldn’t he?" 
  "Yes," she whispered. Then he drew from his pocket an engraved silver rosary Ethel had given him at their 
 wedding. Bob placed this with the letters. 
  Then, with a lock of her husband’s hair, she went out with Bob. . . . 
 
Eighty-eight minutes after the President’s widow and brother had entered the East Room, Senator Mike Mansfield 
spoke these words in the Rotunda of the US Capitol: 
 
 There was a sound of laughter; in a moment, it was no more. And so she took a ring from her finger and placed 
 it in his hands. . . . 
    There was a man marked with the scars of his love of country, a body active with the surge of a life far, far 
 from spent and, in a moment, it was no more. And so she took a ring from her finger and placed it in his hands.   
 . . . 
  There was a husband who asked much and gave much, and out of the giving and the asking wove with a 
 woman what could not be broken in life, and in a moment it was no more. And so she took a ring from her 
 finger and placed it in his hands, and kissed him and closed the lid of a coffin.  
  A piece of each of us died at that moment. . . . 
 
Mrs. John F. Kennedy and her brother-in-law, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, had entered the East Room of 
the White House at precisely 12:34 p.m. on that Sunday, November 24, 1963.  
 
The world had indeed taken quite a few spins since that cold and hard November day in 1963. At precisely 12:34 
p.m. on Wednesday, July 28, 1965 – twenty months and four days to the minute after President Kennedy’s widow 
and brother had entered the East Room – his successor, President Lyndon Johnson, convened his 47th news 
conference in the same room – the East Room, which had so magnificently borne the coffin of the 35th President of 
the United States, on a replica of the catafalque that had supported Abraham Lincoln's coffin one hundred years 
before. While the national tragedy that played out over the dark days of November 22-25, 1963, can never be 
forgotten by those like myself – I was eleven years old at the time – the actions being initiated in the East Room 
that July afternoon, fifty years ago this month, further opened the doors to another national tragedy in its own right. 
The topic of President Johnson's July 28, 1965, news conference was, "Why we are in Viet-Nam." 
 
The news conference came just two weeks before the first anniversary of the President's August 10, 1964, signing 
of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, and it dealt with four subtopics to the central question: 
 
 1. the nation's goals in Viet-Nam 
 2. our readiness to negotiate 
 3. an overture to the United Nations, requesting its help in finding ways to halt aggression and to bring peace in 
   Viet-Nam  
 4. the President's personal feelings about war 
 
On the latter subject, the President stated: 
 
 But I also know, as a realistic public servant, that as long as there are men who hate and destroy, we must have 
 the courage to resist, or we will see it all, all that we have built, all that we hope to build, all of our dreams for 
 freedom – all, all will be swept away on the flood of conquest. 
    So, too, this shall not happen. We will stand in Viet-Nam. 
 
But of the approximately 2,400 words of text derived from the news conference transcript – why we are in Viet-
Nam – it took fewer than eighty words to express the bottom line: 
 



 I have today ordered to Viet-Nam the Air Mobile Division and certain other forces which will raise our 
 fighting strength from 75,000 to 125,000 men almost immediately. Additional forces will be needed later, and 
 they will be sent as requested. 
  This will make it necessary to increase our active fighting forces by raising the monthly draft call from 
 17,000 over a period of time to 35,000 per month, and for us to step up our campaign for voluntary enlistments. 
 
From We were Soldiers Once ... and Young, by LtGen Harold G. Moore, U.S. Army (Retired), and Joseph L. 
Galloway, Presidio Press paperback edition, November, 2004, beginning on page 9: 
 
 The 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) was born of President John F. Kennedy's determination that the U.S. 
 Army, . . . prepare to fight a series of small, dirty wars on the world's frontiers. . . . 
  The 11th Air Assault Division (Test) was born at Fort Benning, Georgia, in February, 1963. . . . 
  In early July [1965], the Pentagon announced that the 11th Air Assault (Test) Division would be renamed 
 the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) . . . 
 
At precisely 12:34 p.m. on Wednesday, July 28, 1965 – 
 
 I have today ordered to Viet-Nam the Air Mobile Division . . . 
 
Continuing from We were Soldiers Once ... and Young, beginning with page 27: 
 
 Our last night at Fort Benning was Friday, August 13, 1965. . . .  
  by 3:30 a.m. [August 14] the battalion had loaded aboard chartered buses [to] Charleston, . . . We sailed 
 from Charleston on Monday, August 16, and it took the better part of a month . . . to transit the Panama Canal 
 and cross the Pacific to South Vietnam. . . . 
  [We] dropped anchor in the port of Qui Nhon [capital of Binh Dinh province], in central South Vietnam, in 
 mid-September, . . . 
  Whoever controls Route 19 [connecting Pleiku, through An Khe, to Qui Nhon on the coast] controls the 
 Central Highlands, and whoever controls the Highlands controls Vietnam. . . . 

 
a huge area of scrub jungle just north of . . . 
An Khe had been secured. An Khe, 42 miles 
west of Qui Nhon on Route 19, would be the 
base camp of the 1st Cavalry Division – . . . 
  
Two months passed. Then, at 10:48 a.m. on 
Sunday, November 14, 1965, then LtCol. 
H.G. (Hal) Moore and his 1st Battalion, 7th 
Cavalry, rode into "Death valley." The 
assault landing at LZ X-Ray had commence
The first shots rang out at 12:15 p.m. Over 
almost two full days, 1/7 Cavalry fought for 
its life, until the enemy withdrew at 6:41 a

on Tuesday, November 16. 79 Americans were lost in the Battle at LZ X-Ray, and 121 were wounded. LtCol. 
Robert McDade and his fresh 2nd Battalion, 7th Cavalry, had begun marching toward LZ X-Ray at around 9:30 
a.m., later that Tuesday morning. After a relatively quiet night, their departure time from X-Ray was set for 9:0
a.m. on Wednesday, November 17

d. 

.m. 

0 
, 1965. 

 
From page 224 of We were Soldiers Once ... and Young:   
 
 Both battalions [2/7 and 2/5 Cavalry] would march northeast, . . . headed straight for Landing Zone Columbus. 
 McDade's battalion would . . . then turn west and northwest toward a small clearing code-named LZ Albany. 
 
 
 



LZ Albany

LZ X-Ray

 
The map above gives approximate locations of LZ X-Ray and LZ Albany. The distance between the two is about 
2.3 miles [this is my map and my estimate, and I am totally responsible for any errors]. For orientation with the 
map on the previous page, use Pleiku city, Highway 19, and Highway 14. Cam Pu Chia is Cambodia. 
 
Continuing from page 248 of We were Soldiers Once ... and Young: 
 
 The most savage one-day battle of the Vietnam War had just begun. The 2nd Battalion, 7th Cavalry had walked 
 into a hornet's nest: . . . 
  While many of Colonel McDade's troopers [Colonel McDade was commander of 2nd Battalion, 7th 
 Cavalry in the Ia Drang] lay in the grass resting, North Vietnamese soldiers swarmed toward them by the 
 hundreds. A deadly ordeal by fire was beginning in the tall elephant grass around Albany and along the column 
 of American troops strung out through the jungle, waiting for orders to move. It was 1:15 p.m., Wednesday, 
 November 17. By the time the battle ended, in the predawn darkness the next morning, 155 American soldiers 
 would be dead and another 124 wounded. 
  Captain Sugdinis [Captain Sugdinis was commander of Alpha Company, 2nd Battalion, 7th Cavalry] says, 
 "Larry Gwin and I hit the edge of Albany on the northeast side of the clearing as the column began to receive 
 intense fire. We began to receive sporadic sniper fire. Part of the Recon Platoon had already reached the 



 island. I yelled across the opening for someone to cover us. We ran to the island. At this point I called my 1st 
 and 2nd Platoons on the radio. Almost immediately I lost communication with the 1st Platoon. The platoon 
 sergeant for the 2nd Platoon came on the radio. That was SFC William A. Ferrell, 38, from Stanton, Tennessee. 
 He was a veteran of World War II and Korea, had been a prisoner of war in Korea, and could have chosen to 
 remain in the States. He did not have to deploy to Vietnam with us. Everyone called him Pappy." [italics mine]. 
  Ferrell kept asking Captain Sugdinis where he was, telling him they were mixed up with the North 
 Vietnamese and had several wounded and killed. "I couldn't pinpoint his location. I knew where he should have 
 been – directly east of our island. Pappy then radioed that he was hit; that there were three or four men with 
 him, all hit. I could hear the firing at his location over the radio. I never heard from Pappy again. He did not 
 survive. [italics mine]. In a recent e-mail, Joseph Galloway, referring to SFC Ferrell, stated:  
 
  Pappy was Ptn Sgt of 2nd Ptn Alpha Co. 2/7 Cav. Alpha led the way into and across LZ Albany clearing.  
  His platoon and one other were in the trees and brush across the LZ when NVA snapped their ambush.  
  They were cut off and Ferrell radioed that NVA were around and among them. Then reported he and   
  several around him had been wounded. Then radio silence. All in his platoon were KIA. 
 
Continuing from page 351 of We were Soldiers Once ... and Young;  
 
 on November 18, 1965, in the sleepy southern town of Columbus, Georgia, half a world away from Vietnam, 
 the first of the telegrams that would shatter the lives of the innocents were already arriving from Washington. 
 The war was so new and the casualties to date so few that the Army had not even considered establishing the 
 casualty-notification teams that later in the war would personally deliver the bad news and stay to comfort a 
 young widow or elderly parents until friends and relatives could arrive. In Columbus, in November and 
 December 1965, Western Union simply handed the telegrams over to Yellow Cab drivers to deliver. . . . 
  Julie [Julia Compton Moore, wife of then LtCol. Hal Moore, commander of 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry, in 
 November, 1965] talks of those days [in Columbus] as a time of fear; a time when the mere sight of a Yellow 
 Cab cruising through a neighborhood struck panic in the hearts of the wives and children of soldiers serving in 
 Vietnam. As the taxicabs and telegrams spread misery and grief, Julie followed them to the trailer courts and 
 thin-walled apartment complexes and boxy bungalows, doing her best to comfort those whose lives had been 
 destroyed. . . . 
  
Over 1995-1996 Jan Voogt, of The Netherlands, spent time in Brownsville and Haywood County, Tennessee – 
home of record to SFC William A. Ferrell, 1stLt. Norman E. Lane Jr., and eleven other men who gave their lives in 
Vietnam over 1965-1970. From Jan's research and interviews over that time, in 2005 he completed and successfully 
defended his PhD dissertation titled, "The War in Vietnam: The View from a Southern Community – Brownsville, 
Haywood County, Tennessee." From pages 102-103 of Jan's dissertation: 
 
 "The Story of the Viet Nam Widows" was published in the local [Brownsville (TN) States-Graphic] newspaper 
 on 14 January 1966. Jere Hooper, a native of Brownsville, had sent his local newspaper this story which had 
 first been printed in the Los Angeles Herald Examiner. It was about the wives of men who had given their lives 
 in Vietnam. One of the wives, living in Columbus, Georgia, home of the Army's Cavalry division, was Mrs. 
 William A. Ferrell. . . . She read in the newspaper of a fierce battle which her husband's outfit had been in. The 
 next day a cab driver arrived near midnight with a telegram. "It was almost a relief to get it. It was like peace 
 had settled. I could stop worrying. But it is hard to understand he is gone." Three weeks later the flag-draped 
 casket of sergeant William A. Ferrell was carried from a hearse to a gravesite in Columbus. Mrs. Ferrell 
 watched with dignity. "He wanted me to be a good soldier," she said. At the end of the burial ceremony she 
 received the tightly folded stars and stripes that had covered the casket. She held it tightly and wept. . . . 
 
In 1965, the Thanksgiving remembrance was observed on Thursday, November 25. I was thirteen years old that 
day. Most of us were seated at a dining room table that afternoon, with families and friends, enjoying Thanksgiving 
dinner. Exactly two years and one day before, at 2:02 in the afternoon, Senator Mansfield had spoken these words: 
 
  
 



 There was a sound of laughter; in a moment, it was no more. And so she took a ring from her finger and placed 
 it in his hands. . . . 
    There was a man marked with the scars of his love of country, a body active with the surge of a life far, far 
 from spent and, in a moment, it was no more. And so she took a ring from her finger and placed it in his hands.   
 . . . 
  There was a husband who asked much and gave much, and out of the giving and the asking wove with a 
 woman what could not be broken in life, and in a moment it was no more. And so she took a ring from her 
 finger and placed it in his hands, and kissed him and closed the lid of a coffin.  
  A piece of each of us died at that moment. . . . 
 
And so it was for P SGT and Mrs. William A. Ferrell. The day after Thanksgiving, 1965, the Brownsville (TN) 
States-Graphic carried a short front-page story, "County Native Killed In War." 
 
 Word was received here this week that P/Sgt. William A. Ferrell, son of Harvey Ferrell, now of Crockett 
 County, was killed on Nov. 17 in action in Viet Nam. 
  Sgt. Ferrell was a member of the 3rd (Indian head) Division and was killed along with his entire company. 
  Raised in Haywood County, the 38-year old soldier had 18 years of Army service and at one time lived 
 near the Koko community. 
  He is survived by his wife and four children, of Columbus, Ga., and a brother, James D. Ferrell of Bell 
 Eagle road. 
 
Mrs. Imogene Ferrell and her two young sons and two young daughters lived at 400 Olson Avenue, Columbus, 
Georgia. P SGT William A. Ferrell, Alpha Company, 2nd Battalion, 7th Cavalry, 1st Cavalry Division, has been 
resting in peace – for almost fifty years now – in the Fort Benning Cemetery, on the base about fifteen minutes 
outside Columbus. Visitors wishing to see the cemetery can obtain passes in person at the Fort Benning I-185 
Visitors Control Center, located to the left of the base entrance from I-185. The process to obtain a pass takes less 
than ten minutes per person. If you can go, please take a moment of your time to remember Mr. William Alford 
Ferrell, husband, father, and soldier. He died for you. 
 
P SGT William Alford Ferrell was the first man from Haywood County, Tennessee, to give his life for his country 
in Vietnam. Twelve more men would follow him, over a period of exactly four years and nine months.  
 
Godspeed, Mr. and Mrs. William A. Ferrell . . . 
 


