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 “FOR THOSE WHO FIGHT FOR IT, LIFE HAS A 

FLAVOR THE PROTECTED NEVER KNOW.”  
 
 
 

Messrs. Charles Ragland, James Stahlman, C.M. Sarratt, and Harvie Branscomb view the plaque that hangs on a 
wall in Memorial Gymnasium at Vanderbilt University. The plaque names all 144 former students and alumni of 
the university who lost their lives in the Second World War. See pages 10-11 of this story. 

 

March 25, 2017 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Saturday, March 16, 1968 – In Robert Kennedy: His Life, author Evan Thomas summarizes the odds that the 
newly-declared candidate faced in his quest for the Democratic presidential nomination: 
 
 About half the delegates attending the [August 26-29] 1968 Democratic convention would either be from the 
 South, where RFK was still called "Little Brother," or controlled by Big Labor. George Meany, the head of the 
 AFL-CIO, derisively referred to Kennedy as "that jitterbug." In the Senate, Kennedy had routinely antagonized 
 visiting labor bosses by asking why their unions discriminated against Negroes. Now Big Labor’s money and 
 organization – still formidable in the late 1960s – would be arrayed against him. 
 

http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/ 
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Now, as of Tuesday, May 21, 1968, there had been at least one seismic shift in the landscape of the Democratic 
presidential nomination process – President Johnson’s nationally-televised March 31 announcement: 
 
 Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your 
 President. 
 
As described by Evan Thomas, the Senator-candidate had met with President Johnson at the White House on April 
3 – three days after the president’s March 31 announcement: 
 
 Kennedy asked LBJ what he intended to do about the campaign. Stay out of it, said Johnson. "I am no king 
 maker," he said, "and I don’t want to be." Kennedy wasn’t fooled. He understood that Hubert Humphrey would 
 jump in the race with Johnson’s behind-the-scenes support. . . . When Kennedy left, LBJ met first with Vice 
 President Humphrey to give him his secret backing, . . . 
 
The longstanding and bitter blood feud between Lyndon Johnson and Robert Kennedy is perhaps best documented 
by Robert Caro, in The Passage of Power: 
 
 The murdered President [John F. Kennedy] had a brother, who hated the new President [Lyndon Johnson] – as 
 the new President hated him. . . . It was a feud that arose out of something visceral, something deep within both 
 men – those who witnessed their first face-to-face encounter, in the Senate cafeteria in 1953, when Robert 
 Kennedy was only a young Senate staffer and Lyndon Johnson was the Senate's Democratic leader, would 
 never forget it – and over the years, it had only intensified: Lyndon Johnson never forgot or forgave, could 
 never, until he died, . . . Possessing during his brother's presidency the power to humiliate Johnson, Bobby 
 Kennedy had taken many opportunities to do so. And now, in a single instant, in the crack of a Dallas gunshot, 
 their positions had been reversed, tables turned completely, and Lyndon Johnson had the power to repay the 
 favor – which he soon began to do. 
 
Less than four weeks after the Kennedy-Johnson meeting, on April 27, Vice President Hubert Humphrey 
announced that he would seek the nomination. From the "Hubert H. Humphrey Papers: 1968 Presidential campaign 
files," 
 
 Money problems dictated that Humphrey’s wisest course was to stay out of the presidential primaries in hopes 
 that McCarthy and Kennedy would weaken each other and that he could garner enough delegates in the non- 
 primary states to have a chance for the nomination. 
 
In 2016, the Democratic Party conducted presidential primaries – as distinct from caucuses – in thirty-eight states. 
Two of these were non-binding, and the total includes all types (open, closed, etc.) of primaries. In striking contrast, 
the 1968 Democratic presidential nomination process included primaries in only fourteen states, and four of those 
had already been held in March and April. As Evan Thomas writes, 
 
 Hubert Humphrey could afford to essentially ignore the primaries. He had inherited Johnson’s delegate base 
 and enjoyed the formidable support of Big Labor. Kennedy, on the other hand, had to win everywhere and 
 overwhelmingly.   
 
 Larry O’Brien, a true pragmatist and the most reliable delegate counter, had told Kennedy that winning the 
 nomination would be an uphill struggle. . . . Humphrey had been methodically lining up delegates in big states 
 like New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Ohio – enough to secure the nomination, unless Kennedy could somehow 
 shake them free. 
 
Tuesday, May 21, 1968 – And so it was, that the Kennedy campaign would spend three days – Sunday, May 19 
through Tuesday, May 21 – in California. The Oregon primary (May 28) was one week away, but California (June 
4) held the promise of the second largest (only to New York, June 18) number of delegates, of all contests. On that 
Tuesday, Senator Robert Kennedy addressed a group of journalists at a luncheon in San Francisco – as described 
by Edwin Guthman and C. Richard Allen in RFK: Collected Speeches, Senator Kennedy talked about "a new view 
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ed, 
rks 

of politics that could 
address the nation’s 
concerns, mobilize its 
citizens, and reflect, in 
its foreign policy, its 
deepest beliefs about
human nature." Inde
the candidate’s rema
proclaim, "And therefore 
this [1968] is the year 
when the old politics 
must be a thing of the 
past." Events in Chicago, 
fourteen weeks later, 
would sadly provide 
dramatic – and violent – 
evidence to the contrary.   

Senator Robert F. Kennedy speaks to the Press Club of San Francisco at a 
luncheon on Tuesday, May 21, 1968. The video link  
(http://tinyurl.com/rfk-may21-1968) gives scenes from Kennedy's visit to the city 
that day and includes forty seconds of his talk at the press club luncheon.

 
 
 
 

 

In 1968, Brownsville, Tennessee had only one weekly newspaper, the States-Graphic. Most households relied on 
the Memphis Commercial Appeal for their daily morning news – carrier(s) in Brownsville delivered the newspaper, 
seven days a week. On the morning of Tuesday, May 21, 1968 – about seven hours before Senator Robert Kennedy 
would be speaking at the press luncheon in San Francisco – the people of Brownsville were struck by one sad story, 
with a strong local connection, in the newspaper: 
 
 Death Of Pen Pal Learned Through Unclaimed  
      Letter 
 
 The letter came back stamped "unclaimed" and 
 Carol Weston, 11, couldn’t understand what had 
 happened to her pen pal. He’d gotten her letters 
 before. 
  Recently, she found out. Her pen pal, Marine 
 Lt. Norman Lane Jr., 27, son of Mrs. Betsy Lane 
 of 505 South Perkins, had been killed in action in 
 Vietnam. . . . 
  When the letter returned, Carol’s mother, 
 Mrs. Marybeth L. Weston, executive assistant to 
 the editor in chief of House & Garden magazine, 
 wrote The Commercial Appeal asking for help in 
 locating him. 
  The tragic answer was found in an obituary. 
 
Lt. Lane’s death, on March 29, 1968, had come five days after Carol had mailed her last letter. 
 
More than forty-six years after that article had appeared in the Commercial Appeal, I made contact with Carol 
Weston – the grown-up version of the eleven-year-old from Armonk, NY, who had been Lt. Lane’s pen pal. Today, 
Carol is an accomplished advice columnist and novelist for young readers (http://www.carolweston.com/), living in 
Manhattan. In his June 22, 1966, letter to Vanderbilt and Marine Corps friend John Russell  

http://www.carolweston.com/
http://tinyurl.com/rfk-may21-1968


(http://tinyurl.com/june-22-1966), Norman Lane had mentioned a new temporary job as a Nature Study Specialist 
for a public day camp in Scarsdale, NY, that he would begin on July 5. In July of 2014 – forty-eight years after she 
had met "Mr. Lane" as a student in that day camp, Carol wrote the following: 
 
 Yes, "Mr. Lane" was my nature teacher. I was in his camp class and I often rode on his shoulders and he told 
 me to call him "Uncle Norm." 
  We wrote a lot during the two years. I wrote him at many different addresses. 
  I was 10, 11, 12, and I sent him gum and stories and little lines in Latin and he was such a natural teacher 
 that I can only hope that he enjoyed our correspondence half as much as I did. . . . 
  My college essay was about my friendship with "Uncle Norm" and my sudden awareness of life and death. 
  As I told you, I have his letters. And a doll he sent from Vietnam. I'm 57 now but I could never bear to 
 throw it out. (Maybe I also wondered if I might write about him someday?) 
  And I ended up majoring French and Spanish comp literature. I think we would have stayed friends, he and 
 I! 
  My mother, then the garden editor of House & Garden Magazine, was well aware of how remarkable he 
 was. She wrote the Memphis paper when my letter was returned unclaimed. 
  They sent the obituary to our Westchester home and my mom came home early from her work in the city to 
 give me the tragic news in person. . . . 
  His was the first death that affected me and I've never forgotten him. 
  We tried to get in touch with his mom at the time . . . but it was harder then to locate someone named 
 "Lane." . . . 
  His letters were keepers. He had such a voice. How lucky his students were. 
  Norman Lane was a wonderful person and I'm honored to have known him. Though not for long enough! 
 
A month later, Carol sent me a photograph with this short message: 
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e test of that postulate. 
 

And now, somewhat astonishly, here is a photo I 
just now took of the letters that have always lived 
in a box on my office bookshelf. All these decades.
I wonder if I've been meaning to write about all 
this all along. As you can see/feel, I'm reticent to
jump into your project with both feet, but I'm
protective of the letters and fond of my memories
of Uncle Norm. . . . Maybe I'm trying to figure out
what to  say . . . an essay?

And yes, that's me in the upper corner. He took
 that photo. 

"Kennedy, on the other hand, had to win everywhere 
and overwhelmingly."  

Over the 1968 calendar year, Richard Carlton and I
were taking classes in Plane Geometry and Chemistry 
at Haywood High School (HHS). Mrs. Rena Bell 
taught geometry, and Mr. Richard Bennett – one of th
best teachers I ever had, at any level – taught 
chemistry. In geometry we studied theorems and 
proofs, and in chemistry we studied hypotheses and
scientific method. The quote above from Evan Thomas
seems to be something of a postulate, and the Oregon 
primary for the 1968 Democratic presidential 
campaign – coming on Tuesday, May 28 – would be 
the most sever
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In RFK: Collected Speeches, Guthman and Allen assert that 
 
 Neither his [Kennedy’s] foreign nor domestic policy views fit neatly into the prevailing ideological camps, 
 allowing a constituency encompassing urban blacks, ethnic blue-collar whites, and farmers.   
 
With respect to the 1968 Oregon primary, however, the authors observe that 
 
 Kennedy’s message never connected with voters in a state the candidate privately described as one giant 
 suburb; . . . McCarthy had pulled out of Nebraska early and committed his best organizers to Oregon and 
 California, and their efforts were matched by phone banks and similar support from friends of the [Johnson] 
 administration within the AFL-CIO official structure, aiming to embarrass the candidate they felt would be 
 Vice President Humphrey’s only viable challenger. 
 
Evan Thomas concurs in this analysis: 
 
 There were hardly any blacks – about one percent of the population. Oregon is "one giant suburb," Kennedy 
 lamented. He worried to columnist Joe Kraft as he flew into Portland in the third week of May. "It’s all white 
 Protestants. There’s nothing for me to grab ahold of." There were, on the other hand, Teamsters organizers with 
 bad memories of Kennedy’s persecution of Jimmy Hoffa and many gun enthusiasts who regarded Kennedy’s 
 support for gun control as subversive. Kennedy’s problems were exacerbated by a weak organization in 
 Oregon. 
 
Friday and Saturday, May 24 and 25, 1968 – According to the Thomas account, much of Friday and Saturday, 
May 24 and 25 – within the Kennedy Oregon campaign – was devoted to internal deliberations over whether or not 
to debate Senator McCarthy, who had issued a statement saying that he had bought a half hour of television time for 
just such a purpose. "Debating McCarthy was a bad idea, Kennedy insisted." On election day, the 28th, Kennedy 
queried his faithful administrative assistant, Joe Dolan. "You think I’m going to lose," the candidate said. "I know 
you are," replied Dolan. "We don’t have blacks and Chicanos and we do have gun nuts." Senator Kennedy lost the 
Oregon primary to Senator McCarthy by a 44.7%-to-38.8% margin. The postulate had failed this test, but there was 
still the lucrative winner-take-all California primary, coming on June 4.  
 
"Arriving in Los Angeles the [Wednesday] morning after the Oregon primary, Kennedy stood in his convertible 
while it crept through teeming black and Mexican neighborhoods."  
 
The late Edwin Guthman was a World War II combat veteran (with the 85th Infantry Division, with whom my 
father Alex Claiborne and thousands of other men served and fought, in North Africa and Italy, over 1944-1945) 
and recipient of the Silver Star Medal. Over 1961-1965 he had worked with Robert F. Kennedy, first as public 
information director for the Justice Department, and later with Kennedy's 1964 Senate campaign; Guthman was 
also an early spokesman for Senator Kennedy. In RFK: Collected Speeches, Guthman and C. Richard Allen 
attribute one less-well-recognized factor from February, 1968, as being "catalytic" in then-Senator Kennedy's 
decision to seek the Democratic presidential nomination.  
 
 On February 29 [as President Johnson was presiding over Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara's farewell 
 ceremony at the Pentagon (pages 12-13, http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968)], the United States Commission on 
 Civil Disorders, headed by Illinois Governor Otto Kerner, which Johnson appointed to analyze the 1967 urban 
 riots [forty-three people had been killed over five days of rioting in Detroit, alone], released a somber report of 
 America divided, "moving toward two societies, one black, one white – separate and unequal." The White 
 House ignored it. 
 
The Brownsville and Haywood County, Tennessee of 1967-1968 was a very far distance from Detroit, Michigan – 
socially, politically, economically, culturally, and certainly in size and in national and international recognition. But 
in the early days of the administration of President John F. Kennedy, following actions taken in the latter days of 
the Eisenhower administration, Haywood County had gotten the attention of then-US Attorney General Robert F. 
Kennedy and the Department of Justice. Records from the US census, including every decennial report from 1910 

http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968


6 
 

through 1980, identified two of Tennessee's ninety-five counties as having African-American majorities – these 
were Haywood and neighboring Fayette counties. Census records for 1960 and 1970 show that the African-
American population of Haywood County was 61.3% and 54.7% of the total population, respectively. An 
interesting aside to this analysis is that the total county population decrease from 23,393 to 19,596, over the decade 
of the 1960s, can be almost quantitatively accounted for (over 95%) by the decrease in the county-wide African-
American population (from 14,340 to 10,719) over that decade. Still, in 1970, the percentage of African-American 
citizens in Haywood County held at almost 55% – a clear majority. 
 
Yet, as even more clearly shown in voter registration records for Haywood County from 1956 and from 1958-1959, 
there were no African-Americans registered to vote. On January 24, 1963 – while ten-year-olds Richard Carlton 
and Al Claiborne were attending Mrs. Elizabeth Hathcock's fifth-grade class at the all-white Anderson Grammar 
School in Brownsville, Attorney General Robert Kennedy submitted an official press release to President 
Kennedy's office. Under the title, "A Report on the Progress in the Field of Civil Rights," it addressed civil rights 
problems in Voting, Transportation, Schools, Employment, and Other Areas. Of these, "The most significant civil 
rights problem is voting." 
 
 A vivid example is provided by Haywood and Fayette counties, Tennessee, where intimidation actions were 
 filed in the previous [Eisenhower] administration and successfully concluded in this administration. Last 
 summer [1962], we secured assurances, by consent decrees, against economic intimidation. Between late 1960, 
 when the cases were filed, and the present, the number of Negroes registered has increased from none to more 
 than 2,000 in Haywood County and from 58 to more than 3,000 in Fayette County.  
 
The report went on to state that segregation in interstate transportation (Brownsville had both bus and rail stations) 
had "ceased to exist" in 1962. But this was far from the case for the public schools in Brownsville and Haywood 
County in 1962 and 1963. The system remained segregated – Cpl. Tyrone W. Austin, who would die for his 
country in May of 1968 while serving as a machine gunner with Hotel Co, 2/4 Marines, in the Battle for Dong Ha 
(page 4, http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968), was a 1963 graduate of Carver High School – the all-black county high 
school. Cpl. Allen Willyerd, who was posted on Hill 689 in May of 1968 as a machine gunner with Kilo Co, 3/4 
Marines (page 15, http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968), was a 1964 graduate of the all-white HHS. 
 
Writing in the Brownsville Press on July 20, 2016, George Parks – a member of the HHS Class of 1966 – recalled: 
 
 In one historically unique way, however, the 50-year reunion of the Class of 1966 was different. The HHS 
 Class of 1966 was the first racially integrated class to ever graduate from HHS [there were four African-
 American students among the graduating class of 160]. . . . 
  It was a different world in Brownsville in 1966. There was much anger in the white community because the 
 only life they had known was being challenged, and there was much fear in the black community because they 
 knew the danger associated with being on the front line of change. 
 
Sunday and Monday, May 26 and 27, 1968 – In May of 1968, two full years after the HHS Class of 1966 had 
graduated, the Brownsville City and Haywood County boards of education found themselves defendants in a 
continuing legal battle with the US Department of Justice. It would be September of 1970 before a new, 
consolidated high school – built under a plan for school desegregation approved by the US District Court in 
Memphis – would open for all students. But now, at 5:00 p.m. CDT on Sunday, May 26, 1968, the 119 members of 
the HHS Class of 1968 gathered in the school auditorium for their Baccalaureate Service. The Command 
Chronology for 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, indicates that sunrise in the vicinity of Hill 689 would come at 6:15 a.m. 
local time on Monday, May 27. The high temperature would be in the upper 90s, and the humidity for the day 
would average 85%. As the Baccalaureate Service, which featured a sermon by Dr. David Byrd, pastor of the West 
Jackson (TN) Baptist Church, came to the Benediction, the choir sang the response, "The Lord Bless You and Keep 
You." In that moment, the new day was dawning on Hill 689, 9,000 miles away. The men of Lima Co, 3/4 Marines, 
were set to depart their hilltop home at about 11:00 a.m. that morning, in order to support the Marines of Mike Co 
on their precarious mission to LZ Peanuts (page 7, http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968). That afternoon on LZ Peanuts 
– while back in Brownsville, members of the HHS Class of 1968 slept in anticipation of the Graduation Exercises 

http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968


to come the next night – seven of those Marines from Mike Co passed "into the welcoming company of those who 
need faith no longer but see God face to face." 
 
 The Lord bless you and keep you, 
 The Lord lift His countenance upon you, 
 And give you peace, and give you peace; 
 The Lord make His face to shine upon you, 
 And be gracious unto you, be gracious, 
 The Lord be gracious, gracious unto you.   
 
Graduation Exercises for the HHS Class of 1968 were held at Memorial Field in Brownsville and began at 8:00 
p.m. on Monday evening, May 27. The theme for the ceremony was "Education for Life" and included four talks by 
class members – each addressing one subtopic of that theme: 
 
 "Education for Leadership" 
 "Education for Democracy" 
 "Education for Christian Living" 
 "Education for Culture" 
 
A "Boys' Quartette" (spelled as in the program) then sang, "Graduation Day." A member of the graduating class 
recently critiqued that performance: 
 
 Mack, Franklin, Jack, David – they were horrible. Brave but horrible. 
 
John Williamson was one of the top ten students in the class of 119 seniors. Before HHS principal, Mr. Ed 
Thompson, handed out the diplomas and other awards, John spoke as part of the ceremony. The title of his talk, 
"Freedom Is Not Free," was taken from the topic of a first-place essay that he had submitted for a contest sponsored 
by the local American Legion Auxiliary. When I contacted John in July of 2016 in connection with this story, he 
recalled that his being glad to get out of high school in 1968 had likely overwhelmed any interest in preserving a 
copy of that essay. 
 
The message – "Freedom Is Not Free" – from the Graduation Exercises for the HHS Class of 1968 would not, 
however, be diminished by time. The Brownsville States-Graphic issue of Friday, August 21, 1970, would carry the 
headline, "Dies In Vietnam," over the HHS senior class photograph of one of those graduates from 1968. The text 
below the photograph read: 
 
 Richard Keith "Rick" Johnston, 20-year-old son of Mr. and Mrs. Robert K. Johnston, 749 Key Corner, was 
 killed in a helicopter crash in Vietnam, according to information received here today by his parents. No further 
 details were available.   
 
As I have written (page 1, http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968, and page 4, http://tinyurl.com/goka6tz), I was working 
at Roy Drug Store one afternoon in the summer of 1970 when John Burgess – our great friend and classmate (died 
in 2005 at age 53) – had come by to tell me the tragic news about Rick. And so it was, in Brownsville, Tennessee, 
at Roy Drug Store, on a late August afternoon in 1970. Today, and forever, Rick Johnston is remembered on the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Panel 08W, Line 118. 
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But on that warm evening in late May, 1968, when Rick Johnston, John Williamson, and their 117 classmates had 
gathered under the stars at Memorial Field in Brownsville, life was good. Mr. Thompson had handed out each 
diploma. The sky certainly seemed to be the limit. 
 
Tuesday, May 28, 1968 – The next day – Tuesday, May 28 – would bring the Democratic presidential primary in 
Oregon, where Senator Robert Kennedy would lose to Senator Eugene McCarthy by almost six full percentage 
points. After arriving at the airport in Los Angeles the next morning – Wednesday, May 29, 1968 – Senator 
Kennedy read a prepared statement at a press conference: 
 
 These results represent a setback to my prospects for receiving the presidential nomination of my party, a 
 setback, as I have previously stated, which I could ill afford. . . . 
  I lost because I didn't do well enough. The only fault is me. 
 
Wednesday, May 29, 1968 – Now that school was out for the summer of 1968, my new job as a high school clerk 
at Roy Drug Store – as Jim Duke's understudy – ramped up to a full-time position. Frank Turner, the young man 
who made deliveries in the store car, among other jobs, had Wednesdays – such as Wednesday, May 29 – off. Part 
of my job on those Wednesdays was to take on Frank's delivery tasks. Another special task on Wednesdays 
involved checking in and stocking the large weekly shipments that came in by truck from the wholesale vendors in 
Memphis. The drug store also provided pharmaceuticals and other medical supplies (e.g., intravenous solutions like 
saline and 5% dextrose, etc.) to the local hospital. A basement stockroom accommodated some of the bulkier 
hospital supplies, as well as reserve inventory for restocking the shelf items in the store above.  
 
So I would spend some of the Wednesday workday driving the store car to deliver prescriptions and other items to 
different homes in town – to the poor and the middle-class, to the black and the white, to North Bradford Avenue 
and "the Projects" and to College Street. In one or more of the modest houses on North Bradford, which was an 
African-American neighborhood in town, I still remember seeing pictures and other tributes honoring the memory 
of the late President Kennedy. By the end of May, although I can’t be certain, it is likely that similar remembrances 
of Dr. King may have begun to appear. For a sixteen-year-old working at Roy Drug Store in the summer of 1968, 
the experience offered something of a ground-level view of society. 
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And even in Brownsville – the music is a lasting memory from the summer of 1968. In Memphis – only sixty miles 
away – the WMC-FM radio station, FM100, had converted to a progressive rock format early in 1967. "Sunshine of 
Your Love" had been recorded by Cream in the spring of 1967, supposedly inspired by a Jimi Hendrix concert in 
London that the members of the band had attended, 
earlier that year. But the single version of the song
wasn’t released until 1968 in the US, where it peaked 
in popularity during July and August. "Born to Be 
Wild" was the third single released from 
Steppenwolf’s debut album, also in 1968, and the song 
was later included in the compilation soundtrack to 
Easy Rider. FM100 also played longer versions of 
songs – The Doors’ "Light My Fire" is one example – 
than those heard on most (especially AM) stations. 
And then – there was "In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida." 
According to iTunes and Wikipedia, the track was 
written by vocalist and organist Doug Ingle, who had 
formed the band, Iron Butterfly, in San Diego with 
drummer Ron Bushy in 1966. Together with new 
members – guitarist Erik Braunn and bassist Lee 
Dorman – Ingle and Bushy recorded the epic 
seventeen-minute version of the song at Ultrasonic 
Studios on Long Island. The date was Monday, May 
27, 1968. The album, of the same name, was released 
less than three weeks later. Once the best-selling a
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rgely to 

M100 gave us continual access to these musical adventures in 
rownsville, when we were sixteen-years-old.  

uled 

n 

ngeles on the same day (page 4). But for the 
ost part, May 30 and 31 are not documented in these two accounts. 

riday and Saturday, May 31 and June 1, 1968 – As I have written (page 12, http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968

in the Atlantic Records catalog – until "Led Zeppelin IV" blew past it – "In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida" (rumored to be a
slurred pronunciation of "In the Garden of Eden") has sold more than thirty million copies to date, thanks la
the full-side-long seventeen-minute title track. F
B
 
Thursday, May 30, 1968 – From Robert Kennedy: His Life, there is only one activity specifically described for 
Thursday and Friday, May 30 and 31, 1968. In preparation for the debate with Senator McCarthy, now sched
for Saturday night, June 1– "Kennedy was handed ‘about two pounds’ of briefing material on Friday night. 
Sprawled on the bed with his dog Freckles, he fell right asleep." In RFK: Collected Speeches, Guthman and Alle
include only a press release entitled, "Meeting the Urban Crisis," which Senator Kennedy’s Washington office 
entered in the Congressional Record on Friday, May 31. There are references to the candidate’s May 29 press 
conference (page 6), and Evan Thomas describes a motorcade in Los A
m
 
F ), 

 entry for Friday, May 31, 1968, reports that, "Co ‘K’ displaced from LZ Wren at 
0830 to Hill 881 South."  

 

 Russell Jerome Menton III, from Charlotte, North Carolina, had been mortally wounded by incoming 
n Hill 689. 

, it would be 1 a.m. on Sunday, June 2, when LCpl. 
enton’s family and friends would gather to say good-bye . . .  

And give you peace, and give you peace; . . . 

s the good earth was being restored to its place, over LCpl. Menton’s coffin . . . 

. 
is thick briefing book and see Kennedy, . . . surrounded by advisers but 

"floating almost all alone."      

ons. . . .  
(six of them had come out to 

California) to Disneyland, where they rode Pirates of the Caribbean.  

 
 The Command Chronology
 
 
Kilo Co would remain on Hill 881 South through June 10, before moving to Khe Sanh Combat Base. At some 
point over the period beginning May 31 and extending into the first few days of June, Allen Willyerd has recalled
that he "started getting sick" with malaria. "Tried one day to go out on a patrol my Sqd. had point made it to the 
wire and fell down just could not go." As of May 31, fifteen days had passed since his Radioman and Team Leader, 
LCpl. Charles
o
 
The funeral service for LCpl. Menton would be held at 2:00 p.m. the next day – Saturday, June 1, 1968 – at 
Simpson Memorial Methodist Church in Charlotte. Burial would follow in York Memorial Park Cemetery. For 
Allen Willyerd and the other Kilo Co Marines on Hill 881 South
M
 
 The Lord bless you and keep you, 
 The Lord lift His countenance upon you, 
 
 
A
 
 Tag teams of advisers briefed the candidate, who listened, but not always closely. His hotel suite in the 
 Fairmont overlooked San Francisco Bay. . . . Kennedy’s eyes kept wandering to the view out the window
 Walinsky would look up from h
 
 
 The overhyped debate [that evening, June 1] was regarded as anticlimactic, "a mutually pedestrian 
 performance," wrote David Halberstam. For Kennedy, a draw was a win: he had exceeded expectati
 The next day [Sunday, June 2, 1968] the absentee father took his kids 
 
 
The late Jan Voogt (1944-2015; http://tinyurl.com/jan-voogt-2015) was born in Rozenburg, a small town near the 
metropolitan port city of Rotterdam, The Netherlands, on July 17, 1944. The Netherlands was still firmly under the
cruel control of Nazi Germany, and Jan was just two months old when the Allies ran Operation Market Garden, a 
massive airborne operation into The Netherlands. The overarching, and overly ambitious goal was to liberate The
Netherlands from Nazi control and end the European war before Christmas, 1944. The operation was, however, 
unsuccessful. As Jan once told me, "Operation Market Garden has never been forgotten here – at least not by my 

 

 

http://tinyurl.com/jan-voogt-2015
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eneration. I was born on the island of Rozenburg, and I remember the 300 or so German bunkers that were part of 

rtation of 369 pages, The War in Vietnam: The View from a 
outhern Community. Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee, which was published in 2005. One section of the 

at 
8) 
, 

g
the Atlantikwall. In my youth, I was surrounded by the remnants of war." 
 
Jan and his family lived in Brownsville over 1986-1987, while he was an exchange teacher at HHS. During his 
Fulbright year (1995-1996) at Jefferson State Community College in Birmingham, AL, Jan interviewed forty-nine 
people in Brownsville on the subject of "Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee, and the Years of the Vietnam 
War." His Ph.D. research project led to a doctoral disse
S
Voogt dissertation is especially relevant to this story: 
 
 In the beginning of 1968 the war was escalating and the number of casualties involving Haywood County 
 soldiers was increasing accordingly.  
  [Friday-Sunday, May 31-June 2, 1968] Memorial services honoring soldiers of six wars were planned 
 the Stanton [Stanton is a small community in Haywood County] cemetery for Sunday June 2 (May 31, 196
 [as reported in the Brownsville States-Graphic issue of Friday, May 31, 1968]. The parents of Billy Wright
 who had been killed in Vietnam on February 1 [http://tinyurl.com/billy-wright], were presented with two 
 awards: the Purple Heart and Bronze Star Medal with "V" device. Owen Burgess added a personal note to
 the awards ceremony for Billy Wright in his  editorial column which I will quote in full here, because it sheds 
 some light on feelings about the Vietnam War in Haywood County at the time [Then, editor of the States-

 

Graphic, Mr. Burgess had flown B-17s as a navigator with the 390th Bomb Group. His aircraft was shot down 
:  

n   

 of 
  

  uncertainty as to why they were there. They only knew that their country called. They went. They died. 
s.   

rday, 

 

h men 

n 
cation 

eatured 
ial address given by 

Jam

tee of the 
un

remarks: 

 
 on October 8, 1943, on a mission over Bremen, and he had served as a prisoner for the remainder of the war.]
 
   Old memories flooded back, almost to tears when the colonel read the orders of commendation, . . .  
   "his display of personal bravery and devotion to duty". We refer, of course, to the awards ceremo y
   when Pvt. Billy L. Wright was honored posthumously at the home of his parents, who live in Stanton. 
   Our memories went back to Hiram C. Skogmo [KIA December 11, 1943] of Milwaukee, Wade   
   Hampton Sneed [KIA, October 10, 1943] of Georgia and Merle C. Cloud [KIA December 11, 1943]
   Rule, Texas, and many many more comrades and friends of the 390th Bomb Group, whose families
   surely experienced similar ceremonies a quarter of a century ago. Back then we had a cause. Now,  
   Billy and the thousands of others who will not return from Southern Asia have only an intangible   
 
   They are honored. The small bits of ribbon and the bronze medals are left. That . . . and the memorie
 

Memorial Gymnasium, on 
the campus of Vanderbilt 
University in Nashville, had 
been dedicated on Satu
December 6, 1952. The 
gymnasium was named in
honor of the 144 former 
Vanderbilt students, bot
and women, who had given 
their lives for their country i
World War II. The dedi
program that evening f
a memor

es G. Stahlman, then-
publisher of the Nashville 
Banner and chair of the 
gymnasium commit

iversity’s Board of Trust. 
Mr. Stahlman’s address 
included the following 

http://tinyurl.com/billy-wright
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y in that war.  

especially the memory of those 144 who gave their lives for God and Country. 
d names. 

n the war and concluded with,  

 
ere he 

 

e, to the memory of those former students who had given their lives for their country in 
orld War II – would provide the venue for Senator Robert Kennedy’s speech on the cold and rainy evening of 

ay of 
ivil 

senator himself, and on the subject of 
olitical leadership in the United States over the thirty-five years (at that time) since 1968. The result was an article, 

hat I remember most is the crush of the crowd – how they jammed together and filled up the airport, and 

. But 

 
. 

es, he said, full of war 
 

 for 

 
en he disembarked 

rying 
 

 When World War II was ended, it was apparent that Vanderbilt University should erect an appropriate 
 memorial to those sons and daughters . . . who had worn the uniform of their countr
  Let this gymnasium and all which may ever take place herein befit the service of these men and women and 
 
  Listen in reverence, with prayer upon your lips and gratitude in your hearts, as I read their hallowe
 
Mr. Stahlman continued to read aloud the names of the 144 that had died i
 
 To the Glory of God and their memory we dedicate this gymnasium. 
 
Senator Robert Kennedy had announced his candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination on Saturday, 
March 16, in the Senate Caucus Room in Washington. His wife Ethel and their children were seated next to him, as
he spoke to the packed room of reporters and staff. The newly-declared candidate then flew to New York, wh
appeared in the first of two St. Patrick’s Day parades (Boston was the second), and he appeared on Meet the Press
that Sunday as well. Monday, March 18, found Senator Kennedy in Kansas, where he spoke at Kansas State 
University and the University of Kansas. Thursday, March 21, would find the Senator-candidate in the southeast, 
swinging through Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee in one day. Memorial Gymnasium at Vanderbilt University – 
dedicated fifteen years befor
W
Thursday, March 21, 1968. 
 
Frye Gaillard was a Vanderbilt senior in the spring of 1968; as chairman of the Vanderbilt IMPACT program, Mr. 
Gaillard was a member of the small group who met Senator Kennedy at the Nashville airport on this second d
spring. He would also introduce the senator as keynote speaker for the 1968 symposium, which would include c
rights activist Julian Bond and conservative journalist and commentator William F. Buckley Jr. In 2003, Mr. 
Gaillard reflected on that visit by Senator Kennedy to Vanderbilt, on the 
p
"A Wound Left Unhealed," that was published in Vanderbilt Magazine. 
 
 W
 screamed and waved signs and surged forward at 
 the sight of him, trying to shake his hand or just 
 touch him. 
  He made it halfway from the plane to his car, a 
 step-at-a-time journey of maybe 15 minutes
 finally he was surrounded, and there was nowhere 
 to move; so they hoisted him unsteadily to an 

Senator Kennedy speaks at Memorial Gymnasium, 
Vanderbilt University, on Thursday, March 21, 
1968.

 escalator railing, and as  he balanced there 
 precariously, looking frail and very tired, he made
 a brief speech about the problems of the  country
  These were urgent tim
 and injustice and pointless human pain. But they
 were not impossible times, not an occasion
 cynicism or despair. . . . 
  He had come to Nashville on this particular 
 occasion to deliver a speech at Vanderbilt 
 University. More than 10,000 people waited for 
 him there, but the people at the airport wanted a
 glimpse of him, too, and wh
 from the railing and resumed his slow journey in 
 the direction of the car, the force of the crowd 
 was nearly overwhelming.  
  I was in the middle of it, wide-eyed and t
 to stay upright, shoving to keep up with Kennedy,
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. Whe  we finally queezed through the doors of the airport terminal, it was 

s 
at the crowd, though friendly, was 

 he 
he thought, the duty of the people who loved their country to 

 
 

conditions will 
change, those children will live, only if we dissent. So I dissent, and I know you do, too."  

a r Kennedy’s visit to Vanderbilt], "was that maybe Bobby 

 He might find the policies to implement his vision, and the country might find a way through its pain. 

is 
ngeles Times 

escribed Senator Kennedy’s reception in several cities as "uproarious, shrieking, and frenzied." 

orn 

t and 

ngeles 

 
rug stores. If Roy Drug was open on Sunday, June 2, Al Claiborne, HHS Class of 1970, would be working there.  

 whom I was supposed to introduce n s
 raining  outside  –  a cold and windy drizzle that would soon turn to ice.       
  I had an umbrella clutched tightly in my hand, but it was still closed, and in the delirious surge of bodie
 there was no way to open it, or even to lift my arm. It struck me then th
 edging toward a mob, caught up in a kind of Pied Piper blindness . . . 
  He spoke during a time of war and division, of urban riots and racial injustice, and against that backdrop
 talked about the patriotism of dissent. It was, 
 speak out strongly against its imperfections. 
  "There are millions of Americans," he declared, "living in hidden places, whose faces and names we will 
 never know. But I have seen children starving in Mississippi, idling their lives away in the ghetto, living 
 without hope or future amid the despair on Indian reservations, with no jobs and little hope. I have seen proud
 men in the hills of Appalachia who wish only to work in dignity – but the mines are closed, and the jobs are
 gone and no one, neither industry or labor or government, has cared enough to help. Those 
 
 
 "I guess the thing that kept us going," said one of King’s aides [following the assassination of Dr.  Martin 
 Luther King Jr. on April 4, two weeks after Sen to
 Kennedy would come up with some answers."  
  For the next two months, a lot of people held grimly to that hope, especially as Kennedy did well in the 
 primaries, and the thought began slowly to form in our minds that despite all the tragedy and despair of the 
 decade – the war and the riots and the murder of good men – Robert Kennedy might be the next president. 
 
 
On Saturday, March 23 – two days after his Vanderbilt appearance – Senator Kennedy traveled to California. Th
was the candidate’s first formal campaign swing through the Golden State. One report in the Los A
d
 
Sunday, June 2, 1968 – would find Cpl. Allen Willyerd, HHS Class of 1964, in the vicinity of Khe Sanh Combat 
Base on either Hill 881 South or Hill 689, experiencing a combination of symptoms from malaria. "Every m
Mississippi would come over and make me a cup of Coffee that was all I could take in, God bless him." In 
Charlotte, North Carolina, the good earth was just beginning to settle over the new grave of LCpl. Charles Russell 
Jerome Menton III, West Charlotte High School Class of 1966, one day after what would have been his twentieth 
birthday. He was survived by his grandmother, Mrs. Annie Menton of the home, two sisters, Mrs. Anna Threat
Miss Faith Menton, both of Charlotte, and one brother, Clayton Menton of Charlotte. In Anaheim, California, 
Senator Robert Kennedy, Milton (MA) Academy Class of 1944, was taking six of his children to Disneyland, 
where they would ride Pirates of the Caribbean. "On Monday [June 3] came the final, grueling push: Los A
to San Francisco, back to Long Beach and Watts, and down to San Diego, 1,200 miles and all three major 
California TV markets." In Brownsville, Tennessee, Roy Drug Store rotated Sunday afternoon hours with two other
d
 
And in Nashville Fox Smith (page 2, http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968), Allen Willyerd’s good friend, teammate, 
and classmate back in Brownsville – duck hunting, Little League baseball, second-story school ledge-walking, and
HHS varsity football – would be celebrated with other members of the Vanderbilt University Class of 1968 i
services: the morning Baccalaureate Service and the late afternoon (as planned) Commencement Exercises. 
Reverend Beverly Asbury, who had served as Vanderbilt’s first University Chaplain for just over a year, would
read the scripture lesson from A

 
n two 

 
cts 17:1-9. Writing twenty years ago for the Vanderbilt Register, Jean Perrine 

oore described Rev. Asbury: 

he tender age of 17. A freshman at the University 

idn't even ask too many questions about what the nature of the 
 conference was. I just went," he recalled. 

M
 
 Born and raised in the heart of the deep South, Asbury was drawn to the ministry as a vocation through his 
 passion for civil rights, a passion he discovered in himself at t
 of Georgia, he was invited to attend a conference in Atlanta. 
  "I was so politically ambitious that I d

http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
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  If he had asked, he would have learned that the conference, sponsored by the YWCA, was about how  to 
 create an integrated student Christian group in the South. It was held at Morehouse College. The year was 
 1946. . . . 
  It was there that Asbury first met Martin Luther King Jr., a man whose dedication to non-violent social 
 change would become a model for Asbury. 
  "He and I were born 100 miles apart and a month apart and worlds apart, but we met as 17-year-olds 
 at Morehouse College at that conference about integrating students. 
  "I did not go to get converted, but I got converted," he said with a chuckle. 
  His choice of vocation was greeted with something less than enthusiasm by his father, a businessman, and 
 his homemaker/volunteer mother. "They did not much approve of what I came to do," he said. "Most folks 
 didn't." . . .  
  A graduate of Yale Divinity School who is ordained in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Asbury was eager 
 to return to the South after serving for 10 years as pastor of the College at Wooster in Ohio and as chaplain at 
 Missouri's Westminster College. 
  "I had left the South under duress in 1956 – 40 years ago – because of my work for racial integration," he 
 reflected. "To work for racial integration was to be considered a Communist and worse." . . .  
  And so it was that Beverly Asbury arrived in Nashville in 1967, the same year Vanderbilt enrolled the first 
 black athlete in the Southeastern Conference, a basketball player named Perry Wallace. The chaplain took a 
 great interest in Wallace and the University's other minority students. 
 
 "If you wanted to be religious at Vanderbilt and you were a Jew or something else, you still had to do it through 
 the SCA [Student Christian Association]," Asbury said. "And that was Walter's [Walter Harrelson, Vanderbilt 
 Divinity School] answer to me: To bring in a University Chaplain was the way to create an ecumenical, 
 interfaith ministry at Vanderbilt." 
 
 "In the late '60s and early '70s, we had hundreds of students involved with volunteer services, and frequently 
 they were involved in ways that challenged the University," he said. 
 
Dr. Douglas Eder majored in religion at the College of Wooster (OH) over 1962-1966, and he heard most if not 
all of Rev. Asbury’s sermons on the Wooster campus, while he was a student. He had also interviewed Rev. Asbury 
there as a senior, as part of his independent study project. Fifty years later, in 2016, Dr. Eder published an annotated 
collection of fifty-two of those sermons that had been given by Rev. Asbury at Wooster. The collection is titled, 
Acts of Faith in a Secular World: The Sermons of Beverly Asbury. Considering the events on the national and 
international stage that had occupied news cycles over the first five months of 1968, I asked Dr. Eder to offer his 
thoughts on a specific message that Rev. Asbury had in mind, in selecting Acts 17:1-9 for the Baccalaureate 
Service to the Vanderbilt Class of 1968. In verses 1-3, Paul and Silas travel to Thessalonica, where Paul preaches 
the message that Christ has suffered and risen again from the dead – and that Jesus is Christ. But those "Jews which 
believed not, . . . set all the city on an uproar," in their attempt to find the two interlopers. Failing this, they accost a 
man named Jason, who had provided lodging for Paul and Silas. They bring Jason "and certain brethren" to the city 
officials, crying,  
 
 These that have turned the world upside down are come hither also; 
  Whom Jason hath received: and these all do contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another 
 king, one Jesus.   
 
In Dr. Eder’s words, "Bev Asbury’s entire ethos featured social activism ["turning the world upside down"]. He 
advocated taking the model of Jesus, a social activist himself, out of the ‘churchy’ church and into the secular 
world." One of the Wooster sermons that portrays this theme of Christian activism is titled, "To Be A New Man." 
In history, this Easter Sunday, 1965, sermon referred to the March 21, 1965, memorial service for Rev. James Reeb, 
a white Unitarian minister who had died two days after being beaten in Selma, Alabama. From that sermon, 
 
 The preaching of the Early Church presents Jesus to us as the model of true and full manhood, the man in 
 whom men discerned the whole presence of God. In his manhood, Jesus made such a unique response to God 
 that he was obviously seen to be a remarkably free man – a man free from self-concern; a man free to love 
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others, no matter who the "other" may be; a man 
free to be himself, a genuine human being. . . . He
lives as  though he were related to God. . . .

We have no evidence that the disciples
expected anything after his [Jesus’] murder on a
Cross. Yet, on the other side of Easter, they were
changed men. Apparently, they were caught up in
something like the freedom of Jesus himself. They 
became men who put aside self-concern. They 
became men-for-others. They became new men,
who despite their past failures now could and did 
face death without fear. They became men, as
Jesus had been a man. . . . 

Another Wooster sermon with a similar theme was
brought to my attention by Dr. Eder. It was given by

Rev. Asbury on February 9, 1964, and it is titled, "The Measure Of All Men." The accompanying scripture is John 
15:12-25: 
 
 12 This is my commandment, That ye love one another, as I have loved you. 
 13 Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.   
 
In August of 2014, I had written a letter to Mrs. Anna Threatt, surviving sister of LCpl. Charles Russell Jerome 
Menton III. That letter also closed with these words from John 15:13.  
 
This message can also be expressed in a third context. Founded in 1839, Virginia Military Institute (VMI) is the 
nation’s first state-supported military college. Notable former cadets and graduates include Gen. George C. 
Marshall, who later served as Secretary of State (1947-1949) and received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1953 (page 11, 
http://tinyurl.com/gene-claiborne-1945), Gen. George S. Patton, and LtGen. Lewis "Chesty" Puller. There are forty-
three names on VMI’s Vietnam War Roll of Honor. Four of these men received their commissions with the VMI 
Class of 1961. The valedictorian of that class was 
Cadet Jonathan Daniels, from Keene, New Hampshire 
(see photo, right). Thinking back to Rev. Asbury’s 
sermons on "To Be A New Man," and "The Measure
Of All Men," there are two haunting lines remembered 
today, from then-Cadet Daniels’ 1961 Valedictory 
Addres

 

s at VMI: 
 
 We are disturbed by a question which cannot be 
 answered. When IS the man – a man? 
 
Subsequently enrolled at Harvard as a prestigious 
Danforth Graduate Fellow, Daniels had responded to a 
calling for the ministry, and he had begun studies at 
Episcopal Divinity School (so-named in 1974) in 
Cambridge. As had Rev. James Reeb, Jonathan 
Daniels also heard Dr. Martin Luther King’s call for 
clergy to come to Alabama in the aftermath of the 
violence met during the first attempted Selma-to-
Montgomery civil rights march. Later that summer, on 
August 20, 1965, Daniels and a Catholic priest were 
accompanying two black teenagers to a store in 
Hayneville, Alabama, when they were confronted by a 
part-time deputy sheriff with a shotgun. When the 

http://tinyurl.com/gene-claiborne-1945
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last. Dr. King was later quoted: 

st heroic Christian deeds of which I have heard in my entire ministry was performed by Jonathan 
Daniels.  

1 

MI 

gh 
e with each other. A rare man. I learned of his murder on the day Diana and I 

ere married, in August 1965." 

d on the theme of 
ev. Asbury’s scripture. Rev. Hill’s sermon was titled, "The New Significance of Courage."  

 Rev. James Reeb, 
ho had spoken at the memorial service for Rev. Reeb in his hometown of Casper, Wyoming: 

eing that there are very few who 
have the enlightenment, or the courage [italics mine] to pay the price.’ . . .     

that Rev. Hill addressed in his sermon to the Class of 1968 at 
anderbilt that day, now forty-nine years past. 

 "The 

 

e 

were transformed into the hymn that would follow Rev. Hill's 
rmon at Vanderbilt, that day in the spring of 1968. 

erican 
ciety – with particular focus on the 1860s and 1960s. According to one source, 

and 
 works, such as The Biglow Papers, a series of satirical verses written in opposition to the Mexican 

War.    

 
s 

r – 
rea of the US in which slavery would be accepted, thus 

strengthening the political hand of the southern states. 

deputy aimed his shotgun at one teenager, Daniels pushed her to the ground but was himself killed instantly by the 
b
 
 One of the mo
 
 
Among numerous other national and international remembrances, VMI established the Jonathan M. Daniels ’6
Humanitarian Award in 1997. One of only four named archways in the VMI Barracks is also dedicated to the 
memory of Jonathan Daniels. Over the past several months I have been in contact with Mr. Josiah Bunting III: V
Class of 1963, Rhodes Scholar, Vietnam veteran, author, VMI Superintendent, 1995-2003, and, most recently, 
President of the Harry F. Guggenheim Foundation in New York. In November of 2016, Mr. Bunting remembered 
his good friend, Jonathan Daniels. "He was a very dear friend of mine at the Institute and during a summer furlou
in Washington we spent much tim
w
 
The Baccalaureate Sermon at Vanderbilt that spring morning in 1968, as delivered by Rev. Samuel Hill Jr., 
Professor and Chairman of Religion at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, expande
R
 
In Rev. Asbury’s Easter Sunday, 1965, sermon, he quoted Robert A. Reed, a longtime friend of
w
 
 These words [from The Shoes of the Fisherman (1963)] of Morris West, the Catholic novelist, describe for me 
 the kind of man Jim [Reeb] had become: ‘It cost so much to be a full human b
 
 
This, I think, is the new significance of courage 
V
 
A second hymn followed Rev. Hill's Baccalaureate Sermon. Titled, "Once to Every Man and Nation," sources 
credit an English Congregational minister, W. Garrett Horder, for selecting parts of an 1845 American poem,
Present Crisis," and arranging them into the hymn in 1896. The American poet was James Russell Lowell, a 
Harvard law graduate who had published his first collection of poems in 1841. Lowell is considered – together with
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, and others – as one of the "fireside poets," the first group 
of American poets to rival their British counterparts in popularity, in either country. Ten years after publishing "Th
Present Crisis," Lowell in fact replaced Longfellow as a professor of modern languages and literature at Harvard. 
Leaving Harvard in 1877, he served two terms as US Minister – first to Spain, then to England. Lowell died five 
years before selected parts from "The Present Crisis" 
se
 
But the story of this hymn, "Once to Every Man and Nation," has dramatic relevance to the history of Am
so
 
 An ardent abolitionist, Lowell published widely in many anti-slavery newspapers, such as the Pennsylvania 
 Freeman and the Anti-Slavery Standard. He also published a number of literary essays, political pamphlets, 
 satirical
 
 
Some sources attribute "The Present Crisis" directly to Lowell's anti-slavery feelings, but more likely – especially
given the publication of the poem in the December 11, 1845, issue of the Boston Courier – less than five month
before the outbreak of the Mexican-American War – its direct intent was to protest the war. Lowell, as well as 
others (e.g., Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, John Quincy Adams, and Frederick Douglass) opposed the wa
because its successful prosecution would enlarge that a
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In the Vanderbilt Baccalaureate Service, there were three stanzas of "Once to Every Man and Nation." The lyrics 
of the hymn's second stanza, as sung in Neely Auditorium on the campus that June morning, resonate powerfully 
with Rev. Asbury's scripture and with Rev. Hill's concept of "The New Significance of Courage."  
 
 By the light of burning martyrs, 
 Jesus' bleeding feet I track,  
 Toiling up new Calvaries ever 
 With the cross that turns not back; 
 New occasions teach new duties, 
 Time makes ancient good uncouth; 
 They must upward still and onward, 
 Who would keep abreast of truth. 
 
From these words, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Lowell is describing Rev. Asbury's "New Man," over 
120 years before that sermon was delivered. This is the New Man, who would have been with Jesus on the cross, or 
with James Reeb on that sidewalk in Selma, or with Jonathan Daniels at that store in Hayneville, or with LCpl. 
Charles Russell Jerome Menton III on Hill 689 . . . 
 
There is another point of history that connects the James Russell Lowell poem and subsequent hymn to this 
Baccalaureate Service. A young Beverly Asbury had befriended a young Martin Luther King Jr. in Atlanta in 1946, 
when both were seventeen years old. It has been said that King's "dedication to non-violent social change would 
become a model for Asbury." We know that Dr. King had written Rev. Asbury as recently as February 28, 1968 – a 
little more than three months before the service in Neely Auditorium – thanking him for his contribution to the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference. By June 2, of course, Martin Luther King Jr. had joined James Reeb, 
Jonathan Daniels, and Russell Menton among "the welcoming company of those who need faith no longer but see 
God face to face." Rev. Asbury was painfully – and personally – aware of this deep spiritual loss in his life, now 
just two months past. But he must also have been well-versed in a speech that his late friend Martin had given at 
Riverside Church in New York on April 4, 1967 – one year to the date before his death in Memphis. As reported by 
host Neal Conan on National Public Radio's "Talk of the Nation," in March of 2010: 
 
 Martin Luther King Jr.'s "Beyond Vietnam" was a powerful and angry speech that raged against the war. At the 
 time, civil rights leaders publicly condemned him for it. . . . 
  After King delivered the speech, Smiley [Tavis Smiley, producer of MLK: A Call to Conscience] reports, 
 "168 major newspapers the next day denounced him." Not only that, but then-President Lyndon Johnson 
 disinvited King to the White House. "It basically ruins their relationship," says Smiley. 
 
One source quotes a Life magazine editorial from April 21, 1967, responding to the speech as "a demagogic slander 
that sounded like a script for Radio Hanoi." From the editorial page of the Washington Post, "Dr. King has done a 
grave injury to those who are his natural allies . . ." 
 
I count over 6,700 words in a transcript of Dr. King's "Beyond Vietnam" speech. The final 200 or so words include 
a quote: 
 
 Once to every man and nation comes a moment to decide, 
 In the strife of Truth and Falsehood, for the good or evil side; 
 Some great cause, God's new Messiah offering each the bloom or blight, 
 And the choice goes by forever 'twixt that darkness and that light. 
 
To the extent that Rev. Beverly Asbury had a hand in the selection of that closing hymn, being sung for the 
Baccalaureate Service in Nashville that June morning of 1968, he must have wanted – in some way – to remind the 
graduates of his dear, lamented friend and his dedication to non-violent social change: a concept that must have 
seemed to have been buried with Dr. King, judging from the headlines of 1968.  
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Seven days had passed since the HHS Class of 1968 had heard the choir sing the response to the Benediction at 
their Baccalaureate Service: 
 
 The Lord bless you and keep you, 
 The Lord lift His countenance upon you, 
 And give you peace, and give you peace; 
 
One day had passed since the funeral service for LCpl. Charles Russell Jerome Menton III had been held in 
Charlotte: 
 
 The Lord make His face to shine upon you, 
 And be gracious unto you, be gracious, 
 The Lord be gracious, gracious unto you. 
 
And on Sunday morning, June 2, the Vanderbilt University Class of 1968, now charged to become "New Men," 
received their Benediction: 
 
 Yet that scaffold sways the future, 
 And, behind the dim unknown, 
 Standeth God within the shadow 
 Keeping watch above his own.  
 
As I have written, Memorial Gymnasium on the Vanderbilt campus had been dedicated in 1952 – "To the Glory of 
God and their memory . . ." "They" were the 144 former students who had given their lives "for God and Country" 
in the Second World War. Speaking in Memorial Gymnasium on the second day of spring, 1968, Senator Robert 
Kennedy had asked the university audience for a different type of personal sacrifice: 
 
 I ask you, as tens of thousands of young men and women are doing all over this land, to organize yourselves, 
 and then to go forth and work for new policies – work to change our direction – . . . 
 
Now, in the evening of June 2, the graduating class of 1968 were exhorted by Chancellor Alexander Heard: 
  
 "The American dream was never more alive than it is tonight," he said. "The dream of life, liberty and the 
 pursuit of happiness for all, of freedom, opportunity, and achievement for all, enjoys a new and influential 
 vitality in our national striving." 
 
As Senator Kennedy had said, from the same podium, just over two months before: 
  
 There is a contest, not for the rule of America, but for the heart of America. In these next eight months, we are 
 going to decide what this country will stand for, and what kind of men we are. . . . I ask you, . . . – work to 
 change our direction – and thus restore our place at the point of moral leadership, in our country, in our own 
 hearts, and all around the world.  
 
And then, following the benediction, the new graduates walked out into the early June night. 
 
 Do not go gentle into that good night, 
 Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 
 Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
 
 Though wise men at their end know dark is right, 
 Because their words had forked no lightning they 
 Do not go gentle into that good night. 
 



Between the close of the morning Baccalaureate Service and the beginning of the evening Commencement 
Exercises, June 2, 1968, had come to its end in Vietnam. With it, it had taken the lives of fifty-one more American 
servicemen. 
 
 Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright 
 Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay, 
 Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  
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