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November 23, 2014 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Happy Thanksgiving to All! 
 
I would like to begin by acknowledging Bill Willett and Jan Voogt, both of whom are on the mend after 
recent encounters with their respective healthcare systems. Bill was a Marine from birth (Camp Lejeune); 
his Dad later retired as a Major. Bill lived in Oceanside, CA, attending Platoon Leaders Course at 
Quantico in the summers of 1964 and 1965. He graduated from San Diego State, as did Steve Joyner 
(Lima 3/4 and Norman Lane's TBS class 3-67, Foxtrot-2 platoon), and graduated with class 5-67 at The 
Basic School. Quoted before shipping off the Vietnam, Bill said, "I want to go to Vietnam and do the best 
job I can." He ran into a young 2ndLt. with H&S Company, 3/4 Marines, over November-December, 
1967, named Norman Edward Lane Jr., who was one of his 81mm Mortar Platoon Commanders at a place 
called C-2. Bill later took over as a platoon leader with Mike Co., 3/4 Marines, on January 21, 1968, and 
lost contact with Norman. But thankfully Bill has provided the one and only photo of Norman Jr. in 
Vietnam, that I have seen to date. Bill and his wife Joan live in Del Mar, CA, and have been early, ardent, 
and enthusiastic supporters of the Norman Lane Project. The Vietnam photos on the website came from 
Bill and Joan, and his razor-sharp memory and command of events from Vietnam have really been a boon 
to this effort. Now, Bill has been on the mend lately, but I told him to tell his Doc's (Corpsmen?) to give 
him a room with a nice view of the Pacific. So in this charitable season, please thank Bill for his service 
and let him know you are thinking of him—especially you old Corpsmen out there: 
 
 Lt. Bill Willett 
 12858 Caminito En Flor 
 Del Mar, CA 92014 
 
Jan Voogt is a lifelong resident of The Netherlands who came with his family to Norman Lane's 
hometown of Brownsville, TN, as a high school exchange teacher in 1986-1987. He must have been 
intrigued by the South, and he returned as an exchange university professor to Birmingham, AL, over 
1995-1996. In that timeframe Jan had embarked on a Ph.D. thesis project with Leiden University (NL)—
"The War in Vietnam. The View from a Southern Community: Brownsville, Haywood County, 
Tennessee"—which was published in 2005. The book includes 1995-1996 interviews with friends and 
relatives of Norman Lane and with Susan Johnston Watson, sister of SP4 Rick Johnston of Brownsville, 
who was lost in Vietnam on August 17, 1970. Jan's thesis is a unique document, and without his earlier 
efforts, there would be no Norman Lane Jr. Memorial Project. Jan has also been under the weather a bit 
lately—while his Doc's can't give him a view of the Pacific—maybe some quaint windmills spinning 
gracefully in the Dutch countryside? Please try to let Jan know you are thinking of him (next page): 
 
  
  
 

http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/ 
 



 Jan Voogt 
 Huis te Veldelaan 60 
 3155 SG Maasland 
 THE NETHERLANDS 
 
 Earlier this week, November 14-17 represented the somber 49th anniversary of the Battle of the Ia Drang 
Valley, which cost the lives of 234 American servicemen, primarily men of the 1st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile). The Division had been ordered to Vietnam only 3½ month before, in one of Lyndon Johnson's 
early troop increases (on July 28, 1965, almost one year after the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, he increased the 
U.S. military presence from 75,000 to 125,000 and doubled monthly draft quotas). If you read "We Were 
Soldiers Once... And Young," or saw the 2002 feature film, this is their story. Though he had been in the Army 
for over 16 years, Sergeant First Class William Alford Ferrell still listed his hometown as Stanton, Haywood 
County, Tennessee. In 1965 SFC Ferrell was 38 years old, already a veteran and former prisoner-of-war of the 
Korean War. He had, ironically, been an honor guard at Lyndon Johnson's January 20, 1965, inauguration. His 
wife Imogene and their four children lived in Columbus, GA, where SFC Ferrell was based at Fort Benning. He 
and his 2nd Battalion, 7th Cavalry, departed for Vietnam by ship in mid-August; SFC Ferrell was to serve as 
platoon sergeant for 2nd Platoon, Alpha Company, 2/7 Cavalry. An earlier notable commander of the 7th 
Cavalry, from the history books, had been Major General George Armstrong Custer. On the morning of 
November 17, 1965, barely 3 months after shipping out from Charleston, SC, SFC Ferrell's 2/7 Cavalry was 
proceeding toward their apparent designated extraction point, LZ Albany. Of the three rifle companies, his 
Alpha Company was in the lead, and his 2nd Platoon had been split from 1st Platoon as they approached the 
clearing for the LZ at 1:07 p.m., local time. Within 5 minutes, the entire 2nd Battalion of the 7th Cavalry 
realized they had walked into a hornet's nest. The most savage one-day battle of the Vietnam War had just 
begun. 
 
 SFC William A. Ferrell, 38, of Stanton, Haywood County, Tennessee, could have chosen to remain home 
with his wife Imogene and their two sons and two daughters, back in Columbus and Fort Benning. He did not 
have to deploy to Vietnam with his battalion. According to the 1992 book by LtGen. Hal Moore (retired, a 
classmate at West Point with Col. Russell Taliaferro of Brownsville) and former UPI war correspondent Joe 
Galloway, "Everyone called him [SFC Ferrell] 'Pappy.'" The November 17 rendition of The Battle of the Ia 
Drang Valley likely lasted 5 minutes for SFC "Pappy" Ferrell. By 1:20 p.m. both platoons of Alpha Company 
had been surrounded and "chopped up." Within those few minutes, 49 years and one week ago and 9,000 miles 
away, Alpha Company commander Cpt. Joel Sugdinis recalled. "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. [Pappy] Ferrell, 38, from Stanton, Tennessee." SFC 
Ferrell kept asking Cpt. Sugdinis where he was, telling him they were mixed up with the NVA and had several 
wounded and killed. Cpt. Sugdinis continues, "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." 
 
 Of the 13 Brownsville and Haywood County Marines and soldiers lost in Vietnam, the death of SFC 
William Alford "Pappy" Ferrell, 2nd Platoon, Alpha Company, 2/7 Cavalry, on Wednesday, November 17, 
1965, at about 1:20 in the afternoon (local time), was, tragically, the first. He was survived by his wife, their 
four children, and his father, Harvey D. Ferrell of Friendship, Crockett County, Tennessee. 151 men died with 
him that day, eight days before Thanksgiving Day, 1965. Back in Brownsville, the biggest news that day was 
likely the upcoming Little Cotton Bowl to be played that Friday night, which the Tomcats lost to Camden. SFC 
Ferrell's loss was first reported in Haywood County in The States-Graphic issue of Friday, November 26—the 
day after Thanksgiving. The next week's issue ran SFC Ferrell's portrait with the graphic, "KILLED" printed 
over it. From Jan Voogt's thesis, pp. 102-103: "The Story of the Viet Nam Widows" was published in the local 
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 (It is a conservative custom in the South to refer to a married woman by her 
husband's full name preceded by "Mrs."). 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. "When 
the 1st Calvary shipped out in August [including sergeant Ferrell], 7,000 military families were left behind. 
About 3,000 decided to stay in Columbus. To help ease the burden, the non-military families made the welfare 
of the soldiers' wives their project. And Columbus has made old-fashioned neighborliness the usual thing." 
 


