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December 14, 2014 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
To set the stage for Norman Jr.'s Christmas story, please go to Allen Willyerd's talk from the July 12 
Memorial Tribute video (minutes 54:00-1:08:00;  
http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/2014-memorial-tribute). We know that Norman Jr. had left 
the U.S. on November 11, 1967, which must have been the Saturday that he and Cpl. Allen Willyerd, who 
had grown up together in Brownsville, had met—Destiny, as Allen says—at Travis AFB on their way to 
Camp Smedley Butler in Okinawa.  
 
Norman Jr. arrived in Vietnam (almost certainly Da Nang) on November 15. At that point he probably 
knew he was being assigned to the 3rd Marine Division. From there he likely went through Dong Ha, 
where he was assigned initially as a 2nd Lieutenant with the 3rd Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment. In 
November, 1967, 3/4's tactical area of operation included "C-2 Bridge," also known as "The Washout," 
where Allen Willyerd went, and the two battalion base areas, "C-2," just south of C-2 Bridge, and "C-3," 
also known as Cam Lo Artillery Position or Cam Lo Hill. Allen was assigned to Kilo Co., 3/4 Marines, 
and Norman Jr. was initially assigned as a Platoon Commander with Lima Co., 3/4 Marines. Doc Nunn 
and Tony Milazzo had also arrived in country (together) in the same time frame and had been assigned as 
Corpsmen with Allen's Kilo Co., 3/4 Marines. Steve Joyner, who had graduated with Norman Jr. in the 
same Foxtrot-2 Platoon of TBS class 3-67, appears to have had an identical trajectory as Norman Jr. Both 
had served at Guantanamo Bay that late spring-summer, and both arrived in Vietnam the same day, I 
would speculate on the same aircraft. Steve also was assigned with Lima 3/4. 
 
The infamous "shave water" incident that Allen describes in his talk (see the video) must have occurred 
early on, between November 15 and 23. Allen had been sent down to C-2 for repairs to his M60, where—
who does he run into?—NORMAN EDWARD LANE. So this places Norman Jr. at C-2 base area soon 
after his arrival in Vietnam. If you ever want to hear a beautifully human Thanksgiving Story, go back to 
the video of Allen's July talk and, also, read his post on Norman Jr.'s Virtual Wall site 
(http://www.virtualwall.org/dl/LaneNE01a.htm). Thanksgiving Day was November 23, 1967, and 
Norman Jr. had gone out of his way to make sure he had Thanksgiving dinner with Cpl. Allen Willyerd. 
 
Norman Jr. stayed with Lima 3/4 Marines until December 9, 1967 (he had flown out of Travis AFB 
exactly four weeks before), when he was reassigned to Headquarters and Service (H&S) Co., 3/4 Marines, 
as an Assistant 81mm Mortar Platoon Commander. But before I go further here, let me remind you of 
Lynne Mann's July 12 talk (minutes 20:00-24:45 on the video). "Norman was thorough and a planner." 
Lynne recalls the story this way, through a separate e-mail message: "In October after Norman left 
[Brownsville], he wrote and asked if I would send Christmas Carols (words and music) to him so that he 
could lead his troops in singing for the Christmas season. The Cokesbury Bookstore had a gorgeous—
bigger than 8.5"x11"—paperback with lyrics and music—also a book with words only (sent quite several  
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Xerox copies of the words). There was a hanging Christmas bell with a pull cord; with each pull of the 
cord it played a different Christmas carol in classic music-box style; it was so charming (perhaps a touch 
of home) that it seemed appropriate to send it as well. Mail delivery was quite unpredictable then." 
 
"Some time later, a letter came from Norman; the package had arrived in time. How delightful to read that 
it was in time for Christmas—to give a bit of 'comfort and joy'. It sounded as if the singing gave them all 
encouragement each time they could join in singing—other troops joined in as well. He had found that if 
he added insect repellant on top of an opened tin of peanut butter that it would burn cheerily as they 
sang—in as much safety as possible (bunker?).  
 
"A later letter told of suddenly being under attack. He led his men into bunkers/foxholes to avoid enemy 
fire. As he landed on his pack, what to his wondering ears should appear—but the music-box sound of the 
Christmas bell playing a carol merrily." 
 
Norman Jr.—and I think I have this correctly—and all surviving members of his TBS 3-67 graduating 
class were promoted to 1st Lieutenants effective December 1, 1967. There was a somber note to this 
otherwise positive career development—18 of Norman Jr.'s classmates had already been killed in action 
in Vietnam since their March 29, 1967, graduation—over the period May 10-October 6. Norman Jr.'s 
commanding officer with H&S Co., 3/4 Marines, effective with his reassignment on December 9, was 1st 
Lt. Bill Willett from Oceanside, CA (see my November 23 updates), a TBS 5-67 graduate who had 
arrived in Vietnam in October. Bill had been CO for H&S 3/4 since October 30, and he remained as such 
until he was reassigned to Mike Co., 3/4 Marines on January 22, 1968. The record states that Lt. Lane was 
participating in Operation Kentucky over this time period, but I have no evidence that he was in the field 
until January. His "shave water" incident with Allen Willyerd had been at the C-2 base area in November, 
and the battalion area of operation for December did not include the C-3 base area. Only five officer 
replacements like Norman Jr. (and Steve Joyner, see above) had come into the battalion in November, 
1967. 
 
It must have been cool at night, since the record shows that 1st Lt. Lane was issued a set of long johns the 
next Saturday, December 16, with Christmas nine days away. Stepping into the more recent past, exactly 
nine months ago today, I received an e-mail from Doc Nunn (also, see above). Doc was forwarding a 
message he had received through the 3/4 Marines ("Thundering Third") Association Yahoo group. The 
message was signed, "S/F Bill Willett," and it read: 
 
"John, Please find attached a photo of Lt. Lane, Doc Wilson and me. This photo was taken on 12/21/67 at 
Charlie 2. I've labeled the photo with pertinent information. Lt. Lane was a very fine man. An officer and 
a gentleman. My memory tells me that Norman was K Company XO when he was KIA (but I'm not 
positive, so long ago). I hope this helps. My heart goes out to the family for their tremendous loss." The 
photo is attached to this update, as Bill first sent it to Doc. 
 
At a point over the past several months Jerilyn Thornton of Brownsville, whose late husband Nicholas 
had been a contemporary and first cousin of Norman Jr.'s, through the Taylor Kinfolks connection, told 
me the story of a Christmas card that she and Nicholas had received from Norman Jr. in Vietnam—that 
Christmas of 1967. Nicholas had been a fighter pilot with the Air Force but had separated as a Captain in 
1965 or 1966; he and Jerilyn had married later in 1966. They were living in Brownsville and had 
celebrated their first wedding anniversary on December 17, 1967. The original Christmas card they 
received from Norman Jr. is on display in the Haywood County Museum today, thanks to Jerilyn and 
Lynn Shaw. 
 
Sometime on that same Thursday, December 21, 1967—47 years, 9,000 miles, and 13 time zones away—
maybe that evening, after he had been photographed with Doc Wilson and Bill Willett on what Bill 



remembers as, "A very nice day—notice the weather and clear sky,"—1st Lt. Norman Edward Lane Jr. 
took time to write a Christmas card to Nicholas and Jerilyn Thornton: 
 
"  Dec 21, 1967. 
Merry Christmas to all the family! 
I'm doing fine. Enjoyed your letter. 
I'll be in Brownsville next 
Christmas ('68). Love to all."   
 
From James Coan's, Con Thien: Hill of Angels: "Lt. Col. Lee Bendell's 3d Battalion, 4th Marines left 
behind its cozy dry Dyemarker bunkers at Charlie-2 (C-2) in December to become one of three Marine 
battalions tasked to secure the new A-3 area between Con Thien and Gio Linh."  
 
Silent night, Holy night 
All is calm, all is bright 
Round yon virgin, mother and child 
Holy infant, tender and mild 
Sleep in heavenly peace, 
Sleep in heavenly peace. 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2AckZodB1c 
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