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The Draft, 1970, and Brownsville, Tennessee – A Homefront Story 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
This is a homefront story, based on events that took place in Brownsville, TN, in 1970. I want to start by thanking 
my Haywood High School (HHS) classmates, Class of 1970, Fred R. Moore Jr. and Susan Johnston Watson, for 
giving me permission to share the photo of the draft card, above, and for reviewing the essay. I also want to thank 
Johnny Blackburn, HHS Class of 1967, and Joe Reid, Class of 1968, for reviewing the essay and for providing 
additional technical details on the draft card, ca. 1970. I also would like to give a special note of thanks to Dr. 
Ellsworth Kalas, for his correspondence of July, 2014, and for allowing me to use excerpts from that in this essay. 
 
As described previously, President Lyndon Johnson, speaking in the East Room of the White House on Wednesday 
afternoon, July 28, 1965, had ordered the Air Mobile Division (1st Cavalry Division) to Vietnam, a decision that 
would dramatically impact the lives of PSGT William A. Ferrell (August 1 essay) and LT Rick Rescorla 
(September 6 essay). In that same news conference, the President also announced a doubling in the monthly draft 
call "over a period of time," from 17,000 men to 35,000 men per month. The period of time was very short. Over 
1963 and 1964, the total numbers of inductions (men entering military service through the Selective Service 
System) were just over 119,000, and 112,000, respectively – or just under 10,000 men per month. There was a 
doubling – to almost 231,000 men – from 1964 to 1965, and for 1966, the yearly total reached its Vietnam-era high 
of just over 382,000 men. From 1964 to 1966, inductions more than tripled (a 340% increase) – there had been a 
65% increase from 1965 to 1966 alone. It was five years later – 1971 – before induction figures reached the 1963-
1964 "peacetime" levels again. The draft lottery was first held in December, 1969, and the last man entered the US 
Army through Selective Service on June 30, 1973.  
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The National Archives & Records Administration (NARA) in St. Louis maintains Draft Registration and 
Classification Records for men born before March 29, 1957. With respect to Brownsville and Haywood County, 
TN, there was one Local Selective Service Board, Number 41. Over 1963-1970, Local Board Number 41 processed 
approximately 1,652 registrations with Selective Service. One of these was Danny Wayne Overton, a member of 
the HHS Class of 1967 (center photo, top of page 1), who would have registered in that same year. Federal law 
required "every male citizen . . . and every other male person residing in the United States, who, . . . is between the 
ages of eighteen and twenty-six, to present himself for and submit to registration . . ." Furthermore, "any person . . . 
who otherwise evades or refuses registration or service in the armed forces . . . shall, upon conviction . . . be 
punished by imprisonment for not more than five years or a fine of not more than $10,000, or by both . . ." 
 
There was a very clear method to the assignment of the Selective Service No. typed on the draft card, using Fred 
Moore's card (left photo, top of page 1) as an example. For Haywood County draft board Number 41, the four sets 
of digits were derived from: 
 
 A. The state's (Tennessee's) numerical position in an alphabetical ranking of the forty-eight continental US  
  states was number 40. 
 B. Within Tennessee, the Haywood County draft board was Number 41. 
 C. For Fred Moore, the last two digits of his birth year were (19)50 – giving the number 50. 
 D. Approximately 1,652 registrations for Haywood County over eight years (1963-1970) give an average of  
  over two hundred per year. For an eighteen-year old Registrant with a December birthday, he would be  
  among the last in the Number of Registrants (e.g., 230) recorded by the Haywood County Board for that  
  year-to-date. When Fred Moore registered in 1968, he was number 222 among the Haywood County draft 
  registrations for that year.  
 
So Fred Moore's draft card number was: 40-41-50-222. 
 
Entering 1970, Richard Carlton and Al Claiborne, with March birthdays five days apart, had registration for the 
draft coming upon them. But whatever might come our way in this respect – this would be too late for Danny 
Overton, HHS Class of 1967. On January 4, 1970, PFC Overton, a machine gunner serving with India Company, 
3rd Battalion, 1st Marines, was lost in a combined mortar/RPG attack on his platoon-sized night defensive position 
near La Chau Hamlet in Quang Nam Province (the province capital is Tam Kỳ). Danny had been in Vietnam for 
just over six weeks. Johnny Blackburn was Danny's best friend at HHS and had graduated with him in 1967. 
Johnny remembers one day during their junior year (1965-1966), when Norman Lane was teaching English and 
French at HHS. Looking out his second-story HHS homeroom (Miss Nina Curlin) window, he saw Danny being 
disciplined (as, with a paddle) by Mr. Lane early that morning. As Johnny put it recently, "Everybody was cheering 
for Danny." Johnny also noted the irony, in that both his best friend Danny Overton and his teacher Norman Lane 
would later die in Vietnam, serving with the Marine Corps. 
 
Even as a senior at HHS at the time, and not having known Danny Overton, I have no recollection of any public 
remembrance of his death, at the school. The month of January, 1970, came and went. I seem to recall that we 
missed a number of days of school due to snow and ice that month. The one thing that I remember most from early 
1970 was the "International Rock Festival" that several of us saw in Memphis on Sunday, February 15. Without 
being certain, I am pretty sure that John Burgess, John Zawad and his younger brother Gary, and I went together. 
The most memorable performance was by Leslie West, Felix Pappalardi, and Mountain, who had played at 
Woodstock the previous August but were yet to release their first album. Other groups that appeared included 
Chicago (they had released two albums in 1969 and 1970), Grand Funk (one album at the time), Rare Earth ("Get 
Ready" was their one Motown album to date), Pacific Gas and Electric, Rotary Connection, and likely some others.  
 
I just finished reading (September, 2015) the excellent Vietnam War story by former CBS News correspondent 
John Laurence, The Cat from Hué. With cameraman Keith Kay, Laurence undertook his third Vietnam War 
assignment in March, 1970, eventually spending several weeks with a unit of the 1st Cavalry Division in the 
jungles near the Cambodian border. One note from the popular culture of the time that we shared, a few years in 
age and several thousand miles apart in the spring of 1970, was the new Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young album. I 
remember buying the album in Nashville that spring while Richard and I, and several others, were there for the state 
Beta Club convention. Laurence writes that "Our House" was one of his favorite songs at the time. Laurence also 



writes about the March 18, 1970, coup in Cambodia in which Prince Sihanouk was removed, and of course about 
President Richard Nixon's decision to launch US military forces, including a large contingent of the 1st Cavalry 
Division, into Cambodia. The President's announcement was televised on the evening of Thursday, April 30, and 
campus protests at universities across the US ensued in short order. Four days later, in the early afternoon of May 4, 
four students were killed at Kent State University when members of the Ohio National Guard opened fire during a 
campus protest. 
 
Somehow I had completely missed the Kent State news, until I was in my senior Physics class the next day. One of 
my classmates made a comment that was clearly not sympathetic with the dead and wounded students. I went home 
that afternoon and read the morning's accounts in the Memphis Commercial Appeal. I was kind of stunned. But I 
suppose that my classmate's reaction earlier that day was probably, and most unfortunately, not an uncommon 
response in west Tennessee. President Nixon made his first US campus visit, in the wake of Kent State and the 
Cambodian Incursion, at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, on Thursday, May 28. President John F. 
Kennedy had spoken on the campus of Vanderbilt University in Nashville, on May 18, 1963, seven years before. At 
least two of Norman Lane's Vanderbilt friends and acquaintances –  John Russell, who later served as a Marine 
Corps officer in Vietnam over 1967-1968, and Joe Myers, who served stateside as a Marine Corps legal officer over 
the same time frame – heard President Kennedy speak. The contrast in personalities between the two presidents, 
and in the context of the times and the motives for these two Tennessee university campus visits – could not have 
been more profound.  
 
But then, Richard and I were high school seniors, rapidly approaching graduation with our class of 129. Yes, my 
eighteenth birthday had come and gone on March 25. No, I had not presented myself for and submitted to 
registration, as required by the Military Selective Service Act. Not on March 25, not on April 25, not on May 25 . . . 
It was not an act of specific pride or protest, it was more – to my recollection – a silent statement, a statement made 
more in fear of what could happen than anything else. I did not discuss it with my friends or with my parents. I 
suppose my Dad – then fifty-four-year old Alex Claiborne, World War II combat veteran and recipient of the 
Bronze Star Medal – was aware of what was – or was not – going on, but over those months he never brought it up. 
 
The day after President Nixon had spoken in Knoxville, the headline appeared in the weekly Brownsville (TN) 
States-Graphic: "Both High Schools To Have Graduation Here Next Week." There were still two "separate but 
equal [the Supreme Court had ruled that 'separate educational facilities are inherently unequal' in 1954]" high 
schools, although desegregation had begun, feebly, in 1965. But the remedy deemed acceptable by the federal 
courts would come in August, 1970, with the closing of the two existing high school operations and the opening of 
the new consolidated Haywood High School. I am looking at a copy of the, "Graduation Program of The Senior 
Class," which was held in the HHS gymnasium on Monday night, June 1 – four weeks to the day following Kent 
State. Note that in 1970, Memorial Day – now observed on the last Monday in May – was still observed as 
Decoration Day, which was held on Saturday, May 30, 1970. The titles of the individual student talks in the 
Graduation Program give something of a time capsule: 
 
 "To make yourselves all of one mind for the good of your country and your own" 
 "Our country; May she always be in the right; but our country, right or wrong" 
 "Give me liberty or give me death!" 
 "I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country" 
 "Don't give up the ship!" (I gave this one.) 
 "The cowards never started and the weak died along the way" 
 "So help me God" 
 
The name given to the Graduation Program was, "Words America Should Live By." And so it was . . . 
 
That summer I continued to work as a clerk at Roy Drug Store in Brownsville – as I had since May, 1968. There 
were two more memorable cultural events that summer. The Who came to Memphis on Sunday, June 21. They 
played in a smaller venue: Ellis Memorial Auditorium. Again, not being 100% certain – I would say that John 
Burgess, John and Gary Zawad, Larry Baxter, and I were there as a group. The Who had recorded "Live at Leeds" 
at the University of Leeds in England four months before, and the album had been released in mid-May (I had a 
great friend from Edinburgh over 1979-1981 who had actually been there!). The Who had performed at The Met in 



New York City on June 7, and I specifically remember a story coming out, to the effect that The Met would be their 
final live performance of "Tommy." Never mind, we had tickets and were not going to miss The Who. So we're 
anxiously sitting there, waiting for the show to start – and what to our wondering ears should appear – but the 
opening chords to "Tommy" – the Overture! We went wild, to put it mildly, and the group proceeded to play the 
entire "Tommy" rock opera. 
 
So there we were, eighteen years old, bound for college – more or less, without a care. My friends would qualify for 
student deferments with the draft; meanwhile, I still had not registered – nor did I have a plan to do so. There are 
two especially painful statistics from the US involvement in Vietnam – of 58,193 recorded US casualties in one 
analysis, 32,083 (55%) were young men ages 19-21. In a separate analysis of 58,220 casualties, 17,161 (30%) had 
entered military service through the draft. Rick Johnston had moved to Brownsville with his family from Illinois, 
early in 1966; his father was with the American Air Filter company that was opening a new facility in Brownsville. 
Rick attended HHS, where he very likely was a student in Norman Lane's sophomore English class, and graduated 
with the Class of 1968. He then attended college at the Martin (TN) Branch of the University of Tennessee. He had 
entered the US Army prior to his twentieth birthday, which came two days before Christmas, 1969, and he had 
begun his tour with the 119th Assault Helicopter Company in Vietnam, two days after Kent State. While my friends 
and I had been enjoying our final weeks of high school, through the Graduation Program – and ecstatically 
absorbing The Who concert in Memphis, Rick was answering to a much higher calling – the beat of a very different 
drummer – he was going to serve his country in a very dangerous place, 9,000 miles away. 
 
But for us, I doubt we even knew Rick was in the service, much less in Vietnam. His younger sister Susan had 
graduated with us from HHS. We didn't know . . . 
 
But we had another stunning cultural event to look forward to. On April 17, Led Zeppelin had performed in 
Memphis – at the much larger and louder Mid-South Coliseum. In advance, our classmate Larry Baxter had a plan. 
He would collect money from several of us, declare himself to the HHS office to be feeling unwell and ask to be 
excused to go home, and thereupon – being totally healthy – would drive to Memphis and buy a group of concert 
tickets. Unfortunately, the HHS office administrator, Mrs. Duffey, decided to pursue the excuse Larry had claimed, 
and his plan was – ahhh, deterred. So no Led Zeppelin in Memphis for us. But later that summer, on August 25, 
they were scheduled to perform in Nashville. My younger brother and I bought tickets, and our Dad, who was 
driving to Nashville on business, agreed to drive us. 
 
Dr. J. Ellsworth Kalas, of Madison, WI, had first served as visiting minister to the Taylor Kinfolks Camp Meeting, 
held at Tabernacle Methodist Church in Brownsville, in August, 1964. The weeklong Camp Meeting that year 
began on Friday, August 14. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution had been signed into law by President Johnson only 
four days before – on Monday, August 10. Dr. Kalas had served Methodist churches in Green Bay and Madison, 
WI, since 1956. He was a graduate of the University of Wisconsin, and he had done graduate work in American 
History and in the history and philosophy of Religion at Wisconsin and at Harvard. He returned as Camp Meeting 
visiting minister in August of 1967, and again in 1970, when services began on Friday, August 7. Among the 
graves that had been added to the Tabernacle Cemetery since Dr. Kalas' 1967 visit was that of Marine 1stLT 
Norman E. Lane Jr., who had been lost in Vietnam seven months after that Camp Meeting. 
 
I have a few other recollections from August, 1970, beyond Dr. Kalas' visit to Camp Meeting that month. I would 
be attending Vanderbilt University in Nashville that fall, but I did not leave Brownsville until Sunday, September 6. 
I was still working at Roy Drug Store one day, when my good friend John Burgess came by. John's Dad, Mr. Owen 
Burgess, had been Editor of the States-Graphic since 1962. On this occasion John came by to tell me the sad news 
that Rick Johnston, HHS Class of 1968, had been killed in Vietnam. SP4 Johnston was serving as door gunner on a 
Huey helicopter on a military mission on Monday, August 17, 1970, carrying three passengers from Landing Zone 
(LZ) Powder in Binh Dinh Province to LZ North English, just 25 kilometers to the southeast. There had been no 
distress call, but the aircraft had deviated from its planned course and was flying toward the coast. While flying at  
very low altitude near the mouth of the Bong Son River, the tailboom struck a sandbar on the riverbank, and the 
aircraft spun out of control and crashed. The crash, and the loss of SP4 Johnston and five other crew and 
passengers, was attributed to a non-hostile accident. 
 



The helicopter accident that took Rick Johnston's life on August 17, 1970, occurred in Binh Dinh Province. The 
helicopter itself had been based near An Khe, a town on Route 19 about halfway between Pleiku in the Central 
Highlands and Qui Nhon on the coast. Fifty-nine months before, PSGT William A. Ferrell of Stanton, TN, LT Rick 
Rescorla, and the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) had dropped anchor in the port of Qui Nhon, and An Khe had 
been the location of the first base camp for the Division. PSGT Ferrell had died in the battle at LZ Albany on 
November 17, 1965. SP4 Johnston, of Brownsville, TN, had died in a helicopter crash on August 17, 1970 – exactly 
four years and nine months later. PSGT Ferrell was the first Haywood County resident to die in Vietnam. SP4 
Johnston, sadly, was the thirteenth and final Haywood County casualty in Vietnam. And so it was, in Brownsville, 
Tennessee, at Roy Drug Store, on a late August afternoon in 1970. An inspection of the States-Graphic issue for 
Friday, August 21, 1970, pinpoints the likely date as Thursday afternoon, August 20. 
 
Rick's death had come eight days before the Led Zeppelin concert. It may seem insensitive to refer to the two events 
in the same breath. I was only eighteen, and death had been a pretty foreign concept to me. I remember having seen 
Rick at one of the weekly Friday night live band events at the Woodmen of the World (WOW) Building in 
Brownsville – probably over 1967-1968 – but I did not really know him well. One would have hoped for a period 
of peace in the aftermath of Rick's loss. But one week later, at 3:42 a.m. on Monday, August 24, ten days after Dr. 
Ellsworth Kalas' closing service at Camp Meeting, a car bomb – consisting of approximately one ton of ammonium 
nitrate and fuel oil – exploded outside Sterling Hall on the University of Wisconsin campus. The bombing was the 
work of four radicals and was intended to destroy the Army Math Research Center located in Sterling Hall. A 
thirty-three-year old postdoctoral researcher, Dr. Robert Fassnacht, was killed. He was survived by his wife and 
their three children. Three others were injured in the blast, one seriously. 
 
I remember – after our Dad checked us into the Nashville hotel room where we would spend the night, August 25 – 
watching the national news coverage, still developing, on the Sterling Hall bombing that had taken place thirty-
eight hours before. Dr. Ellsworth Kalas had returned to Madison, WI, following the August 7-13 Camp Meeting 
visit. He returned, with his son David – now also an established Methodist minister – to Camp Meeting in 2014, 
fifty years after his first visit. He recalled the night of August 23-24, 1970, in Madison. "I remember that bombing 
night well. Our parsonage [in Madison] was about two or three miles from the main campus. I was awakened by a 
blast that seemed to shake the house, like a powerful thunderbolt. I thought that's what it was, and went back to 
sleep. I got 'the rest of the story' in the headlines of the Wisconsin State Journal the next morning."        
 
As I've said, I left for Vanderbilt on September 6 – two weeks after the Sterling Hall bombing. But there was one 
more bit of unfinished business that would play out that August of 1970. My Dad had lost his closest brother, his 
platoon commander, and several other good friends in combat in Italy over 1944-1945. He rarely talked about it, 
especially with my younger brother and myself. But there were two occasions where his personal thoughts on war 
crystallized. I remember once when I was about ten, my seven-year old brother and I were watching a World War II 
movie one night – maybe it was "Destination Tokyo," with Cary Grant. With no provocation at all, my Dad walked 
into the living room, turned to the two of us, and announced to us both, something like, "I just want you both to 
know, that war is hell." After his sister had died in 1982, he had made a similar personal statement on war to my 
cousin, Dale Claiborne Black. Alex Claiborne was also, generally speaking, a quiet man . . . 
 
So I had been remiss in registering for the draft, now, for five months – it was early August, as I recall, and I was 
working upstairs in the combination bedroom and study that my brother and I shared at 509 West College Street in 
Brownsville. So my Dad comes walking up the stairs, to talk – I could be mistaken, but this was clearly a special 
event that was totally without precedent. My recollection is that it was just a short statement, not spoken out of any 
enthusiasm but more out of a sense of duty – "Al, I guess we had better go register you for the draft." There it was, 
and there wasn't much I could say. I may have made some mild-mannered statement, in a rhetorical way. But that 
was it. One day soon thereafter he and I went to the Haywood County Courthouse. We met with Eva Brown, the 
clerk for the Local draft board Number 41, and I registered. No questions were asked, and no comments were made. 
My five-plus month flirtation with "evading or refusing registration" was over. My Dad never passed a word of 
judgment, or a word in anger, on what I had or had not done.  
 
 
 
 



Late in July, 2014. Dr. Kalas shared with me some of his own thoughts on the Vietnam War and military service, 
particularly in that time, from the perspective of a minister and historian who had had his "own grandstand seat for 
the Vietnam War," and he has given me permission to share some of these, a parable of his own, you might say: 
 
 I doubt that history will ever find a consensus on the validity or wisdom of the Vietnam War. Any of us who 
 read history thoughtfully know that history is inevitably colored by the people who tell it, because even 
 scholars have their prejudices. But one thing is altogether sure: the American soldiers who represented our 
 country deserve nothing but praise and honor for their faithfulness to their country. 
 
 I had my own grandstand seat for the Vietnam War; during the peak years, I was pastor of the First United 
 Methodist Church in Madison, WI. Two or three years ago (perhaps more), public television did a special show 
 on the Vietnam War in which they told the story from two locations: Vietnam and Madison, WI. The story 
 went back and forth between those two locations. Madison was one of the four university hot spots of the war, 
 along with Berkeley, U. of Michigan, and Columbia. . . . I remember visiting a year or two later with a friend 
 who served as a chaplain in Vietnam. He was discharged with multiple injuries: deaf in one ear, leg injuries that 
 left him with a permanent limp, internal injuries with which he would have to live the rest of his life. He 
 returned to America to do graduate work. He chose – perhaps unwisely! – to attend a seminary in California. 
 When he arrived, his only wardrobe were military supplies. When people saw him on the seminary campus, 
 many of them spit on him. 
 
 This is wicked. I repeat, I don't know if we were right or not. . . . But I know for absolute sure, that we owe a 
 debt to those who sought to serve our country, and who did so to their own pain and loss.  
 
From St. Mark (King James Version) 12:13-17: 
 
 13 And they send unto him certain of the Pharisees and of the Herodians, to catch him in his words. 
 14 And when they were come, they say unto him, Master, we know that thou art true, and carest for no man:  
  for thou regardest not the person of men, but teachest the way of God in truth: Is it lawful to give tribute to 
  Caesar, or not? 
 15 Shall we give, or shall we not give? But he, knowing their hypocrisy, said unto them, 'Why tempt ye me?  
  bring me a penny, that I may see it.' 
 16 And they brought it. And he saith unto them, 'Whose is this image and superscription?' And they said unto 
  him, Caesar's. 
 17 And Jesus answering said unto them, 'Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things  
  that are God's.' And they marvelled at him.  
 
Thank you. 


