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November 21, 2015 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Two sources place the opening of Anderson Grammar School in Brownsville, Tennessee, at 1927 and 1929, 
respectively. The school campus and its sizeable recreational/playground area occupied the better part of a "city" 
block (approximately 230 meters by 225 meters) in Brownsville. The school entrance (above, left) faced north, 
toward West Main Street. The recreational area behind the school extended all the way to Margin Street. The 
intersection of Margin and South Grand Avenue, a very short walk (maybe 75-80 meters) from the southwestern 
limit of the school grounds was home to Mr. Leon Rains’ "Fruit Stand" and to Mr. Roy Sullivan’s corner grocery. If 
you followed South Grand away from town, this became the Memphis Highway, also known as Route 1. The small 
farm on which Alex, Robert, and Gene Claiborne had been raised during the 1920s and 1930s, before all three were 
called to serve in combat in World War II (Gene had actually volunteered before Pearl Harbor), was about a mile 
from Mr. Sullivan’s small grocery, just off the highway. If you instead walked east on Margin (maybe 50 meters) 
from the Anderson school grounds, you crossed South McLemore Avenue. Although the African-American 
population of Haywood County (Brownsville is the county seat) in 1960 outnumbered the white population 
61%/39%, segregation and "separate but equal" were still very much the rule in 1960. As you crossed McLemore, 
walking farther away from the school on Margin, Oakwood Cemetery on your right was the major city cemetery for 
the white population.  
 
The cemetery grounds were even larger than the Anderson school property. If you walked another 4/10ths of a mile 
on Margin, beyond McLemore, and turned right onto South Washington Avenue, you would quickly arrive (less 
than 1/10th of a mile) at the Brownsville L&N (Louisville and Nashville) Railroad Depot. The historical weather 
record for nearby Jackson, Tennessee, shows that over 3½ inches of rain had fallen over Thursday and Friday, 
November 18 and 19, 1948. It had been a very sad day there, at the railroad station, on Friday morning, November 
19, 1948, when the casket carrying the remains of T/4 Robert Thomas Claiborne, who had been killed in action in 
Italy four and one-half years before, had arrived from Memphis. The hearse from Brownsville Funeral Home had 
met SFC Rudolph A. Weaver, the military escort accompanying the casket, there that morning and had carried 
Robert’s remains to the Oakwood Cemetery. The hearse had followed the reverse of the walking path described     
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above – up South Washington, turning west onto Margin – traveling in the direction of the Anderson school 
grounds.  
 
Mr. Ed Thompson had become principal at Anderson in 1943, and he was the principal there when Richard Carlton 
and I had entered the first grade in 1958. Our classrooms were in the "new wing" of the school, which had been 
added on to the east end of the original building (the left end, in the photo above), sometime earlier in the 1950s. In 
that day, the one-story wing housed nearly all classrooms for grades 1-3 as well as the administrative office. At that 
time, grades 4-6 held classes on the entrance level of the main building, and there was a large auditorium for school 
assemblies that could accommodate students and teachers from all eight grades. The seventh and eighth-grade 
classrooms occupied the second floor of the main building, and the cafeteria was on a lower level – behind and 
below the auditorium. From the rear of the main building, across the driveway, lay the large recreational area.  
 
I do not know what year the photo above was taken – very likely during a winter in the 1960s, but impossible to say 
– the main building was destroyed in a fire on January 3, 1971. Allen Willyerd of Brownsville was a student at 
Anderson over 1953-1960 – Allen enlisted in the Marine Corps in 1966 and served as a squad leader with 1st 
Platoon, Kilo Co, 3/4 Marines, in Vietnam over 1967-1968. But back during the winter of 1959-1960, when 
Richard and I were in the second grade, Allen and Fox Smith were in one of the eighth-grade classrooms on the 
second floor of the main building. It might even have been the day that the photo above was taken. For as Allen 
recently recalled: 
 
 On a snowy day in the 8th grade. We couldn’t go outside so for a lack of anything to do. Fox [Smith] and I 
 went into the Cloak room climbed out the window walked the ledge over to Mrs. Pauline’s [Currie, seventh-
 grade teacher] cloak room and went into her Cloak room. Someone going down the street seen us and called the 
 school. Oh to go back, life was good. That ledge was very small I remember.   
 
Mr. Thompson stayed at Anderson until 1967, and he was principal all eight years that Richard and I were there. As 
Robert Rooks, an Anderson student one year ahead of us, has recalled: 
 
 Every time Principal Ed Thompson held an assembly, one could bank on the song "Smile and the World Smiles 
 with You." . . . The students, and faculty, were "required" to sing along. 
  Smile, and the world smiles with you, 
   sing a song; 
  Don’t be weary, just be cheery, all day long . . . 
 
But Mr. Thompson was also something of a visionary, looking back on our years at Anderson, 1958-1966. In the 
auditorium, in the days long before color television, or even Telstar – and thankfully, before cable – Mr. Thompson 
had placed a large black-and-white television. I don’t know how big the screen was, but I’m sure it was intended 
for large assembly-type audiences. It was mounted on a tall stand. I don’t remember much about the quality of the 
reception, and I don’t recall how far back in the auditorium a student could sit and still see the picture – but it was 
there, and Mr. Thompson used it. Most of you will remember, and those of you who are younger may have learned, 
but the period 1958-1966 was a very challenging, and yet exciting, time in US and world history. 
 
Sputnik I had first orbited the earth on October 4, 1957, less than a year before Richard and I entered the first grade. 
Francis Gary Powers, piloting a Lockheed Skunk Works U-2 reconnaissance aircraft high above the Soviet Union, 
was shot down and taken prisoner on May 1, 1960. The German Democratic Republic closed the border between 
East and West Berlin and began construction of the Berlin Wall in August, 1961. Then, just over one year later, 
there was the Cuban Missile Crisis – October, 1962. I was in the fifth-grade class (on the first floor of the main 
building at Anderson) of Mrs. Elizabeth Hathcock. I don’t know the exact date, and I don’t remember exactly what 
she said. But one afternoon during that time frame, as class was about to be dismissed – I distinctly remember her 
addressing the class about a very grave situation – giving me the one lasting impression that we and our families 
were in very real danger. 
 
If these were the memorable challenges of the late 1950s and early 1960s, Mr. Thompson had also made certain 
that we remembered the exciting history of that time. He assembled the Anderson student body – I now know the 
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date was Friday, January 20, 1961 – he turned on the television in the auditorium, and we all watched at least part 
of the ceremony surrounding the inauguration of President John F. Kennedy. The highly respected African-
American contralto, Marian Anderson, sang, "The Star-Spangled Banner." In 1939, the same Marian Anderson had 
been denied permission to sing at DAR Constitution Hall in Washington. President and Mrs. Franklin Roosevelt 
had intervened, and Marian Anderson sang instead on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, on that Easter Sunday in 
1939. Twenty-two years later, Mr. Thompson made sure that we saw Marian Anderson sing at President Kennedy’s 
inauguration. 
 
I do not know for a fact – but I feel very confident in saying that Mr. Thompson gathered us in the Anderson 
auditorium for every manned American space mission – from suborbital to orbital – that occurred while school was 
in session, over our next five years in grammar school. This included scheduled launches, actual launches, actual 
missions (John Glenn is one that comes to mind, prominently. Alan Shepard’s suborbital mission on May 5, 1961, 
lifted off at 8:34 a.m. CST and lasted just over fifteen minutes. I don’t recall whether we would have been in school 
that early. Gus Grissom’s suborbital mission came in July, 1961, and school was not in session.) – and then there 
were the recovery missions. In nearly every case, astronaut and capsule were brought back – Grissom’s Liberty Bell 
7 Mercury capsule being one notable casualty. 
 
The one vivid recollection that I do have apparently took place on Thursday, May 24, 1962 – the day that an 
astronaut actually went missing during the attempted recovery. After his five-hour orbital mission, possibly due to a 
combination of both technical and human errors, astronaut Scott Carpenter overshot the planned splashdown point 
by 250 miles. I remember, perhaps vividly, being in the Anderson auditorium during this time – because there was 
nothing to watch on the television. One source says there was actual concern at NASA over whether Carpenter had 
survived, during the forty minutes between splashdown and his actual sighting. Given the magnitude of the 
overshot, it was another three hours before he and his spacecraft were recovered. Forty-five years later, in 
September, 2007, I met Scott Carpenter at an event in Winston-Salem. 
 
I do not know how long Mr. Thompson persevered and allowed us to remain in the auditorium that day, but I know 
we were there for a long time. A year later, Richard and I finished the fifth grade, and in the fall term of 1963, we 
entered the sixth grade – I was in Mrs. Dorothy Morris’ class, and Richard had Mrs. Eula Jeter for his teacher. The 
third sixth-grade teacher was Mrs. Martha Whitehead. All three classrooms were still on the first floor of the school 
building. Looking at the photo above, focusing on the right side of the building, you can hopefully make out the 
school flagpole – it actually extends up above the utility wire in the photo. Mrs. Jeter’s sixth-grade classroom 
corresponds to the large window just to the left of the flagpole (as viewed in the photo). Mrs. Whitehead’s 
classroom was directly across the hall. From the photo, you can just see that there were two adjacent classrooms 
with views of the flagpole – each with its own large window. Mrs. Morris’ classroom – my classroom – was just to 
the left (in the photo) of Mrs. Jeter’s room. Richard Carlton recalls that our desks in both classrooms faced east, 
with the large windows on our left as we faced the teacher and the blackboard at the front of the respective room.  
 
That Friday – exactly fifteen years and one week had passed since the sad occasion of T/4 Robert Claiborne’s 
graveside service in Oakwood Cemetery, just a short walk from the Anderson school grounds – was not notable as 
it began. I have a very incomplete recollection of a very cloudy overcast day – the historical weather record for that 
date in nearby Jackson indicates that while the high temperature was a balmy 73°, a full 9/10ths of an inch of rain 
fell that day, consistent with the recollection of an overcast day. I remember that it had been cold, at least on the 
following Monday. The record shows that the low temperature of 55° for that Friday plunged, first by twenty-one 
degrees, and then to a below-freezing 29°, for Saturday and Sunday, respectively. The cold snap continued through 
Monday.  
 
Friday nights in the fall meant football in Brownsville, but according to Robert Rooks, the Haywood High School 
(HHS) Tomcats had completed their regular season, with a 9-1 record, two weeks before. The team was practicing 
in preparation for the Big Ten Conference championship game, which was scheduled for Thanksgiving Day at 
Memorial Field in Brownsville, so-named in 1952 in memory of Haywood County servicemen, like T/4 Robert 
Claiborne, who had died in previous wars. The foe would be the undefeated Jackson High School Golden Bears. 
Allen Willyerd had played for the Tomcats in their championship season of 1961 – presumably having given up 
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school ledge-walking – but now was an HHS senior, undoubtedly looking forward to the spring of 1964 and 
graduation. 
 
Desegregation of the public schools in Brownsville and Haywood County did not begin – and then, only feebly – 
until the fall term of 1965, which was two years away. It would be the fall term of 1970 before a new consolidated 
county high school would open, ending the de facto "separate but equal" policy that had dominated. In the city, 
there were Anderson Grammar School, Haywood High School, and the new (in 1963) Haywood Elementary 
School. For the African-American community, there had been (since being so-named in 1950) Carver High School, 
which held classes for grades 1-12 until the new Eastside Elementary School was opened in the 1960s. Both Carver 
and Haywood High School operations were discontinued when the new consolidated high school opened in 1970. 
 
But this was 1963. Two years ago, as I began to look back on the events that we experienced at Anderson Grammar 
School on that rainy, overcast day in the fall of 1963, I recalled a tragedy that had occurred that same morning – 
and that had involved a county school bus carrying students to Carver High School. I do not recall the time on that 
Friday that I had heard the whispered rumor, almost, of the bus tragedy. I suspect it was during the morning, and I 
know that I was in class at Anderson. My own personal confirmation of this history did not come until almost fifty 
years later, in October of 2013. From the weekly Brownsville States-Graphic issue, published the following Friday, 
appeared the headline: 
 
 Three Die In Truck-Bus Wreck 
  Citizens of Haywood County were shocked and saddened last Friday morning when three students of 
 Carver High School were killed when a school bus in which they were riding, was struck from the rear by a 
 truck, on Highway 70 [also known as the Memphis Highway]. 
  Those killed were Neal May, 19, Joseph Brewer Jr., 17 and Joe C. Malone, 15. All were from the southern 
 part of Haywood County. 
  The driver of the bus, Thad Turner, stated that he was driving in routine fashion when about 7:45 a.m. a 
 collision in the rear of his bus caused him to lose control of the bus and careen off into a side ditch. . . . 
  Brownsville and Stanton ambulances rushed the more-seriously injured to the Haywood County Memorial 
 hospital . . . 
  When the bus went into the ditch, the back end of the bus was under water and there is some possibility that 
 some of the injured students might have drowned. . . . 
 
The staff photograph with the article carries the legend: "DEATH VEHICLE – This Carver High School Bus was 
the death trap for 3 Carver high students last Friday. A truck crashed-into the rear of the bus causing it to careen 
into a deep ditch beside U.S. 70 in Hatchie bottoms." 
 
Brownsville in that day would have been observing Central Standard Time. The collision that had led to the tragic 
deaths of three young Carver High School teenagers occurred at about 7:45 a.m. Elsewhere, 550 miles to the south-
southwest of Brownsville: 
 
 It was now 7:25 [a.m. CST]. 
  Five minutes later in Fort Worth, the Chief Executive’s leisurely valet entered the Hotel Texas’ Suite 850 
 and tapped on the door of the master bedroom. "Mr. President," George called gently. He heard a stirring of 
 covers and crossed the threshold. "It’s raining out," he murmured. "That’s too bad," Kennedy said groggily. . . . 
  While he showered and shaved, George laid out his clothes: a blue-gray, two-button suit, a dark blue tie, 
 and a white shirt with narrow gray stripes. . . . 1  
 
In the fall of 1963, Norman Lane Jr. was in his second year of law school at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, 
then a 2½-hour drive from Brownsville. Joe Myers had entered law school at Vanderbilt a year behind Norman, that 
same fall. As Joe has written: "Also during our first year of law school, I met Norman Lane. He was a great guy, 
very popular and bright." Joe had grown up in Nashville and had been a basketball star at the best high school in the 
city over 1955-1959. He had attended Vanderbilt as an undergraduate, where he served as president of his 
fraternity. Still, as Joe has written, he had been pretty much a "C" student then, spending too much of his time 
partying and playing cards at the fraternity house. As Joe writes: 
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 As I approached the end of my college career in 1963 I began to take stock of my life. I was probably going to 
 end up at law school, but I felt an overwhelming need for once in my life to follow the path of greatest 
 resistance. For you see, until that point I had lived a charmed if not blissful life. . . . At Vanderbilt University 
 good fortune continued as I was President of the Sigma Chi fraternity and thoroughly enjoyed college life in 
 every way.  
  One day I was asked to escort Jay Rockefeller to lunch at our fraternity house. Mr. Rockefeller was the 
 newly appointed assistant to the director of the Peace Corps that was in its second year after creation by 
 President Kennedy. What an interesting and charming man he was. He spoke so eloquently that I began to think 
 about a tour in the Peace Corps before law school.  
  I was concerned, however, about delaying law school, so when the Marine Corps PLC (Platoon Leaders 
 Corps) Law program was explained to me, it was appealing. I would go to boot camp for three months during 
 the summer [of 1963] in Quantico, Virginia, get commissioned a Second Lieutenant, come back to Vanderbilt 
 for three years of law school without any danger of being drafted (as some place called Vietnam had begun to 
 heat up) and then serve three years as a Marine lawyer with little risk of combat or overseas duty. So I applied 
 and was accepted for law school, and applied and was accepted for the Marine Corps. 
 
But before Joe, joined by fellow Vanderbilt classmates John Russell, Chuck Cherry, and Ruff Fant, left for 
Quantico that summer of 1963, President Kennedy had visited Vanderbilt – on May 18, 1963 – to give the 
Convocation Address. As Joe writes: "I revered President John F. Kennedy. He was the first president whose 
campaign I actively watched and supported, and I have never loved any one in government before or since [written 
in 2010] like him." Both Joe and John (Russell) were at Dudley Field to hear the President that day. In 2014, when 
asked whether he had been present, Joe replied, "Yes, of course. We all loved JFK." John responded, "Al, yes I was 
at Dudley Field when President Kennedy spoke. Don’t remember anything he said, but whatever it was, it was 
impressive, as was the day."  
 
Joe had another brush with history in the summer of 1963. The date was August 28, 1963. 
 
 At the end of my twelve weeks in boot camp I took a train from Quantico to D.C. and got off in Union Station 
 to a veritable sea of black faces. It was the day Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his great "I have a dream" 
 speech. I did not hear it but as I was driven to the airport I saw the crowd on the Mall between the Lincoln and 
 Washington monuments. I could feel the tension in the air and I just knew that something very special was 
 going to happen that day. I am sorry I did not stay longer and attend. I came home as a Second Lieutenant, 
 proud and tired, physically and mentally, and nervous about the future.    
 
On that November Friday afternoon in the fall of 1963, Joe Myers had finished class and was going shopping 
uptown in Nashville.  
 
In Brownsville, it was 12:21 CST on that fall Friday. Four and one-half hours had passed since the school bus 
accident that had taken the lives of three Carver High School students. The very highly respected principal of 
Carver High, over the years 1936-1970, was Mr. Roy B. Bond. I have often wondered about the perceptions and 
emotions that must have filled the halls of Carver High School on that Friday, now fifty-two years past. That 
morning, Mr. Bond was processing and communicating the news of the school bus tragedy, just six days before 
Thanksgiving. A school bus, a rear-end collision, and a crash into a ditch . . . Some 820 miles from Brownsville, to 
the east-northeast, it was 1:21 p.m. EST, and the Army and Navy posts around the capital had already messed. In 
the fall of 1963, Fort Myer, Virginia, was the US Army post, located next to Arlington National Cemetery, that 
housed the Army’s elite ceremonial units, including the 3rd Infantry Regiment, also known as The Old Guard. 
 
 At Fort Myer a husky blond private named Arthur Carlson, . . . was stuffing his soiled uniforms into a coin-
 operated laundromat, and behind the great gates of Arlington itself First Lieutenant Sam Bird was conducting a 
 colonel’s funeral on a plot in the cemetery’s Section 35, near the Tomb of the Unknown Soldiers. A lean, 
 sinewy Kansan, Sam Bird was the kind of American youth whom Congressmen dutifully praise each Fourth of 
 July and whose existence many, grown jaded by years on the Hill, secretly doubt. The Lieutenant was a square, 
 unsophisticated patriot. The strains of the national anthem still thrilled him. He had joined the Regular Army 
 because he wanted to serve his country, and he considered it an honor to be stationed in the national capital. As 
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 a tourist, he had visited the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, and the White House, and he had 
 gazed down reverently at the original copy of the Constitution in the National Archives. The routine of a 
 military burial was never routine to him. He treated each one with gravity and solemnity, and as taps sounded 
 and the clock crept toward 1:30 he watched the colonel’s elderly widow slowly descend the slope beside his 
 grave. Her two sons were assisting her. In her arms she carried the flag from the coffin, folded in its traditional 
 triangle. One son, thinking to lighten her burden, offered to take the colors from her. Wordlessly she shook 
 her head and hugged the banner to her breast. Lieutenant Bird was proud of her.1 
 
 There was a sudden, sharp, shattering sound. . . . 
  And now it was too late. . . . There was an unexpected, last-moment distraction overhead. The first shot had 
 alarmed the birds. As the sound ricocheted in the amphitheater below, the band-tailed pigeons had begun to 
 depart, first in twos and threes, then in swarms, until now there were a thousand wings flapping overhead, 
 rising higher and higher until they had formed a great ragged fluttering fan overhead, a deep blue V blending 
 into the gentler blue of the overarching sky.1 
 
I do not have a clear recollection of the sequence of events that ensued that fall afternoon in Mrs. Dorothy Morris’ 
sixth-grade classroom. Next door, in Mrs. Eula Jeter’s classroom, Richard Carlton recently recalled it this way: 
 
 I remember very well when red-headed John Smoot [an eighth-grade student at Anderson in 1963] stuck his 
 head in the door at ~12:30 pm and yelled that somebody had shot the president. Then, the announcement came 
 over the PA, followed by the radio broadcast over the PA. We sat in frightened reactions as the grownups went 
 around with horrified faces. I remember that Taylor Thornton cried and that made me cry too.    
 
Mrs. Dorothy Morris is in her 90s and lives at a retirement home in Brownsville. I saw her there in November 2013. 
I mentioned the events of that Friday, fifty years earlier, to her. She quickly recalled that Mrs. Eula Jeter had been 
the first to tell her that President Kennedy had been shot. She must have addressed our class, in somewhat the same 
serious – or grave – manner that Mrs. Hathcock had talked with our class that October afternoon thirteen months 
before. My recollections of that day and that weekend are limited to a few events.  
 
I clearly recall moving, with the rest of the Anderson students, teachers, and staff, to the auditorium. Mr. Thompson 
had the television set on. I remember sitting next to my classmate, Mitch Baddour. One hundred forty-eight Fridays 
before, we had gathered in the same auditorium, watching the same television set, when we had heard the phrase, 
"Ask what you can do for your country." This Friday, as Mitch and I and all the others sat there, we heard the 
phrase, "From Dallas, Texas, the flash – apparently official . . ." Strangely, my other recollection is that after school 
was dismissed, I wound up at the home of Mitch’s grandmother, who lived within walking distance of our own 
house, watching the news with her and Mitch. It was, looking back on it, as if we really had no plan and did not 
really know where to go or what to do. 
 
Beyond that, I was at home that Sunday morning. My parents must have been at church. Either I was not watching 
television, or I had found a station (there were not many to choose from in 1963) that was not carrying live feeds 
following the aftermath of the President’s assassination. James Tildon Haynes, a good friend and Anderson 
classmate, called me. That is how I learned that Lee Harvey Oswald had been shot. The next day, Monday, we 
attended a special service at First Methodist Church in Brownsville. ["On Monday at ten o'clock, at First Methodist 
Church, a community service was held as a memorial to President Kennedy."] I recall it was cold outside, and 
James Tildon and I played some football in our back yard. For some reason I remember his comment: "[President] 
Kennedy didn’t deserve to die." 
 
We were only eleven years old. What did we know? A school bus, a rear-end collision, and a crash into a ditch – a 
motorcade, a 1961 Lincoln Continental limousine without a bubble top, and shots from the Texas School Book 
Depository . . . At one point that morning, Mr. Roy Bond was processing and communicating the loss of three 
Carver High School students – in the early afternoon, he was struggling to comprehend the news that President 
Kennedy was also gone. As I have said before, I have often wondered about the perceptions and emotions that filled 
the halls of Carver High School, now fifty-two years ago.  
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The centennial commemoration of President Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address had been observed just three 
days before, on November 19, 1963, and the contralto Marian Anderson had also participated. In his November 29, 
1963, editorial, "Have They Died In Vain?" States-Graphic editor Owen Burgess expressed his own reflections on 
regret and loss: 
 
 The assassination of our President and the resulting news has superceded our own tragedy of last Friday 
 morning.  
  We refer, of course, to the death of three of our County’s Negro youngsters, who were killed when a 
 Carver High School bus was struck from behind by a speeding truck.  
  We join others of our nation in mourning the loss of our Commander in Chief, but trust that our local 
 youngsters have not died in vain [italics mine]. . . . 
 
"That we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain [italics mine]" – President Lincoln had 
spoken these exact words at Gettysburg, one hundred years and ten days before. 
 
Bob McHone had been born and raised in rural Surry County, North Carolina, on the Virginia border. In 1951, 
when he was twenty years old, his father had borrowed money to send Bob to the National Academy of Speech and 
Dramatics in Washington, DC, where he studied under one of the foremost speech authorities in the US. Later, 
while serving in the Army, Bob managed a radio station for the American Forces Network. Following the Army, he 
worked with stations in Washington and Richmond, but in 1963 he moved to Winston-Salem, North Carolina, 
where he worked for WSJS radio and television. The radio station had been affiliated with NBC since 1940 – it had 
remained the top-rated station in its market through the heyday of AM radio, and it had always had a strong 
commitment to news. The station had relocated to a new and modern building and broadcasting facility in 
downtown Winston-Salem twenty years before – there was a master control room and two studios, and a new 
transmitter site had been established in 1961. "Meet the Press" broadcasts had begun in 1945, and the NBC 
television station had been added in 1953. Arriving in Winston-Salem in 1963, where he worked for both WSJS 
radio and television, Bob recalled in a 1996 interview, "I narrated TV documentaries on North Carolina history and 
also did a classical music radio show at night and an afternoon show of show tunes. But I couldn’t really get 
comfortable with rock ‘n roll music." 
 
Bob McHone was on the air, doing his afternoon radio show, on that Friday in November. As he recently recalled: 
 
 I was on the air doing an afternoon radio show on station WSJS in Winston-Salem, when one of the 
 announcers, Mr. Sam Gilkey, came in the studio during a station break, and told me that President Kennedy had 
 been shot, and that it was reported that Jackie had been wounded. I shouted to him to  please give me some wire 
 copy on this story, so I could get it on the air. Sam had a piece of rolled up paper in his hand. He handed it to 
 me and said, "Here's all I have." It was a sheet of paper from the AP wire that he had torn off just minutes 
 before. 
 
 I began to report the news when the WSJS News Director, Wayne Willard burst into the studio and blurted 
 out, "Give me a mike, Bob." I turned on the mike in Studio A. Willard ran in, sat down at the news desk and 
 began to report more on the story than the sketchy information that I had. 
 
 I had a feeling that NBC Radio would have the story also; I opened a special off-the-air line, and heard NBC 
 News Reporter Peter Hackes, introducing, "A Special Report." I quickly scrawled on a piece of paper and 
 placed it against the studio window to get Willard's attention with the words, "Go to the Net. Peter Hackes is 
 on." Willard stopped reporting, and said, "For more information on this terrible tragedy, we're now going to 
 NBC and Peter Hackes." 
 
 It was a confusing time. 
 
Joe Myers has written that he revered President Kennedy, and he had been in the crowd at Dudley Field that spring 
day when the President had spoken at Vanderbilt. "Yes, of course. We all loved JFK. Part of me died with him."  
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 In November, the most beautiful time of year at Vanderbilt, I was crossing the street after class when a 
 classmate coming the other way told me the President had been shot. I was going shopping uptown and when I 
 got to Levy’s everyone in the store was crying because his death was now confirmed. This turned our world 
 upside down.   
 
Joe Thornton and Norman Lane Jr. were born just over two years apart – they were cousins and were also the first 
and second children of the seventh Taylor family generation, as documented in The Taylors of Tabernacle. In 1959 
Joe had married Becky Duffey of Brownsville, and four years later they were living in Dallas. Joe was studying for 
the ministry at Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University, and Becky was working with the 
Dallas Public Library system. She was based at the Sanger Branch – the Sanger Library had originally opened in 
1937, and its South Dallas location had been designed to serve the primarily Jewish population of that community 
at the time. But by the early 1960s, the community in the area of Harwood and Park Row had become the most 
poverty-stricken part of the city. The client base for the Sanger Branch in 1963 was predominantly low-income 
African-American and Mexican-American families. In that day, the Sanger also served as the hub for the library’s 
Bookmobile, which went out every day from the Harwood and Park Row location to distribute books for the low-
income community.  
 
Joe was in the library at the Perkins School of Theology that fall afternoon; Becky was at work at the Sanger 
Library. She recently recalled that November day: 
 
 To get to the library I had to drive from S.M.U. to downtown Dallas on Central Expressway and through the 
 downtown area to get to the Sanger Branch. My drive was usually crowded with commuters and people on 
 their way to work or shop in the towering centers of commerce that was downtown Dallas. That morning was 
 particularly crowded due to the multitudes who had come to try to get a glimpse of the president and first lady 
 as the motorcade wound through Dealey Plaza on the way to lunch at the Dallas Trade Center. Noise was 
 everywhere, and a spirit of excitement was in the air. 
 
 My boss was an African-American woman who was important enough in the politics of her community to have 
 been asked to be at the Trade Center lunch. During my break I was on her phone speaking to the 
 Superintendent of Dallas County Schools about the prospect of a teaching position when he suddenly 
 exclaimed loudly into the phone, "The president's been shot!" We couldn't believe it. As I walked out of my 
 boss's office in a daze I announced to the few patrons there the terrible news. I remember that one man 
 crumpled to the floor. So many in that poor area had such hopes attached to John Fitzgerald Kennedy, as my 
 boss did. 
 
      All that afternoon as the Bookmobile staff came in weeping, the library filled with people young and old and 
 obviously poor. We had set up a television so everyone could watch the coverage of what no one wanted to 
 believe had happened. People were bewildered, distraught, and many were crying, all trying to comfort each 
 other. My boss, weary and still in disbelief came in from the Trade Center and collapsed, exhausted, sinking 
 into her desk chair as if she could never stand up again or be reconciled. 
 
 That evening as I drove back through what had been the hubbub of that morning in downtown Dallas  the 
 streets were ghostly quiet. It was a lonely shell of empty streets with no cars, no people, and no sounds. There 
 was only one young African-American boy, wandering around in the silence holding up a sign. All it said  was, 
 "Why in Dallas? Why?"        
 
Three of Allen Willyerd's HHS classmates – Susan Sharpe, Dale Thornton, and Amy Floyd – were in Dallas that 
day. Susan recalled the experience in a special article for the November 29 States-Graphic: 
 
 When Dale, Amy and I planned our trip to Dallas, we were so excited. We had many plans for the weekend. 
  Friday night, we planned to go to a fraternity party, and Saturday night, were to hear the folk singers, Peter, 
 Paul and Mary. 
  Thursday night, while we were flying, we read of President Kennedy's arrival in Dallas which would take 
 place Friday morning. 



  We stayed with a cousin of Dale's Thursday night. Before we went to bed we decided to go see Kennedy's 
 plane come in at Love Field. . . . 
  We turned on the TV to hear the news. Kennedy had been shot. We immediately took a cab downtown. No 
 one knew of the seriousness of the shooting. 
  We went to Neiman-Marcus after we got downtown. While we were there, a microphone was set up. 
 Everyone was gathering in the store lobby or main floor. Mr. Stanley Marcus, president of the store, told 
 everyone to bow their heads in silent prayer. The President was dead! He said the store would be closed. . . . He 
 said it was our duty as a nation to pray a prayer for peace among all, and for leadership. . . . 
  Everyone seemed to be so shocked. It was hard to believe. . . .  
 
1stLT Sam Bird had returned to Fort Myer following the colonel's funeral service at Arlington. When first told that 
the President had been shot, "[He] said, 'Oh really,' took two steps, and asked indignantly, 'The who?'" As William 
Manchester wrote in 1967: 
 
 The very vehemence with which people scouted those early reports is suspect. It was almost as though they 
 hoped that if they denied it with sufficient vigor, it would go away. . . . 
  In Arlington Lieutenant Sam Bird, who had impetuously driven off to visit the Tomb of the Unknown 
 Soldiers after hearing of the shooting, had just re-entered Fort Myer's grounds when he saw the post's standard 
 begin its descent. He drew over to the curb, alighted, and saluted. . . . as he finished saluting, a captain strode up 
 to him and said, "You're taking an eight-man army casket team to MATS [Military Air Transport Service] at 
 Andrews. Pick the best eight on the post. I'm getting you an H-21 chopper – . . ."1 
 
In the photo on page 1, right, the casket team is carrying the President’s coffin down the steps leading from St. 
Matthews’ Cathedral in Washington, following the funeral Mass on Monday, November 25, 1963. The time is 
shortly after 1:05 p.m. The casket team includes eight military servicemen, arrayed in two groups of four, on each 
side of the coffin, and the military commander of the group, Army 1stLT Sam Bird, who is stationed immediately 
behind the coffin in the above view.  
 
 At approximately 1700 HRS [EST], 22 November, 1963, at Fort Myer, Sam, along with eight other members of 
 his chosen Army casket team, . . . boarded an H-21 helicopter.2 
 
 High above Washington Lieutenant Sam Bird was riding toward Andrews in his H-21 helicopter with eight 
 casket bearers . . . As the rotors chattered over Pennsylvania Avenue, he peered down on the White House, the 
 federal triangle, the memorials, the Roman complex of the Hill. This was the first time he had ever ridden over 
 the city, and he thought its beauty breathtaking. He remembered all the tours he had taken, all the souvenirs he 
 had bought and sent home to Kansas. None matched the splendor beneath him. The Capitol dome reflected the 
 day's dying light, and a million flickering reflections glittered and shimmered below. It was the most 
 spectacular panorama the Lieutenant had ever seen. He wished this were some other day.1 
 
 The helicopter touched down at Andrews just after 1730 HRS and Sam directed Sergeant James Felder, the 
 non-commissioned officer-in-charge (NCOIC) of the Army team, to march the men over to a convenient place  
 beyond an Air Force cordon . . . where the presidential aircraft from Dallas was due to come in to land.2 
 
 At 6:03 P.M. these [the klieg lights in the vicinity of the MATS terminal] were abruptly cut off. . . . under the 
 dim fragment of November moon the plane looked like a great gray phantom slowly creeping upon them from a 
 quarter-mile away. . . . 
  Atop the moving lift Lieutenant Sam Bird, approaching the coffin, raised his white-gloved hand in a salute. 
 . . . 
  To his dismay Godfrey [McHugh, BGEN, USAF, and Air Force Aide to the President] ordered, "Clear the 
 area. We'll take care of the coffin." . . .1 
   
William Manchester records that Air Force One (Aircraft 26000, code term "Angel") had landed at Andrews at 6:05 
p.m. EST. Four minutes after the gray Pontiac ambulance, number "61 C 305," had departed from Andrews – its red 
emergency light winking intermittently – carrying the President's body, with the two chief mourners seated in the 
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back, and being driven by Secret Service Agent Bill Greer, with Agent Roy Kellerman beside him, as they had been 
in the Presidential limousine earlier that day in Dallas, President Johnson had departed the aircraft. Once the 
ambulance had driven away, Lieutenant Bird and six members of his casket team boarded a second H-21 helicopter 
bound for Bethesda Naval Hospital, where they landed at 6:45 p.m. EST. 
 
At 3:13 p.m. on Monday, November 25, Mrs. Jacqueline Kennedy lit the eternal flame at her husband's graveside.  
 
 The same unwillingness [to leave the graveside following the service] was discernible in the military. After the 
 foreigners left, Lieutenant Bird marched his casket team down the slope and ordered an about-face and a last 
 salute of the coffin. That was not part of the ceremony, he explained afterward, but "we had been with him so 
 long and loved him so much that we just wanted to do it."1 
 
But there was one final display of respect for the President, involving the military services, that was not part of the 
ceremony: 
 
 [John] Metzler [civilian Superintendent of Arlington National Cemetery] escorted the last of the eminent guests 
 to Hatfield Gate and returned to find that the Special Forces, on their own, had posted a guard of four men at 
 the corners of the plot. . . . Sometime between 4:15 and 4:45 P.M. one of the guerilla fighters, Sergeant Major 
 Frank Ruddy, returned alone. Two years earlier the President had revoked an order banning their green berets. 
 Now Ruddy saluted, took off his own and laid it on the pine boughs. "He gave us the beret," Ruddy said later, 
 "and we thought it fitting to give one back to him."1  
 
 Since the return of Kennedy's body from Dallas Bird had been near it during each stage of the journey – at 
 Andrews Field and in Bethesda, the East Room, the rotunda, and the cathedral. . . . Back down Connecticut and 
 Seventeenth, out Constitution, around the Lincoln Memorial and across the river he marched a few feet 
 behind the caisson, calling out a soft cadence to the body bearers on either side.1 
 
 Then they turned from the scarred earth, leaving the beacon, and walked down into darkness.1 
 
On February 5, 1964, Mrs. John F. Kennedy suggested to William Manchester that he write an account of the tragic 
and historic events in Texas and Washington ten weeks earlier.  
 
On April 30, 1964, Manchester interviewed 1stLT Sam Bird on his recollection of those events. Later during that 
summer, 1stLT Sam Bird informed COL Joseph B. Conmy, commander of the 3rd Infantry Regiment at Fort Myer 
(The Old Guard) of his intent to volunteer for Vietnam as his next overseas duty. 
 
This decision and the accompanying story will be the subject of the next update in this series, on January 23, 2016. 
 
Thank you. 
 
1William Manchester, The Death of a President (1967), New York:Back Bay Books 
 
2Annette Bird and Tim Prouty, So Proudly He Served (1993), Wichita, KS:Okarche Books 
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The President’s coffin is removed 
from the platform of the truck lift. 
1stLT Sam Bird, commanding the 
military casket team, has raised his 
white-gloved hand in a salute. He is 
apparently standing at the top of a 
separate yellow metal ladder, 
between the lift and Air Force One. 
 
William Manchester puts the time 
at between 6:05 and 6:14 p.m. on 
Friday, November 22, 1963.   



President Kennedy's body enters 
the White House to lie in state 
early on Nov. 23, 1963. (Cecil 
Stoughton/John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library and 
Museum/MCT) MCT  
 
 
1stLT Sam Bird is behind the 
coffin, at the President’s head, as 
indicated by the location of the 
star field, which is placed at the 
head and over the left shoulder. 
 
Standing immediately behind 
1stLT Bird are Mrs. Jacqueline 
Kennedy and Attorney General 
Robert Kennedy. 
 
William Manchester records the 
time as just after 4:34 a.m. on 
Saturday, November 23, 1963. 



The honor guard places 
President Kennedy's casket in 
the East Room of the White 
House. Those watching 
include Hugh Auchincloss, 
Janet Auchincloss, Kenneth 
O'Donnell, Larry O'Brien, 
Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara, Naval Aide 
Captain Tazewell Shepard, 
Jean Kennedy Smith, Sargent 
Shriver, Jacqueline Kennedy, 
Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy, and others. (Cecil 
Stoughton/John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library and 
Museum/MCT) MCT 
 
The six enlisted men of the 
casket team are positioning the 
casket on the catafalque, 
which is a replica of that used 
following the assassination of 
President Lincoln, in the East 
Room. Manchester puts the 
time at between 4:34-4:40 a.m. 
on Saturday, November 23. 
 
Almost certainly, the soldier 
standing next to Mrs. Kennedy 
and Robert Kennedy is 1stLT 
Sam Bird. 



Jacqueline Kennedy, Caroline Kennedy, John 
F. Kennedy Jr., Robert F. Kennedy, Stephen 
Smith, Jean Kennedy Smith and Secret 
Service agent Clint Hill follow the casket 
bearing President Kennedy up the stairs of the 
U.S. Capitol for the lying in state at the United 
States Capitol in Washington, D.C., on Nov. 
24. (Abbie Rowe/National Park Service/John 
F. Kennedy Presidential Library and 
Museum/MCT) MCT 
 
1stLT Bird is assisting from behind the casket, 
as it ascends the steps toward the Capitol 
Rotunda. 
 
Manchester puts the time at between 1:52-2:02 
p.m. EST on Sunday, November 24, 1963. 
 
At Parkland Hospital in Dallas, Lee Harvey 
Oswald dies at 2:07 p.m. EST. 



President 
Kennedy's 
body is 
placed in 
the Capitol 
Rotunda in 
Washington, 
D.C. (John 
F. Kennedy 
Presidential 
Library and 
Museum/M
CT) MCT  
 
1stLT Bird 
is still 
closest to 
the head of 
the coffin, 
as indicated 
by the star 
field. 
 
The time is 
put by 
Manchester 
as still 
between 
1:52-2:02 
p.m. 
 



FILE - In this 
Monday, Nov. 25, 
1963 file photo, 
Cardinal Richard 
Cushing leads the 
procession 
bearing the coffin 
of President John 
F. Kennedy into 
St. Mathew's 
Cathedral in 
Washington. (AP 
Photo/File) AP 
 
You can see 
1stLT Bird’s 
head as he 
follows the coffin 
into the 
Cathedral. 
 
Manchester puts 
the time at 12:14 
p.m. EST on 
Monday, 
November 25, 
1963. 



The body of the 
late President 
Kennedy is 
carried from St. 
Matthews 
Cathedral in 
Washington, D.C., 
following the 
funeral Mass on 
Nov. 25. Legend 
derived. 
 
1stLT Bird is in 
his designated 
location.  
 
Manchester puts 
the time as 
between 1:05-1:21 
p.m. on Monday, 
November 25, 
1963. 
 
This is the first in 
a sequence of 
three 
photographs. 



The body of the 
late President 
Kennedy is 
carried from St. 
Matthews 
Cathedral in 
Washington, 
D.C., following 
the funeral Mass 
on Nov. 25. (SP4 
David S. 
Schwartz/US 
Army Signal 
Corps/John F. 
Kennedy 
Presidential 
Library and 
Museum/MCT)M
CT 
 
This is the second 
photo in the 
sequence.  
 
Still between 
1:05-1:21 p.m. on 
Monday, the 
25th. 



This is the third photo in the sequence. 
Note that the casket team, led by 1stLT 
Bird, has progressed to the street in 
front of the Cathedral,  in the direction 
of the waiting caisson. Mrs. Kennedy 
and Cardinal Cushing are clearly 
visible in the background. 
 
The time, according to Manchester, is 
shortly before 1:21 p.m. on Monday, 
November 25, 1963. 
 
At 1:21, young John Kennedy Jr., on 
his third birthday, will salute his 
father’s coffin, which had been lashed 
to the gun carriage for the final 
journey to Arlington National 
Cemetery.  



Pallbearers carry the casket of 
President Kennedy to the grave 
at Arlington National Cemetery 
in Arlington, Va., on Nov. 25. 
(Cecil Stoughton/John F. 
Kennedy Presidential Library 
and Museum/MCT) MCT 
 
1stLT Bird’s head is in the 
shadow, just to the left of the 
Marine casket bearer at the 
head (rear) of the coffin.  
 
The time is not precise but can 
be estimated at about 2:50 p.m. 
on Monday, November 25, 
1963. 
 
On both sides of the fiber 
runner that covered the path of 
the casket team, you can see at 
least four of the green-bereted 
guerrilla fighters (Special 
Forces) that made up the honor 
cordon. SGTMAJ Frank 
Ruddy was almost certainly 
with the honor cordon. 



Pallbearers hold 
the U.S. flag 
during the burial 
service for 
President 
Kennedy at 
Arlington 
National 
Cemetery in 
Arlington, Va., on 
Nov. 25. 
Dignitaries 
include French 
President Charles 
de Gaulle, 
President of West 
Germany Ludwig 
Erhard, Emperor 
Haile Selassie of 
Ethiopia, Queen 
Frederica of 
Greece and King 
Baudoin of 
Belgium. (Cecil 
Stoughton/John 
F. Kennedy 
Presidential 
Library and 
Museum/MCT) 
MCT 
(continued)  



You can just see the forehead and tip of 1stLT Bird’s nose at the extreme lower left in this photo. He has 
removed his hat, as during a prayer or possibly a hymn, and you can just see his white-gloved right hand, 
holding the hat. The hat is distinctive as indicated by the two gold bands (see the hats of the two Army soldiers 
standing with the casket team). 
 
The family, including Mrs. Jacqueline Kennedy, Mrs. Rose Kennedy, and both Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy and Senator Edward Kennedy, are not visible but are in an area behind the four members of the 
casket team on the right, as viewed in the photo.  
 
You can also see the rear of Cardinal Cushing’s head, which appears to touch the star field of the flag in this 
view. At a point in the service, the Marine and soldier on the two sides of the head of the coffin raised the flag, 
only at this end, in order to allow Cardinal Cushing to consecrate the ground in the name of the Church. 



Attorney General 
Robert F. 
Kennedy escorts 
Jacqueline 
Kennedy past the 
Honor Guard at 
the grave of 
President 
Kennedy, during 
the burial 
ceremony for the 
president at 
Arlington 
National 
Cemetery in 
Arlington, Va., on 
Nov. 25. Sen. 
Edward M. 
Kennedy follows 
behind. (Abbie 
Rowe/National 
Parks 
Service/John F. 
Kennedy 
Presidential 
Library and 
Museum/MCT)M
CT 
 
(continued) 



1stLT Bird is standing immediately behind the four members of the casket team on the left, again closest to the 
star field, approximately between the two Navy/Coast Guard servicemen. Robert Kennedy and Mrs. Kennedy 
had been standing to the far right but are now moving into place. In her new position, Mrs. Kennedy will receive 
the flag, once it is folded, and she will also light the eternal flame. You can see the metal support for the eternal 
flame, nestled in the pine boughs at the head of the coffin. Senator Edward Kennedy is following Mrs. Kennedy 
and his brother. The notes in his hand are prepared remarks that were originally planned to be given during the 
service. This idea was abandoned, and wisely so. Mr. John Metzler, the civilian Superintendent of Arlington 
National Cemetery, is the white-haired gentleman standing at the lower right corner of the photo. Mrs. Kennedy 
would receive the folded flag from Mr. Metzler.  
 
Manchester puts the time at between 3:07-3:13 p.m. on Monday, November 25, 1963. 



FILE - In this Thursday, Nov. 28, 1963 file photo, 
Jacqueline Kennedy, widow of President John F. 
Kennedy, kneels and makes the sign of the cross at her 
husband's grave site in front of the eternal flame in 
Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington, Va. (AP 
Photo/Bob Schutz, File) AP  
 
According to So Proudly He Served, by Annette Bird 
and Tim Prouty, 1stLT Sam Bird was on duty at the 
gravesite on the following Thursday, November 28, 
1963, three days after the President’s funeral service. 
It was early on Thanksgiving Day, and Mrs. 
Jacqueline Kennedy unexpectedly appeared to visit 
her husband’s grave. 
 
According to the book, Mrs. Kennedy spent a minute 
or so chatting with 1stLT Bird and finished by offering 
him her thanks for what he had done. 
 
It is conceivable, though perhaps unlikely, that 1stLT 
Bird is one of the three servicemen clearly visible in 
this photo.  
 
Clearly visible are the pine boughs at the head of the 
President’s grave, the eternal flame, and SGTMAJ 
Frank Ruddy’s green beret. 
 
That afternoon, in Brownsville, Tennessee, the Jackson 
High Golden Bears beat the HHS Tomcats 26-7 for the 
Big Ten Conference championship. And so it was . . . 
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