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March 26, 2016
To Friends of Norman Lane,
In December, 2015, a plaque dedicated to the memory of 1stLt. Norman E. Lane Jr., USMC, was
mounted on the gates of Tabernacle Cemetery, located just six miles from Norman's adopted hometown
of Brownsville, Tennessee. There, now forty-eight years after his death in Vietnam, Norman's plaque has
joined the plaque remembering his uncle, T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr., who died in World War II. The two
plaques (photo above, credit to Bob Hooper) – uncle and nephew, son and grandson, brother and brother –
now serve as silent sentinels to the hallowed grounds in which they rest, for all time. As we approach the
sad March 29 anniversary of the day that Norman left our midst, in this Life, I have stitched together three
short essays from 2015, in his memory – and as a tribute for the countless others, the living and the dead,
who served our country in a very difficult time. As the plaques for T/Sgt. Thornton and 1stLt. Lane both
read, they died for you. Thank you.
http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/

Today is Saturday, June 20, 2015. I am looking at a copy of an envelope, postmarked in Brownsville,
¢
Tennessee, on an undoubtedly very hot day in August, 1956. The exact date is not legible, but the 3 US
postage stamp clearly depicts the Statue of Liberty, with the words, "IN GOD WE TRUST," forming a
semicircle in the halo surrounding Lady Liberty's extended arm and head. Fitting today, in that the statue
arrived in New York Harbor 130 years ago this month. The envelope is addressed in a beautiful longhand
script, to:
Mr. Joe W. Sills
Jackson Highway
Brownsville
Tennessee –
Inside the envelope, on notepaper decorated with an E.O. Nielsen sketch of the First Methodist Church in
Brownsville (see figure, below, right), is a short letter – reprinted below in the same format:
Dear Joe –
I really can't tell you, in words, how much Marion & I do appreciate the nice work you have contributed & hope it was not too much for you, this terribly hot weather –
The entrance to the cemetary will always remind us, of what a fine man, you are – as well, as for
"Son."
A special service will be held at five o'clock Sun. aft. if you and family can come – Sincerely,
Elizabeth Thornton
To introduce Elizabeth and Marion Thornton, and "Son," we
need to go back in time – approximately six years and eight
months before this letter was written – to Tuesday, December
27, 1949. My Mom, Elizabeth Bailey Pittman, twenty-twoyear old Vanderbilt University graduate, had married Alex
Claiborne – World War II combat veteran and recipient of the
Bronze Star Medal – on that day in 1949, in the same First
Methodist Church depicted on the stationery described above.
Their wedding reception had been held at the home of Marion
and Elizabeth Thornton on North Washington Avenue, an
easy walk from the church. As my Mom wrote many years
later:
My mother had seven brothers, and she and her brothers
had a total of 21 children, so I was blessed with 20 first
cousins. Since I was an only child I enjoyed my cousins –
some older, some younger – but my favorite of all was
Marion Jr., three years older than me. We called him, "Son Marion." My mother got along well with
her seven sisters-in-law, but she loved Aunt Lib, Marion Jr.'s mother, so much that I was named
Elizabeth Bailey in her honor. [Elizabeth Thornton was my Mom's "Aunt Lib," and Marion Thornton
Sr. was her "Uncle Marion."] I loved spending time in their farm home with Aunt Lib, Uncle Marion,
Betsy, and Marion Jr. [Betsy Thornton was Marion Jr.'s older sister, born in 1919. In February, 1941,
Betsy and her husband, a TVA engineer named Norman Lane, would have a son – Norman Edward
Lane Jr.]
So, for the few short months preceding Pearl Harbor, Elizabeth (Aunt Lib) and Marion (Uncle Marion)
Thornton enjoyed a happy family life with their teenage son, Marion Jr., and their new grandson, Norman
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Lane Jr., who lived with their daughter Betsy and her husband, Norman Sr., in Knoxville, about 340 miles
away. My Mom continues with her recollections of her youth in Brownsville and her teenage friendship
with Marion Thornton Jr.
Most of my memories of those days are happy ones – well, maybe not the hot summer day Uncle
Marion had Betsy and me help him chop cotton. At first I thought it would be fun, but the fun soon
was over, and so was our first morning of that . . . made me appreciate the many who did that for a
living! . . .
When I entered high school [in the fall of 1941] where he was a "big senior," he was always so
nice to his young cousin. In "study hall" there were old-fashioned double desks, and often he'd come
and sit in the desk with me. We'd talk and he'd tell me I looked nice or my hair was pretty – and oh!
. . . what a boost that would give me for the day. . . .
My mother and I camped with Uncle Marion and Aunt Lib at Tabernacle [Taylor Kinfolks Camp
Meeting, begun near Brownsville in 1826 by the Reverend Howell Taylor, and held every summer
since]. Some of my teenage friends boarded there too. Every afternoon we tried to outdo each other in
dressing for church at night, maybe with a date. When we'd come out, looking our best, Marion Jr.
never failed to compliment me on my dress, or polished nails, or tease me about my date for church.
Was it any wonder I adored him ?
Then came the war. On Monday, December 8, 1941 – nine days after Elizabeth Thornton's forty-third
birthday – the United States had declared war on Japan. Although not strictly required by the terms of the
Anti-Comintern Pact, which had bound Imperial Japan and Nazi Germany since November, 1936 –
Germany nonetheless declared war on the United States three days later, on December 11. Marion
Thornton Jr. was midway through his senior year at Haywood High School (HHS) in Brownsville. After
graduating from HHS in the spring of 1942, with the population of young men being rapidly consumed by
the rapacious appetite of the war machine, he moved to Memphis, sixty miles away, to attend a relatively
new vocational-technical training school, the Wm. R. Moore School of Technology. Available
information repeatedly states that he "attended" Wm. R. Moore School of Technology – however, early in
1943, he enlisted with the Army Air Corps. My Mom's story continues:
After graduation he went to a technical school in Memphis, and then joined the Air Corps. He was a
good mechanic, assigned to a bomber. One day I came home from high school and he surprised me,
jumping out from a door in the hall and giving me a big hug. He looked great in his uniform, all
grown up.
When he first left Memphis for the Air Corps, my daddy, mother, Aunt Lib, and I drove him to
Memphis. Uncle Marion refused to go, as he could not stand to tell his boy, "Good-bye."
We all spent the night at a hotel. He and I went to a movie in the afternoon, and Mama said later
Aunt Lib cried while we were gone, but wiped her tears before we returned. That night my daddy took
us all to the Peabody Skyway for dinner and dancing. The next morning we drove him to the train
station to leave – I can see him right now in his funny pork pie hat. I guess I was 15 or 16.
I wrote to him a lot.
Marion Jr. wrote my Mom, an HHS teenager, over the period February 15, 1943, through May 18, 1944.
He had entered the Army Air Corps early in 1943 and spent time at Fort Oglethorpe (as had Alex
Claiborne five months before), in Miami (possibly Miami Army Airfield), and at Army Gunnery School
in Harlingen, Texas, before transferring to Air Corps Technical School at Keesler Field, Mississippi,
where he was stationed over May-September, 1943. He was then assigned to Peterson Field, Colorado, for
advanced in-flight and in-class training as a First Engineer with a B-24 Liberator heavy bombardment
group. Notable among those letters was one from August 22, 1943 (Keesler Field), which included 2½-3
pages (non-stop) of what Son Marion referred to as "moron jokes." The last joke went like this: "And
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there's one about a boy named Marion, who joined the army to get out of school and then asked for
Aircraft Mechanics School. Well! he's still in that school after four months of hard studying."
All kidding aside, on March 21, 1944, during his last month stateside, now-Staff Sergeant Marion
Thornton Jr. wrote from Colorado.
I received my permanent ship Sat. which also keeps me busy solid time, . . . I certainly wish you and
your Dad, could see it. It's a brand new B-24 H, made by Henry Ford (Tell your Dad [Otho Pittman,
son of the founder of the Brownsville Ford dealership, Pittman Auto Company].) with every
improvement possible on it. . . . It really makes flying a pleasure no! kidding. It only had fifteen hours
on it. . . .
T/Sgt. Thornton, according to one newspaper account, had left Topeka, Kansas, on April 8, 1944, for
overseas service. As was common during the war, he followed the South Atlantic Air Route from the
continental U.S. to his ultimate destination in England. His April 22 letter says simply, "And that's about
all I can say, except I am somewhere in Brazil, . . ." The letter included a five-cruzeiro note as proof.
Libba Pittman was a seventeen-year-old junior counselor at Camp Miramichee, near Hardy, Arkansas,
that summer of 1944. In her letter written to Son Marion on Friday, June 23, she reports: "I saw Aunt Lib
just before I left [Brownsville, two days before], and she told me you were back in England [his May 18
V-mail had been written from Ireland]. . . . Were you in on the invasion [the D-Day landings in
Normandy had been 2½ weeks earlier], or is that a military secret?" My Mom's story continues.
When I was 17, Peggy [Dumas, who married Harbert Mulherin of Brownsville after the war] and I
were in camp in Arkansas as junior counselors. On our day off, we'd take a picnic lunch and go
canoeing or hiking. We were eating our lunch in a beautiful woods, when much to my amazement, I
looked up to see my parents approaching us? They said they just wanted to see us, but Peggy knew
better because her mother had written her not to say a word to me. After lunch, my daddy drove us
around in the mountains. Peggy and I were in the back seat, and my mother told me Son Marion had
been in an accident. I said was he hurt bad, and she replied, "The worst." My heart broke, and I
thought I'd never stop crying. I spent the night with my mother and daddy in a motel, and later that
day they left for home. I stayed for the rest of the camp.
I remember seeing a troop train, loaded with tanks, as we drove back to camp, and thinking of all
the lives lost and, "Will this war never end?"
I still have the letters he wrote to me – from Biloxi, Lincoln, Nebraska and England – and finally
the last letter I wrote to him, returned to me and stamped "Deceased," and that fateful date – the
written record of our teenage friendship and a family's sadness.
According to the July 27, 1944, (Memphis) Commercial Appeal, Son Marion had met death in a plane
crash over Attlebridge, England, on July 5. He had gone overseas in April, he had already taken part in
the bombing raids prior to the landings in Normandy on D-Day, and he had been presented with a
Presidential Citation and certificate of honor for being selected as a flight engineer on D-Day. He was
twenty years old. The (Brownsville) States-Graphic added that he was with the 8th Air Force, 392
Bombing Group, 576 Bombing Squadron; a recent letter to his mother had stated that he had already
completed his fifteenth mission. "Besides his parents he is survived by a sister, Mrs. Norman Lane of
Knoxville [and her husband and their three-year old son, Norman Edward Lane Jr.]."
The official website of the 392nd Bomb Group describes the accident as follows.
A practice mission involving the 14th, 2nd, 20th, and 95th Combat Wings was scheduled for this day
[July 5, 1944]. . . .
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Since this was just a local training mission to practice formation flying, S/Sgt Donald Schumaker
recounted that he, the other three gunners (Sgt Wayne Blackham, Sgt Chester Ellis, and Sgt Henry
DeKeyser) and bombardier 2/Lt John Walters did not have to fly. Instead they went to a movie at a
local theater and on their return to base found out that their crew and airplane were involved in a midair collision. S/Sgt Schumaker did not witness the crash as it occurred before his return to base.
However, base personnel must have thought he was aboard the plane as his locker had been cleaned
out.
Sgt. John G. Thiel was a radio operator/gunner on one of the 576 Squadron B-24's in this practice
mission. His eyewitness account follows. "Reese's crew, from our barracks, collided with another ship.
We were practicing staggered formations. We witnessed the collision, it was right near us. The pilot made
a wrong turn in peeling from formation. Three officers of Reese's plane, plus the radio operator and
engineer [T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr.], were killed when their plane crashed. . . ."
As Alex Claiborne had related in 1998, reflecting on his learning of the death of his closest brother Robert
in Italy in 1944: "It may seem strange that I was able to sleep that night, having lost my closest brother,
and knowing that my parents were not yet aware of this tragedy. But we had become so hardened from
being in the army that you just accepted death as a matter of fact. . . ." As Sgt. Thiel recalls, in the
aftermath of the tragedy involving Lt. Reese's crew: "In the afternoon [of July 5, 1944] we went on
another practice flight", . . .
"You just accepted death as a matter of fact."
The accident over England that had taken the life of T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr. had occurred on
Wednesday, July 5, 1944 – twenty-nine days after the Normandy invasion, and twelve days after Libba
Pittmann had mailed her last letter to him. The Commercial Appeal had reported his death in its July 27
issue. Another twenty-nine days later, on Friday, August 25, the annual Taylor Kinfolks Camp Meeting
began, with the evening service being held at Tabernacle Methodist Church, located a few miles outside
Brownsville. The city of Paris had been liberated from the Nazis earlier that same day. A 1939 description
states that: "Tabernacle was established as a meeting place by members of the Taylor family more than
one hundred years ago and annually the descendents of these pioneers who are buried in the beautiful
cemetery there, come together each year to worship together."
The recorded account of the 1944 Camp Meeting appears in The Taylors of Tabernacle, published in
August, 1957. Son Marion was remembered in the formal Memorial Service, and the States-Graphic
article reporting his death was reprinted in the publication. Importantly, a new opening sentence was
added to this text. It follows below, exactly as given in the original text.
The only grave in Tabernacle Cemetery of member of family who lost his life in Service of Country.
I cannot state as a witness, but Elizabeth and Marion Thornton, their daughter Betsy and her husband
Norman Lane from Knoxville, with their three-year-old son Norman Edward Lane Jr., would certainly
have been present. The sentence quoted above would take on new and haunting significance twenty-four
years later.
Two poems, at least one of which had appeared in the States-Graphic, also honored Son Marion's
memory in the 1957 book. One of these, contributed by Mrs. Annie Coppedge, follows:
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Another hero has fallen,
It was on the 5th of July,
As yet we can't believe it –
He was so young to die!
He was in the Great Invasion –
The leader of his crew –
A gunner brave and fearless
Fighting for me and for you.
We called him "Little Marion",
This Tech-Sergeant straight and tall,
So handsome in his uniform,
As he answered his country's call.
We won't be seeing him down here,
His star has changed to gold,
But up there with the loving Shepherd
He's safe in the heavenly fold.
We'll meet him some day, up there,
Where there'll be no war or strife,
For he was a Christian soldier; too,
This boy who gave his life.
The news of Son Marion's death had reached his parents in Brownsville on Friday, July 14, 1944. Mrs.
Coppedge indicated that she composed this poem at 1:45 a.m., in the first hours of the following morning,
July 15.
But it was not until Monday, August 23, 1948, that Son Marion was returned to his final resting place in
Tabernacle Cemetery. As was common in the European Theater, American servicemen lost in battle were
interred there, in temporary graves. After the war, families chose whether to have their loved ones
returned home for burial, or to be buried in an appropriate American Military Cemetery. The copilot of
Marion Jr.'s aircraft, 2ndLt. Joseph S. Iannotta, is buried, today, in the Cambridge American Cemetery in
England. Both Marion Thornton Jr. and Robert Claiborne returned home in 1948. The account of Son
Marion's August, 1948, funeral service is as follows. The text is reproduced as in the original.
Marion Thornton, Jr., Buried At Tabernacle
The remains T/Sgt. Marion Thornton, Jr., of the U.S. Air Force [the Air Force had been officially
established in 1947] were laid to rest in Tabernacle Cemetery Monday, afternoon at 1:30 o'clock
following brief services conducted by Rev. H.D. Weaver. Services and burial were private. Young
Thornton was one of Brownsville's most highly esteemed and beloved young men. He possessed an
affiable and bright disposition and consecrated to high ideals backed by Christian Character. Besides
his parents he had one sister, Mrs. Norman Lane, and was a member of one of the county's oldest and
best known families.
Contributed by Elizabeth Bailey Thornton and
Marion Thornton, Sr.
Marion Thornton's body was buried in England for four years; later was brought home and buried
on the family lot in Tabernacle Cemetery.
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An entrance to Tabernacle Cemetery will be erected in his memory. He was a boy of the family
whom all loved dearly.
In the Campground business session held the following day, "it was suggested that a memorial arch and
gateway be placed at entrance to Tabernacle cemetery in memory of Marion Thornton, Jr., the only
member of the family buried in Tabernacle Cemetery who lost his life in the service of his country [italics
mine]. The motion was approved. . . ."
In 1956 the start of the annual Camp Meeting came on Friday, August 17. As noted in the published
account, "and grandest of all, the new memorial gates to the cemetery erected by chairman 'Bill' (William
Perkins) Thornton. Joe Wallace Sills, 'the' brick mason of this section, made no charge for his services
because of his friendship with Marion Thornton, Jr., in whose memory the gates were given."
Cemetery Gate Dedicated to the Memory of Marion Thornton, Jr.
At the hour of sunset, a beautiful and impressive service was held, when campers and friends gathered
in front of the new iron gates to honor the memory of our own Marion Thornton, Jr., who gave his life
in the service of his country in World War II.
Rev. Robert Hamner, young Baptist minister of the family, read the scripture and offered prayer.
Hayden, Mrs. Harbert Thornton, Jr., made appropriate remarks regarding the life of Marion. The
following quotation, which she used, contains the essence of her talk.
I said to the man who stood at the gate of the years,
Give me light that I may tread safely into the unknown:
And he answered and said unto me, "Go out into the night,
And put your hand into the hand of God;
For this shall be to you better than light,
And safer than the known way."
Flag bearers were Nicholas Perkins Thornton, III and Benjamin Weeks Sharpe, Jr. Everyone was
touched by the quiet manner in which Thomas Lee Thornton and John Claiborne Thornton, III opened
the gates, signifying the entrance into a New Life.
Though it went without comment, the use of this stanza was more appropriate than had been realized. Its
words came from a poem, "God Knows," written in 1908 by Minnie Haskins, a British academic (in later
years) who at the time was working in India with the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society. "God
Knows" was published in 1912 in a small volume entitled, The Desert. But the poem and its author were
relatively unknown until 1939, when King George VI quoted these same lines at the end of his 1939
Christmas Day broadcast. Britain was already at war, and it has been pointed out that, at the time, no one
knew whether Britain would prevail in that war. "May that Almighty Hand guide and uphold us all."
The same verse from "God Knows" is inscribed at the entrance to the George VI memorial chapel in St.
George's Chapel, Windsor, and the poem was read at the funeral of Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, in 2002.
Very appropriate, that these lines would be read in remembrance of Son Marion, who had given his life in
the skies over Britain, so that Britain and "the cause of Christian civilization" might indeed prevail, in that
war.
Sometime later, maybe within two years of the dedication of the cemetery gate, Elizabeth and Marion
Thornton arranged for a bronze plaque in their Son Marion's memory, which was mounted on one of the
brick pillars. They chose the inscription, which follows:
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In Memory of
Marion Thornton, Jr.
T/Sgt. A.A.F.
Who Died For You
Aug. 29, 1923
July 5, 1944
Today is January 25, 2015. I am looking at a silver men’s Wittnauer wristwatch, with a date display and
inset second hand. When last worn in about 1980, this hand-wound mechanical model had a matching
silver Speidel Twist-O-Flex band. The back of the watch has two manufacturer’s stamps – "STAINLESS
STEEL," and "USE Admiral 1200 WRENCH," at the 12 o’clock and 6 o’clock positions (see photograph,
left). Engraved on the back, in two lines, are, "AL CLAIBORNE
1967." My Mom and Dad gave me this watch on Christmas Day –
Monday, December 25 – 1967. Marine Corps 1stLt. Norman E.
Lane Jr. – the only grandson of Elizabeth and Marion Thornton,
Brownsville, Tennessee – was forty days into his combat tour in
Vietnam, where he was now serving under 1stLt. Bill Willett as
Assistant Platoon Commander, 81mm Mortars, H&S Company,
3rd Battalion, 4th Marines (3/4 Marines). The world had indeed
taken quite a few spins since that hot August day in 1956, when
the Tabernacle Cemetery gates had been dedicated in memory of
Norman Lane’s uncle – Marion Thornton Jr. Norman had at that
time been living with his parents and younger sister Linda in
Vancouver, where he had attended the University of British
Columbia over 1958-1960. He had then transferred to Vanderbilt
University in Nashville, graduating with a BA in English in 1962. After attending Vanderbilt Law School
for three years, he had taught English and French at HHS in Brownsville over the 1965-1966 school year.
He had voluntarily enlisted with the Marine Corps on April 1, 1966, and he had graduated with The Basic
School (TBS) class 3-67 at Quantico one year later, on March 29 – nine months before Christmas, 1967. I
am looking at a photo from that graduation day now (see photograph, next page). Norman is pictured with
his good friend Harrison Brand and a third TBS 3-67 graduate, while his mother Betsy Lane and
grandmother Elizabeth Thornton – Aunt Lib, age sixty-eight years – look on.
Nicholas Thornton, Norman’s contemporary and first cousin, had been one of the flag bearers in that
August, 1956, dedication ceremony. Ten years later, while serving as an Air Force officer overseas, he
had met Jerilyn Payne in Libya, and they were married in December, 1966. Following his separation from
the service twelve months later, Nicholas and Jerilyn had moved back to Tennessee. Norman sent them a
Christmas card from Vietnam. It was dated December 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,
Another of these beautiful cards, which included a color cover image of a young Vietnamese mother and
her infant child – had been sent to Rita English of Brownsville, who had been a student in Norman’s
sophomore English class at HHS, just two years before. The design for this cover, entitled, Maternité, had
been contributed by the Vietnamese artist Vu Cao Dam to benefit UNICEF, the United Nations
Children’s Fund, as described on the back of the four-page card. Vu Cao Dam had been born in Hanoi in
1908, but in 1931 he emigrated to France, where he died, at age ninety-two, in 2000. The card carried the
printed expression, "Season’s Greetings," in English, with translations in Vietnamese, Russian, French,
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and Spanish. According to Rita, her card also carried the news from Norman that, "in a few days my
battalion moves to a new outpost NE of Con Thien. Many gooks all around us." He then proceeded to tell
Rita that he liked it there. "It’s sort of different."
Two days after Christmas – on December 27, 1967 – in the home that her parents had built thirty years
before on College Street – just down the hill from HHS – my Mom and Dad enjoyed their eighteenth
wedding anniversary. On that same day, twenty-six-year old Norman Edward Lane Jr. was on the move
with 3/4 Marines toward the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). Ten days later, on January 6, 1968, he wrote to
Rita again. "We are now living on an unnamed hill between Con Thien and Gio Linh. This is the
northernmost U.S. base in Vietnam. The DMZ is a couple of hundred yards north of us." In the same
letter, Norman mentions seeing Cpl. Allen Willyerd of Brownsville every other day. He tells Rita that
Allen is a machine gun squad leader in the battalion (Kilo Company, 3/4 Marines), and that he and Allen
share news about Brownsville. As Allen told it, forty-six years later:
So when I'd see Norman, was whenever he could come up to see me, and times were . . . but he did
make it up quite a bit, and I always saved the States-Graphic for him . . . and so he would come up,
and we would sit there, you know . . . But Norman and I, we knew y'all. We'd get together, we'd talk
about y'all. Amazing, just amazing, to be with somebody from Brownsville, Tennessee, and we really
enjoyed it. . . . Now we went on, and we were separated. And I went on over to Gio Linh, and I always
saved the States-Graphic paper for Norman. And then we came back together, and we were together a
little bit longer – and it was just wonderful to have been there with somebody from Brownsville –
you'll never know how much that meant.
On Thursday, December 28, 1967, Warren
Atkinson and his two sections of 81mm mortars
from 2/9 Marines moved into position at Cam Lo
Hill (battalion base area C-3).
As described by James Coan in his book, Con
Thien: The Hill of Angels, "LtCol. Lee Bendell's
3d Battalion, 4th Marines left behind its cozy, dry
Dyemarker bunkers at Charlie-2 in December to
. . . secure the new A-3 area between Con Thien
and Gio Linh." According to Michael Madden,
who served with Lima Company, 3/4 Marines,
"Lima & 3/4 . . . were 3000 meters NE of Con
Thien, above the 'trace' at hill 28 . . . and then at
An Dinh. We had moved there Christmas Day,
1967, and 3/4 stayed there until [Monday] January
22." John Hudson was also with Lima 3/4, and he
recalls being posted on Christmas Day, 1967, at
"The Washout," also known as C-2 Bridge.
It was bright and sunny that Christmas morning . . . Lima and Kilo were at The Washout . . . Mike and
India were south of us holding C-2 where LtCol. Bendell had the 3/4 CP. We all knew that we were
leaving The Washout the next day. We were heading up to a small hill above the trace north of the
new artillery base Alpha-3 [A-3] . . . Only a few hundred meters south of the DMZ . . . We'd been at
The Washout for almost two months, and it had been great duty. My favorite time and location for my
entire tour. But the good times were over. Storm clouds were on the horizon. The heaviest fighting of
the entire war was just around the corner.
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Today is Sunday, March 29, 2015 – Palm Sunday. Forty-seven years ago on this date, it was an early
spring day – a Friday – in Norman Lane's (or Norman Jr., as many called him) hometown of Brownsville,
Tennessee. An extremely unusual thirteen-inch snowfall had hit Brownsville just one week before, on
March 22. My second cousin and best friend, Richard Carlton, and I had just turned sixteen on the 20th
and 25th, respectively. Our cousin Mack Thornton was finishing his senior year at HHS in Brownsville,
where Richard and I were sophomores. Our graduating class numbered 129 in the just barely integrated
school; Richard and I were both involved in March of 1968 in spring football practice (the Tomcats went
undefeated in 1968 and 1969) and in taking the sophomore Biology class with Miss Mary Lea, who had
also taught the same class to our parents twenty-five-plus years before, and we had just gotten our driver's
licenses. The Woodmen of the World (WOW) Building hosted area bands almost every Friday night; Sam
and Dave were giving a concert in Jackson, but I could not get permission to drive out of town! Laugh In
and The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour were popular, and the elections for class officers at Haywood
High for the 1968-1969 school year were coming soon.
Senator Robert F. Kennedy, newly announced (March 16, 1968) candidate for the Democratic presidential
nomination, had just given a keynote speech for the IMPACT symposium at Vanderbilt University in
Nashville, a 2½-hour drive from Brownsville, on Thursday, March 21. But history, the U.S. presidential
election coming that fall, and politics in general, were nowhere on my radar. The weekly States-Graphic
was published every Friday, and the lead story for Friday, March 29, 1968, read, "Miss Brownsville To
Be Crowned Saturday Night [March 30] At Pageant. . . . Mack Thornton and Jerry Leath will be escorts.
. . . Girls who are entered are . . . 11. Rita English. . . ." As the paper had gone to press on Thursday
afternoon, March 28, a "News Flash!" had been inserted at the bottom of page 1: "At the request of
Memphis Mayor Henry Loeb, 250 riot trained Tennessee Highway Patrol officers were rushed to
Memphis to combat rioters on Main Street, Memphis." Earlier that day – Thursday, March 28, 1968 – a
planned march from Clayborn Temple in Memphis, being led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in support of
the ongoing Sanitation Workers’ Strike, had first been interrupted by window breaking and looting along
the Beale Street route. The rioting soon spread to other precincts – in all, 200 buildings were vandalized,
one suspected looter was shot to death by police, and 3,000 soldiers from the Tennessee National Guard
were deployed. Total property damages were later estimated at $400,000.
Even earlier on March 28 – the time difference between Saigon and Memphis (CST) was +13 hours –
1stLt. Norman E. Lane Jr. had written from Cam Lo Hill, to his mother Betsy. After his January 6 letter to
Rita English (from "an unnamed hill between Con Thien and Gio Linh"), Norman had written from An
Dinh to his Vanderbilt Law School friend and now fellow Vietnam Marine officer, John Russell, on
January 19. The format of that letter is retained:
Dear John,
We got in a big battle yesterday with NVA,
had 11 KIA, 33 WIA (evac’d). Our present position is
a stretch of jungle NE of Con Thien, a couple of miles
SE of A3. We may go on nine day operation toward
Cam Lo on Sunday. . . .
I like living in the field very much. May extend
for 6 months. . . .
Norman.
The "big battle yesterday with NVA" is known in the history books as, "The Marketplace Revisited."
Eight days later, on January 27, Lt. Lane and his 81mm Mortar Platoon fought in the Battle of Mike’s
Hill. The June 24, 1968, Citation for Norman’s Navy Commendation Medal with Combat "V" read in
part: "On 27 January 1968 during an attack by a North Vietnamese Army battalion, he demonstrated
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exceptional initiative and courage as he simultaneously directed his platoon in delivering effective mortar
fire and manning positions along the defensive perimeter."
Warren Atkinson’s 81mm Mortar sections from 2/9 Marines were based at Cam Lo Hill from December
28, 1967-February 18, 1968. According to the 3/4 Marines Command Chronology for February, 1968,
"The Battalion relocated on 17 February and assumed control of the Cam Lo Artillery Position [also
known as Cam Lo Hill and battalion base area C-3]. . . ." At some point in February, Lt. Lane also became
81mm Mortar Platoon Commander with H&S Company, 3/4 Marines. With the exception of the platoon’s
4th Section, he and the rest of the platoon occupied the same areas of the base being vacated by Warren
Atkinson and his two 81mm Mortar sections from 2/9 Marines.
Joe Myers had been an acquaintance of Norman’s in law school at Vanderbilt, with John Russell. Joe was
now serving as a Marine Corps officer in the legal department at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. That
same month – February, 1968 – Joe received the one letter that Norman wrote to him from Vietnam. As
related by Joe in 2010, "He told me that one day something hit him in the chest. He looked down and on
the ground was a spent bullet that had been fired from miles away, had lost its power and was about to fall
to the ground when it hit him. It did not hurt him at all. He said he was a lucky guy. I’m sure he felt he
was bullet proof after that." And on Leap Day – Thursday, February 29, 1968 – a battle-seasoned 1stLt.
Norman Lane Jr. wrote from Cam Lo Hill to his eleven-year-old pen pal, Carol Weston, in Armonk, New
York. As recently paraphrased by Carol, who kept all of Lt. Lane’s letters, it was "a lovely letter about
Greek translations, belly dancing, ouzo and baklava, and his plan to go around the world in 1969 and
someday open a nightclub in Istanbul with a Turkish friend . . . "
As reported by the Commercial Appeal on Saturday, April 6, 1968, quoting Mrs. Betsy Lane: "The letter
gave no warning of danger. He said he was perfectly happy and he was with two of his buddies playing
chess. He thanked his grandmother for a box of cookies, and assured her he was safe."
On Saturday afternoon, March 30, my good friend Johnny White and I had gone to Susan Warren's house
on Park Avenue. Susan was an HHS junior, and several people had gathered at her house to make
"campaign" posters, etc., for the coming 1968-1969 elections for class officers. While we were at Susan's
house, working and talking, someone mentioned, "Did you hear about Norman Lane?" I took note of this,
but I don't recall a specific reaction. My friend Johnny lived in the country (Nutbush; later made famous
by Tina Turner), and as we left Susan's house later, our plan was to drive to my house, speak with my
parents (permission), and then I would drive Johnny to his home in Nutbush. As we drove, I think I asked
Johnny whether he had heard anything about Norman, but mostly we just shrugged our shoulders.
Johnny's older brother David had been a student, with Rita English, Mack Thornton, and a number of
others, in Norman’s sophomore English class at HHS during the 1965-1966 school year.
My Mom, Libba Claiborne, was probably the one person in Brownsville closest to Norman's
grandparents, Elizabeth and Marion Thornton. Norman had been three years old when their own son
Marion Jr. had been lost in World War II, and he was the sole surviving son or grandson in their
immediate family. When my family had Thanksgiving dinner (as we always did) with Aunt Lib and Uncle
Marion on November 23, 1967, about ten days into Norman's tour in Vietnam, I specifically recall a sad
lament by Uncle Marion about his grandson and Marine Corps officer, posted in a dangerous place 9,000
miles away, in reaction to a TV newscast from Vietnam. As it turned out, that was the same day that
Norman had saved a can of C-ration turkey and a cup of leftover cranberry sauce for his friend and
brother, Allen Willyerd, who was late getting back to Gio Linh from a Thanksgiving Day patrol into the
DMZ. "I wanted you to have as good a meal today as we had," Norman told Allen that late November
afternoon 9,000 miles away, in 1967.
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From my recollection, as Johnny White and I entered my parents' driveway that late March, 1968,
afternoon, it was obvious that something was terribly wrong. As we got out of the car I was driving, my
Mom and Dad were hurriedly rushing to get into my Dad's car. I think the first words I heard from my
Mom were something like, "We have to go to see Aunt Lib. Norman Jr. has been killed." On those words,
a level of angst set in.
A historic – and tragic – week went by . . . the week that began with Monday, April 1, 1968 – April Fools'
Day – ended with Palm Sunday, April 7. I am looking at the front page of the Commercial Appeal (my
Mom had saved this in our house in Brownsville) for that Palm Sunday – forty-seven years ago (see
figure, below). The headline reads, "New Waves Of Violence Erupting In Chicago, Washington,
Pittsburgh; LBJ Postpones Speech To Congress." A large black-and-white photograph dominates the front
page. "Shells Of Buildings Were Still Shrouded By Smoke Yesterday After Chicago Rampage," read the
caption. Page 28 of the previous day's [Saturday, April 6, 1968] issue had carried the story, "Rites
Conducted For Norman Lane."

From St. Matthew 21:6-11 (King James Version):
6 And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them,
7 And brought the ass, and the colt, and put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon.
8 And a very great multitude spread their garments in the way; others cut down branches from the
trees, and strawed them in the way.
9 And the multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the son of
David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest.
10 And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this?
11 And the multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee.
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Norman had begun his final journey home from Da Nang on Monday, April 1. American Airlines flight
#137 from Philadelphia was scheduled to arrive at Memphis Metropolitan Airport at 3:56 p.m. on
Thursday, April 4, two hours and five minutes before James Earl Ray fired the shot from a bathroom
window in Bessie Brewer’s rooming house – perhaps a seventeen-minute drive from the airport – that
mortally wounded Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Speaking on the night of April 4, as Norman slept
peacefully at Brownsville Funeral Home, and in the aftermath of Dr. King’s murder, Senator Robert F.
Kennedy included these words from the ancient Greek tragedian, Aeschylus:
Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget
Falls drop by drop upon the heart until,
In our own despair, against our will,
Comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.
On Friday morning, April 5, Norman Lane Jr. and Dr. King both lay in repose, some sixty miles from
each other. I did not attend the services for Norman, which were held at 3:00 Friday afternoon, April 5,
1968. He was carried to his final resting place in Tabernacle Cemetery outside Brownsville – Tabernacle
Methodist Church and Taylor Kinfolks Campground – where Norman had been photographed as a young
boy, pulling me as a child in an old Red Flyer wagon – where he and Lynne Thornton used to lie on
blankets at night and count the stars – where he as a Vanderbilt University graduate and recent law
student announced to the congregation his decision to become a Marine Corps officer – to "pay any price,
bear any burden . . . in order to assure the survival and success of liberty" – asking not what his country
could do for him – but asking what he could do for his country – where his grandfather Marion Thornton,
standing before the congregation, read his letters from Vietnam aloud – and where, in the spring of 1968 –
his former high school English student Mack Thornton and others carried his casket, draped in the
American flag, to his final resting place – through the Tabernacle Cemetery gate erected in memory of his
fallen uncle, Marion Thornton Jr.
To-day the road all runners come,
Shoulder-high we bring you home,
And set you at your threshold down,
Townsman of a stiller town.
Smart lad, to slip betimes away
From fields where glory does not stay,
And early though the laurel grows
It withers quicker than the rose.
Now you will not swell the rout
Of lads that wore their honours out,
Runners whom renown outran
And the name died before the man.
– excerpted from "To an Athlete Dying Young," by A.E. Housman
The States-Graphic issue of Friday, April 5, 1968, carried a large front-page photograph of the new Miss
Brownsville and her court – selected in the pageant that had been held the Saturday night before. To Miss
Brownsville's left stands her first maid, Rita English. Immediately below this photograph is another
photograph – a portrait photo of a well-dressed young man, perhaps a college student, with a smile on his
face. The portrait photo accompanies the article titled, "Norman Lane Killed In Vietnam."

13

During my own junior year at HHS (1968-1969, the same high school, in the same building, that Alex and
Robert Claiborne had graduated from over thirty years before, that my Mom and Son Marion had attended
twenty-five years before, and in which a young Vanderbilt University graduate named Norman Edward
Lane Jr. had taught English and French, only three years before), I wrote an essay for my English class,
which included a brief remembrance of both Marion Thornton Jr. and his only nephew, Norman Lane Jr.
The essay was later published in volume 2 of The Taylors of Tabernacle, and there is a reference to a
framed color print that I often saw in Uncle Marion's den – that of a young Confederate soldier saying
good-bye to his family – possibly, or likely, for the last time. That high school essay was dated
Wednesday, November 27, 1968 – the day before Thanksgiving – one year and four days to the date after
Marine Corps 2ndLt. Norman Lane Jr. had saved a can of C-ration turkey and a cup of leftover cranberry
sauce for his friend and brother, Allen Willyerd. "I wanted you to have as good a meal today as we had,"
Norman had said to Allen that late November afternoon, 9,000 miles from home, in 1967.
(continued, page 15) . . .
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When Aunt Lib sold the house on North Washington Avenue after Uncle Marion died in 1976, I asked for
the framed print, and I still have it. I am looking at it now. The original oil on canvas painting resides
today in the collection of the Birmingham (Alabama) Museum of Art. It is titled, Leaving Home, it is
dated 1907, and the artist is Gilbert Gaul. The Museum describes the painting thus.
Leaving Home reminds us all of the heartache and fear a family has as it sends a loved one off to war.
Here the father bravely wishes his son well as those near and dear to him gather round. . . . The
following verses are excerpts from a poem that, according to War Poetry of the South, was found
on the body of a young soldier from one of the Alabama regiments under General Robert E. Lee. It
is believed that the soldier's mother wrote the poem.
I know the sun shines, and the lilacs are blowing,
And the summer send kisses by beautiful May.
Oh! To see all the treasures the spring is bestowing,
And think my boy Willie enlisted today.
I sit in the window and see the flags flying
And drearily list to the roll of the drum,
And smother the pain in my heart that is lying
And bid all the fears in my bosom be numb.
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