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February 21, 2018 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Twenty Marines and Corpsmen died in the Battle for Mike's Hill (https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968) on 
Saturday, January 27, 1968; in addition, six Marines and one Army soldier were killed in the convoy ambush on 
Route 9 on January 24, and three Mike Co. Marines died in contact with the NVA on the morning of the 25th, 
during a sweep of the area near the ambush site. Lost in the fighting on the 27th were sixteen enlisted Marines, 
including PFC Donald Hunter (pages 12 and 13, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968) of Salem, New Jersey, two 
Navy Corpsmen, and two Marine Corps officers – Captain John Prichard, CO of India Co., and 2ndLt. John R. 
Burns, a platoon commander with Mike Co. who had observed his 24th birthday the day before his company was 
ordered to relieve the Route 9 convoy ambush. Both Capt. Prichard and Lt. Burns would be awarded the Silver Star, 
posthumously, for their actions at Mike's Hill and the Marketplace (https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh), 
respectively. As the result of Capt. Prichard's death, 1stLt. Forrest Dickinson (page 4, http://tinyurl.com/July-27-
1967), Norman Lane's Basic School (TBS) 3-67 classmate who had 
become his good friend at GTMO the summer before, where they had 
been billeted together, would be assigned command of India Co. for 
about two weeks. 1stLt. Bill Willett (page 6, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-
Hill-1968), who had only joined Mike Co. three days before the convoy 
ambush, would assume command of Lt. Burns' platoon. Bill provided 
this photo of himself (right), in the field, "after Mike's Hill." 

http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/ 
 

 
* * * 

Bill had graduated from San Diego State University, with a commission 
as 2ndLt., in January of 1966, two years before (pages 3ff, 
http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout). While a student, Bill had been a 
member of Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity. Following the January 27 Battle 
for Mike's Hill, Mike Co. had remained at Camp Carroll until February 
18, when the company (minus) moved to its new defensive position at 
Cam Lo River Bridge, where Lt. Lane had begun his tour now-three 
months before (http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout). On the evening 
of February 21, Lt. Willett wrote a letter, from his bunker, to his 
fraternity brothers back at San Diego State (SDS). The siege of Khe 
Sanh Combat Base was entering its second month. Although taken by surprise, both the US and South Vietnam had 
recovered quickly from the series of attacks that had been launched by the National Liberation Front (NLF; page 2, 
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968), striking thirty-six of forty-four provincial capitals and five of the six major 
cities of South Vietnam, in addition to sixty-four district capitals, within twenty-four hours of the beginning of Tet 
on January 31 – the Tet Offensive (page 2, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968). But the city of Hué, where 7,500 
NLF and NVA troops had stormed and taken control of the ancient Citadel, which had housed and protected the 
Imperial City – the seat of the emperors of the Kingdom of Annam – for almost 150 years, was the one exception. 
There, savage fighting, heavy bombing, and intensive artillery fire continued for over three weeks until, as John 
Laurence describes in The Cat from Hué, "The last North Vietnamese soldiers in the Citadel had withdrawn during 
the night or were dead." That date, February 26, 1968, was still five days into the future as Bill Willett wrote a letter 
to his San Diego State fraternity brothers. The experience of Mike's Hill, now-three-plus weeks past, was still very    
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much on Bill's mind. On March 8, 1968, the Daily Aztec, the student publication at Bill's alma mater, published a 
story that included Bill's letter. With his permission, excerpts of the letter as published are reproduced below: 
 

21 Feb. Wed. 9 p.m. 
 It is dark down here in my 
bunker and takes a little effort 
to write this, so I hope someone 
remembers me. I've been trying 
to get a note off to you guys to 
let you know I'm alright. But 
I've been pretty busy. You 
know, War Is Our Business 
And Business Is Good, so they 
say.  

[continued] 
 We swept 
down to Camp 
Carroll to rest up. 
We were there two 
weeks rebuilding 
and getting back up 
to strength. A few 
days ago we got in 
a convoy and came 
down to take over 
the Cam Lo River 
bridge perimeter 
from G Co., 2nd 
Battalion, 9th 
Marines. We are 
now guarding the 
bridge and 
patrolling the area. 
We are about 7 
miles or so south o
Con Thien. We are 
to move u

 I'm presently platoon 
commander of the 1st Platoon 
Mike Co., 4th Marines. I had to 
take over this platoon after a 
big firefight we were in on Jan. 
27. The other platoon leader 
[Lt. John R. Burns, see page 1] 
was killed that day. He was 
really a good dude. He was in 
my Basic Class [TBS 5-67]. I 
had to drag his dead body out of 
the bushes and load him on a 
litter. We had over a hundred 
casualties that day. There were 
dead NVA (North Vietnamese) 
all over the place. 
 On about Feb. 1 we were 
down about 250 men in our 
battalion, January was a hard 
month. [continued above, left]  

f 

p to  
  

 Charlie Tango (Con Thien) in a few weeks and relieve whoever is up there. 
  I've been here five months and have seven and a half to go. Hope my luck holds out.  
 I'd be kind of xxxxxx if it didn't. . . . 
  Well that's pretty much what it's like, except for the bullets flying over your head. About  
 the only way you can know about that is to have a . . . open up on you with an AK-47 or 
 machine gun. It's not a very secure feeling. . . . 
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(2nd Lt. William Willett is a 
graduate of SDS. He has been 
in the service of his country 
since last spring. This letter was 
received from him on Feb. 28 
by his fraternity brothers at 
SDS.) 

  Well, I better      
quit writing about  
it or I'll give m
the shakes.  

yself 

 It's late and I 
must "secure" this 
letter. 
  WILLETT 
 

 
 
  

 
 

* * * 



The author William Manchester (1922-2004) is perhaps best known for his detailed, authoritative record of the 
assassination of President John F. Kennedy – The Death of a President: November 1963 was originally published 
by Harper & Row on April 7, 1967. At least two of the stories in this series (http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963 and 
http://tinyurl.com/psgt-ferrell-1965) have quoted extensively from the 2013 paperback edition. But as Joe Galloway 
wrote in his June, 2004, farewell tribute to Manchester: 
 
 If he had written only one book, "Goodbye Darkness," he would have completed his mission in the eyes of 
 veterans. . . . 
  Manchester had been a Marine sergeant in World War II in the Pacific. His personal crucible was the 
 grinding, bloody campaign to break the Japanese resistance on the island of Okinawa. 
 
The son of a Marine who had served in France in the First World War, Manchester had enlisted in the Marine 
Corps on July 4, 1942. Assigned to the 29th Marines in May, 1944, his unit sailed for combat duty in the Pacific 
early that August. After several months of training on Guadalcanal and Ulithi Atoll, Sergeant Manchester and his 
fellow Marines and Corpsmen landed on Okinawa as part of the first wave, on April 1, 1945. Two months later, he 

was severely wounded during an assault on the Oroku peninsula, on the 
southern end of the island. He was still recovering in a Navy hospital 
on Saipan when the war ende
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d. 

 The 
ill . . . 

 
William Manchester recovered, and the war did end, but almost 
twenty-five years later, the nightmares began, as he describes in the 
prologue to Goodbye, Darkness, titled "The Wind-Grieved Ghost."
dream usually begins on a dark, shell-torn h
 
 Two men were trudging upward from opposite sides. One, wearing 
 muddy battle dungarees and the camouflaged helmet cover that we 
 wore to distinguish us from army infantrymen, was the scrawny, 
 Atabrine-yellow, cocky young Sergeant of Marines who had borne 
 my name in 1945. The other was the portly, balding,  Brooks-
 Brothered man who bears it today [published in 1980]. 
  They meet on the crest, facing each other in the night like 
 mirror and object. But their moods were very different. The older 
 man, . . . was diffident, unsure of himself. The Sergeant's eyes, on 
 the other hand, flamed like wildfire. He angrily demanded an 
 accounting of what had happened in the third of a century since he 
 had laid down his arms. Promises had been made to him; he had 
 expected a nobler America and, for himself, a more purposeful 
 career than the pursuit of lost causes: . . . So the Sergeant felt 
 betrayed. He hadn't anticipated that his country would be 
 transformed into what it has become, nor his generation into docile 

 old men who greedily follow the Dow-Jones average and carry their wives' pocketbooks around Europe. As in 
 most dreams, his wrath was implied, not said, but the old man's protestations were spoken. Indeed, that is how 
 each nightmare ended, with me talking myself awake. 

Sergeant William Manchester, 
USMC, 1945. Photo credit: 
Goodbye, Darkness (Little, Brown 
and Company, 1980). 

  It was ironic. . . . I also knew that, like most of my countrymen, I am prone to search for meaning in the 
 unconsummated past. . . . One thinks of  . . . Thomas Wolfe [from Look Homeward, Angel]: "Remembering 
 speechlessly we seek the great forgotten . . . lost lane-end into heaven, a stone, a leaf, an unfound door. Where? 
 When? O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again." 
  I could think of but one solution. I had to revisit the Pacific. . . . I would visit all the major battlefields to 
 discover, if possible, what we had done there and why we had done it, the ultimate secrets of time and place 
 and dimension and being. . . . 
  By the summer of 1978 I knew that I had to return to the islands. I had to find out, and the fact that I 
 couldn't define what I sought merely made the journey inevitable. 
  So: once more unto the breach. 
 

 * * * 

http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963
http://tinyurl.com/psgt-ferrell-1965
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The Life of King Henry V 
Act III [Scene I.—France. Before Harfleur] 
 
King.   Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; 
    Or close the wall up with our English dead. 
    In peace there's nothing so becomes a man 
    As modest stillness and humility: 
    But when the blast of war blows in our ears, 
    Then imitate the action of the tiger; 
    Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood, 
    Disguise fair nature with hard-favour'd rage; 
    Then lend the eye a terrible aspect; 
    Let it pry through the portage of the head 
    Like the brass cannon; let the brow o'erwhelm it 
    As fearfully as doth a galled rock 
    O'erhang and jutty his confounded base, 
    Swill'd with the wild and wasteful ocean. . . . 
 
The Life of King Henry V 
Act IV [Scene III.—The English camp] 
 
King.   But we in it shall be remembered; 
    We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; 
    For he to-day that sheds his blood with me 
    Shall be my brother; be he ne'er so vile, 
    This day shall gentle his condition: 
    And gentlemen in England now a-bed 
    Shall think themselves accursed they were not here, 
    And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks 
    That fought with us upon Saint Crispin's day. 
 

* * * 
Following his return to those islands, William Manchester published Goodbye, Darkness: A Memoir of the Pacific 
War, in 1980. The book was a 1981 Pulitzer Prize Finalist in General Nonfiction. I bought and read the book not 
long after it appeared in bookstores. The author describes his last war dream in the book's concluding paragraph 
(Please refer to the original dream as described on page 3; Sugar Loaf Hill, 300 yards long and 100 feet high, was 
the anchor of the Japanese defensive line, the Machinato Line, across the southern part of Okinawa. "It was vital, 
because it was impregnable."):  
 
 The dream began in a red blur, . . . Clarity came slowly. First: broad daylight, for the first time in these dreams. 
 Second: the hill. No mystery about that now; it was Sugar Loaf down to the last dimple [see photo, page 5, top 
 left]. The old man appeared on the right and began his weary ascent. But there was no figure rising on the left 
 to greet him, though he didn't know that until, breathing heavily, he reached the summit and peered down the 
 reverse slope. He saw nothing, heard nothing. There was nothing to see or hear. He waited, shifting slightly this 
 way and that with the passive patience of the middle-aged. A cloud passed overhead, darkening the hill. Then 
 the old man grasped what had happened. Embers would never again glow in the ashes of his memory. His 
 Sergeant would never come again. He turned away, blinded by tears. 
 

* * * 
As recently as January 19, 1968, eight days before the Battle for Mike's Hill, 1stLt. Norman Lane had written from 
An Dinh to his friend and brother-in-arms, 1stLt. John Russell, also serving in Vietnam: 
 
 I like living in the field very much. May extend for 6 months. 
 
 



Two hills. Left, Sugar Loaf Hill was the anchor to the Machinato Line, which Japanese defenders had organized 
across the southern part of the island of Okinawa in 1945. Right, Mike's Hill afforded "perfect observation of t
entire area" and was the scene of a major battle involving 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, on January 27, 1968. 
Photo credits: Sugar Loaf Hill, Goodbye, Darkness (Little, Brown and Company, 1980). Mike's Hill, Cpl. D
Hatch, Mike Co., 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, March, 1968. Courtesy of Brian Murphy. 

he 

avid 

 

Five days later, at Hill 42, he had started the letter to Sarah Shepard that would eventually provide a snapshot of the 
actions leading up to, during, and following the events at Mike's Hill [see photo above, right]. That letter would 
also provide some insight into Norman's range of what ordinary men, not exposed to combat, would describe as 
emotions. For otherwise ordinary men, in combat, the word "emotions" does not seem to fit. The first example is 
Lt. Lane's January 24 description of his field encounter with four dead Marines: 
 
 On the 18th we . . . had twelve Marines killed . . . Most of the bodies were flown to the rear immediately, but 
 four bodies stayed behind until the next morning. They were all covered by rubber ponchos, lying all stiff and 
 cold in the grass. One had his legs crossed at the ankles. He looked very casual, but dead. 
 
There is no emotion here. "You just accepted death as a matter of fact." During the Battle of Okinawa, then-Sgt. 
William Manchester describes a scene as his battalion relieves the Third Battalion, which had been fighting on a 
mound called Charlie Hill: 
 
 We were moving up in a coiling line, single file, as the Third, uncoiling, moved out. I was struck by the Third's 
 faces: haggard, with jaws hanging open and the expressionless eyes of men who had left nowhere and were 
 going nowhere. . . . I found myself opposite John Baker. . . . I had often wished I had him in my section, but he 
 had remained in the Third Battalion, and now he was coming out of combat, and I asked him,  "Baker, what's it 
 like up there?" 
  I had thought he was looking at me. Now I realized that he was really looking through me in a thousand-
 yard stare. Slowly he focused on my face, removed the cigar, spat on the mud, replaced the cigar, and replied 
 flatly: "You really want to know?" I turned away, and turned back. I noticed that this file was much shorter than 
 ours. I asked him, "Where's the rest of your battalion?" In that same dull voice he said, "This isn't a battalion. 
 These are the survivors of a battalion." 
  The two lines of men began to move again. We rounded a bend, and suddenly I understood Baker. On the 
 right side of the path lay about a hundred dead Marines. Each had been wrapped in his poncho, now his shroud. 
 These had been secured with communications wire and then the bodies had been stacked as you would stack 
 cordwood. You could see the boondockers [field shoes] jutting out; the rest of the bodies were covered by the 
 ponchos. The stack was neatly made, as though ready to pass inspection. Probably I knew some of the men, but 
 covered as they were I couldn't identify any. Every pair of boondockers looked like every other pair. I looked 
 down at my own. They were the same.  
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They were the same. The boondockers on Manchester's feet were the same as those on the dead Marines' feet. 
Maybe the author here is imagining himself as one of the dead Marines before him, wrapped in their 
ponchos/shrouds and stacked neatly, as if ready for inspection. One can also suggest the same thought process, call 
it a fantasy if you will, as going through Norman Lane's mind, on another Asian battleground more than twenty-two 
years later – could he be imagining himself lying there, legs casually crossed at the ankles, covered by a rubber 
poncho – all stiff and cold in the grass?   
 

* * * 
Then-Cpl. Allen Fisk (pages 7-18, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968) had been the forward observer for Lt. 
Lane's 81mm mortar platoon. On reading Lt. Lane's January 24-28, 1968, letter to Sarah Shepard, Allen 
commented: 
 
 From reading Lt. Lane's letter I have to admit I was much like him. I was exhilarated by the combat. It was the 
 biggest rush I've ever experienced. 
 
On Sunday, January 28, writing at Camp Carroll, Norman concludes the letter to Sarah that he had begun at Hill 42 
and continued at the landing zone four days before, before the Battle for Mike's Hill: 
 
                    28 Jan 
 Yes, all kinds of fighting [see page 5, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968; Norman  
 had concluded his writing on the 24th with the comment, "Lot of fighting going on"]. 
 We have been fighting like mad for the last several days. We killed a couple of hundred  
 gooks, and they killed a great bunch of us. I got hit in the right forearm by a bullet, but  
 it was about spent and it just bruised me. There were bullets whizzing all around. Gooks  
 were everywhere. All this happened in a big valley north of here [see map, page 5,  
 https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968]. We were hit by rockets and artillery. When we  
 finally pulled out there were gook corpses all over the area, some blown all to pieces.  
 I thought it was all very exciting. 
                     Much love, 
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 Norman. 
 
There had been the "same dull 
voice" in which John Baker 
had told Sgt. Manchester (see 
page 5), in so many words,
how Third Battalion had 
battered on Charlie Hill. There 
had been the complete absence
of emotion as Lt. Lane had 
described to Sarah his 
encounter with four dead
Marines. But now, on the day 
after the battle on Mike's Hill 
had ended, Lt. Lane's tone 
reflects the adrenaline rush, 
the exhilaration, and
excitement that had
accompanied his part in 
"active fighting in a war" – 
combat. In other engagements, 
earlier that same month, he 
had described his own role as 
"like being on the outside of a 
football stadium whi th

                         game is going on." But now 

 
been 

 

 

 the 
 

le e  

https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968


 7

n 1945: 

that remote perspective had been lost, replaced by the more immediate sense of active fighting, with two forces of 
men striving to eliminate each other. This other extreme in the range of what, for lack of a better word, will be 
referred to as "emotions" in war – now, as reflected through 1stLt. Norman Lane – was also described for then-Sgt. 
William Manchester, at Sugar Loaf Hill i
 
 The odd thing, or odd to those who have never lived in the strange land of combat, is that I never had a clear 
 view of Sugar Loaf. I was on its reverse slope, on the crest, and eventually on the forward slope, but there were 
 always coral dust, high-explosive fumes, and heavy clouds of bursting ammunition on all sides. . . . Some 
 flickers of unreal recollection remain: standing at the foot of the hill, arms akimbo, quavering with senseless 
 excitement and grinning maniacally, and — this makes even less sense — running up the slope, not straight up, 
 but on a diagonal, cradling the gun of a heavy machine gun in my left elbow, with a cartridge belt, streaming up 
 from the breechblock, draped over my right shoulder. The gun alone weighed forty-one pounds. Nobody runs 
 uphill with such an awkward piece of machinery. And where was the tripod? I don't know where I had acquired 
 the gun, or where I was taking it, or why I was there at all. 
 

* * * 
As I wrote three months ago (page 11, http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967, today is February 14, 2018), Lynn Schiro 
Fitzwater had been a close friend of Norman Lane's while he had attended Vanderbilt Law School. Lynn had 
graduated from Vanderbilt (BA, English) in the spring of 1966, and that fall she had enrolled at Memphis State 
University [now, University of Memphis] for studies toward her MA degree. Norman had visited Lynn in Memphis 
during late October/early November, 1967, before leaving for the west coast and, ultimately, Vietnam. In October 
of 2017, Lynn recalled: 
 
 Yes, it was the last time I saw him. It was very sad to me, but he was so enthusiastic about the great adventure 
 before him, that it was easier to put aside my worries. And I was very happy that he had come to Memphis to 
 say goodby. Of course, I didn't know that it would be forever. . . . 
 
In mid-December, 2017, Lynn provided me with copies of several letters that Norman had written her from 
Vietnam, over the period November 16, 1967-March 9, 1968. The quality and content of these letters are very 
different, in my opinion, from the letters to Sarah Shepard. In the main, these will be kept separate, for a future 
story or stories. However, I would like to share, with Lynn's permission, the major part of one letter that Lt. Lane 
wrote to her, from Camp Carroll, also dated Sunday, January 28, 1968: 
 
                    Camp Carroll 
                    Jan 28, 1968. 
 Dear Lynn, 
  the [sic] Monsoon ended about the middle of this month, and the North Vietnamese  
 began their spring offensive about the same time. We have been fighting them pretty  
 hotly for the last ten days, off and on, in several places. Yesterday was like in the war  
 movies: a real pitched battle. We killed a couple of hundred of them, and they got a  
 bunch of us. I was hit in my right forearm by a bullet, but it was about spent and it just  
 bruised me. Bullets were flying around everywhere, and not many were spent, believe  
 you me. The battle began in earnest a little before dawn and lasted until late afternoon.  
 There is some question about the bullet that hit me — it is also possible that I was only  
 bruised because it struck my rifle stock first or simultaneously and I got only a ricochet.  
 Other shots missed me narrowly. All very exciting. My decision to join the Marines  
 and come to Vietnam has been completely vindicated. I was pinned down several times  
 by small arms fire, by rockets, and by artillery.  
 
 The first few times that I heard bullets whistling past me, very close, and the first few  
 times that rocket, mortar, or artillery fire was landing near me, and people were being  
 wounded all around me, I wasn't afraid, really I wasn't, but you might say I had a height- 
 ened consciousness of acute danger. During the rocket attacks on the 26th I was scram- 
 bling each time into my shallow foxhole and really hugging the earth. But all the while  
 I was thinking how very exciting it all was. And you will doubtless recall that I have  

http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967


 no particular affection for security, safety, or routine. . . . 
  I am presently in a safe (relatively) location, on a plateau overlooking the valley  
 where we have been fighting, much west of Cam Lo. 
                    Love, 
                    Norm. 
I have several comments referring to Norman's January 28 letter to Lynn: 
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1. "spring offensive . . ." 
Norman's mention of the NVA 
spring offensive on January 28 
predates the beginning of the 
Tet Offensive by three days. 
In Neil Sheehan's A Brigh
Shining Lie, the author writes: 

t 

 
 Bunker's [Ellsworth 
 Bunker, US Ambassador 
 to South Vietnam] Marine 
 guards awoke him shortly 
 after 3:00 A.M. [local 
 time in Saigon, early 
 Wednesday morning, 
 January 31, 1968] in his 
 bedroom on the second 
 floor of the ambassador's 
 residence. "Saigon is 
 under attack," they said. 
 The Viet Cong were  
 assaulting the embassy 
 four blocks away. . . . 
 
2. "the last ten days . . ." This 
would include the January 18 
battle at the Marketplace 
(https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh), in which Lima Co. had been heavily engaged, and in which LCpl. Robb 

tall of Mike Co. had been lost. 

e told 
e that one day something hit him in the chest. He looked down and on the ground was a spent bullet . . ." 

nsider 

S
 
3. "hit in my right forearm . . ." Norman also describes this incident in his letter to Sarah (see page 6). In his 
unpublished manuscript, "When The Wall Came To Me" (2010), Norman's Vanderbilt Law School acquaintance, 
1stLt. Joe Myers, then at Camp Lejeune, recalls having received a letter from Norman in February, 1968: "H
m
 
4. "My decision to join the Marines . . ." To my knowledge, the original suggestion that Norman co
enlisting in the Marine Corps Reserve came through discussions with John Russell (see pages 11ff, 
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh) and Joe Myers (see above), both of whom felt very strongly about their 
positive experiences in boot camp at Quantico with the Platoon Leaders Class-Law program . . . It had given Joe, in 
particular, a focus and greater confidence to "buckle down" in law school. Norman, unsuccessful in his law studies, 

ught something of the same "focusing" experience with the Marine Corps. 

h class that he had 
 Brownsville, Tennessee, made this comment (see page 18, 

ttp://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967

so
 
But in July, 2014, one of Norman's students, Becky Sowell Baggett, from the 1965-1966 Frenc
taught at Haywood High School in
h ): 

d to do  
 everything once. It stuck with me, when I heard that he was enlisting, and when he left for OCS . . . 

 
 I particularly remember, when he joined the Marines . . . I remember, that he had said once he wante

https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh
http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967
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My opinion is that the combat experience at Mike's Hill, the "bullets whistling past me," allowed Norman, in his 
mind, to check that box on his bucket list. He had now, in his mind, and at least for once, been a Marine . . . he had 
done, what Marines do . . . 
 
5. "During the rocket attacks on the 26th . . ." We know from several sources that Lt. Lane's mortar platoon had 
arrived in the staging area for Mike's Hill on January 25, and then-Cpl. Fisk recalls setting up on the east-southeast 
side of the hill on the 25th and/or 26th (pages 8-11, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968). If Norman is correct in 
referring to January 26, the Command Chronology does record that the Battalion position did  receive incoming 
60mm mortar fire that afternoon. It is also possible that Norman is mistakenly referring to the 26th instead of 
January 21, when the An Dinh patrol base had received heavy combined artillery, mortar, and recoilless rifle fire. 
Norman had written about this attack, there referring mistakenly to January 22, in his  January 24- 28 letter to Sarah 
Shepard (pages 3 and 4, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968). 
 
6. "security, safety, and routine . . ." There is much more to the story, but I recently referred (pages 10-11, 
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh) to one of Lt. Lane's earlier letters from Vietnam, dated December 3, 1967. 
The "very close friend" cited there was also Lynn Schiro Fitzwater (see page 7). Here, I will simply repeat the 
closing line of that letter: 
 
 I face the prospect of death as I face any other aspect of life — let it come! 
                   Love anyway, 
                   Norm. 
 
My earlier opinion tended to dismiss the somewhat-Shakespearean oratory. In fact, in that same December 3 letter, 
Norman had enthusiastically told Lynn of having recently read a Bantam paperback edition of Henry V (see page 
4). Now, I wonder whether my initial reaction might have been too dismissive. Never having served in the military 
myself, it would probably be better for those, as Manchester writes, "who have . . . lived in the strange land of 
combat," to make that judgment. 
 
Manchester himself had been very much an inhabitant, for a time, of that strange land . . . as a United States 
Marine. In considering why or how some men like Norman Lane might think about war, and death, and combat, 
and "striving to eliminate" other men, the Okinawa veteran considered why or how some men, men whom he had 
known, might do what they have done, in combat. One such Marine was a major named Henry A. Courtney Jr.:  
 
 We kept rushing them, moving like somnambulists, the weight of Sugar Loaf pressing down on us, harder and 
 harder. And as we crawled forward, shamming death whenever a flare burst over us, we could almost feel the 
 waves of darkness moving up behind us. In such situations a man has very little control over his destiny. He 
 does what he must do, responding to the pressures within. Physical courage, which I lacked, fascinated me; I 
 wanted to know how it worked. One of Sugar Loaf's heroes was a man I knew, a major named Henry A. 
 Courtney, Jr., a fair, handsome man who looked like what we then called a matinee idol. No man bore less 
 resemblance to John Wayne. . . . Yet he rallied what was left of his battalion at the base of Sugar Loaf, asked 
 for volunteers to make "a banzai of our own," and led them up in the night through shrapnel, small-arms fire 
 from Horseshoe and Half Moon, and grenades from Sugar Loaf's forward slope. Reaching the top, he heard 
 Japs lining up on the other side for a counterattack. He decided to charge them first, leading the attack himself, 
 throwing hand grenades. His last cry was, "Keep coming — there's a mess of them down there!" He was 
 awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor posthumously. After the war I called on his widow in Oklahoma. 
 Apart from our shared grief, I was still trying to understand why he had done what he had done. I thought she 
 might know. She didn't. She was as mystified as I was. 
 

* * * 
Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines a "protagonist" as simply, "the principal character in a story." 
That is how we portray, and project, the life of Norman Lane in this series. He is not the most important character, 
he is not the hero, he is simply put, the central character in the story. Then-Cpl. Allen Fisk (pages 7-18, 
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968) adds his impressions and recollections of the protagonist in this story, from 
their time together at Mike's Hill and Camp Carroll, and over the period late December, 1967-late March, 1968:  
 

https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh
https://history.army.mil/moh/wwII-a-f.html#COURTNEY
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
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1. 24 June, 2017: When I first met Lt. Lane in the bush near Con Thien I didn't like him. He was too "gung-ho" 
 for a "green" lieutenant. Later I came to love the man after I came to realize what a decent human being he was. 
 What a great man and Marine. 
  My eyes always leak when I hear his name or think of him. I remember (and see him) running down Mike's 
 Hill to where I was in the rock quarry of the hill. He was running to me. I was a corporal forward observer for 
 81's. 
  He told me to "take a couple of Marines and go outside our line, around the hill and get ammo". I almost 
 refused the order, but I knew I couldn't. We had to go through the enemy. When we arrived at the other side of 
 the hill, our guys said they almost shot us thinking we were Viet Cong. 
 
2. 24 June, 2017: I had been a grunt for 3 years when I went to V.N. so it wasn't the combat and destruction that 
 bothered me. It was the loss of all those incredible brothers-in-arms that got to me. 
  Even though I was a "salty" Marine when I arrived in V.N. when I got to 3/4 I went into a sort of tunnel 
 vision and lost my ability to see a bigger picture, so Lt. Lane and all the others seemed to pass in and out of my 
 daily life there. I did my job but had no idea of what 3/4 was doing day-to-day. My first encounter with Lt. 
 Lane was in the "trace" near Con Thien. He was running around telling everyone to police their brass ["Police 
 the brass" means pick up expended ammo, the brass cartridges, so the enemy can't use them for something]. But 
 he was right. The second time was at Mike's Hill telling me to go get ammo [see above]. The third time was at 
 Camp Carroll after Mike's Hill. I was chewing out a gunnery sergeant for riding some of the guys too hard. Lt. 
 Lane came over and listened in. After the others walked away the Lt. asked me over to his tent. We talked for a 
 long time. That's when I came to deeply respect him. . . . 
  I have no problem talking about any of this, it's just after all these years I haven't talked about it much 
 because nobody cares. "No big", like we used to say. 
 
3. 24 June, 2017: When Lt. Lane was with 3/6 in GTMO that year I was with 1/6 on a Med Cruise. Both of us in 
 6th Marines in 1967, the both of us in 4th Marines in '68. 
 
4. 25 June, 2017: Here is some background on any large unit in combat. The unit is broken up; a company or 
 platoon here, another over on that hill, some back at "headquarters", etc. I had always been part of a squad, 
 platoon, or company. When I got to 3/4 I became an FO for 81's [forward observer for 81mm mortars]. I was 
 not part of a unit, other than 3/4. I was on my own the entire 6 months in country. I liked it, but it kept me from 
 forming bonds. I didn't get to know anyone or any group. . . . 
  When I said nobody cares about VN, I was referring only to my family, not the public. But it didn't matter 
 because I never let VN rule my life, it was just an event in my youth. 
 
5. 12 July, 2017: Quick notes . . . Please say a prayer to him for me [at Lt. Lane's grave, near Brownsville, 
 Tennessee, which I would be visiting the following week]. I know I will see him again. I think of him so  
 often. . . . 
  I would love to hear from Allen and any other Marines or family. When I left the Marines (one never leaves 
 the Marines) I wanted to contact Lt. Lane's family, but did not want to possibly bring any more pain. 
 
6. 12 July, 2017: I like the quote [see pages 11-13, http://tinyurl.com/July-27-1967]. When I watched him running 
 down Mike's Hill I thought how completely different and special he was. He was so honest and unafraid. He 
 was living life when all of us were watching it. He was a man. He was a Marine. I got to meet him in this 
 lifetime. 
  He inspired me so much. 
 
7. 30 July, 2017: For many years I thought about contacting Norman's family but had decided not to, as it might 
 open old wounds. The story I mentioned [page 12, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968] about meeting a 
 Marine from 3/4 while hitchhiking through Montana in 1968; he told me what happened to Norman. It was so 
 terrible I could never relate it to a family member. I thought it best to let it go. 
  You've done a great service for Norman. He will always live in my memory. 
 

* * * 

http://tinyurl.com/July-27-1967
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
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Following the Battle for Mike's Hill, neither Cpl. Fisk nor Lt. Lane, nor any Marine or Corpsman in the battalion – 
nor anyone at all, for that matter – could imagine the thread of Destiny that the Fates were twisting for the two 
Marines . . .  
 
From Edith Hamilton's Mythology (paperback edition, 1969),  
 
 Very important but assigned to no abode whether in heaven or on the earth were THE FATES, Moirae in 
 Greek, Parcae in Latin, who, Hesiod [early Greek poet, eighth or ninth centuy B.C.] says, give to men at birth 
 evil and good to have. They were three, Clotho, the Spinner, who spun the thread of life; Lachesis, the Disposer 
 of Lots, who assigned to each man his destiny; Atropos, she who could not be turned, who carried "the 
 abhorrèd shears" and cut the thread at death.  
 
Their foretelling of Meleager's death gives a particular insight into their power: 
 
 Strangely enough this was the cause of his [Meleager's, son of Althea and Oeneus, King of Calydon] own 
 death. When he was just a week old the Fates had appeared to his mother, Althea, and thrown a log of wood 
 into the fire burning in her chamber. Then spinning as they ever did, twirling the distaff and twisting the thread 
 of destiny, they sang, 
 
  To you, O new-born child, we grant a gift, 
  To live until this wood turns into ash. 
 
  Althea snatched the brand from the fire, quenched the flame, and hid it in a chest. Her brothers . . . 
 Whereupon Meleager killed them both [Althea's brothers], taking them completely off their guard. 
  This news was brought to Althea. Her beloved brothers had been slain by her son . . . A passion of rage 
 took possession of her. She rushed to the chest for the brand and threw it in the fire. As it blazed up, Meleager 
 fell to the ground dying, and by the time it was consumed his spirit had slipped away from his body. It is said 
 that Althea, horror-stricken at what she had done, hanged herself.   
 

* * * 
In contrast to "protagonist" (see page 9), "hero" is defined as "a mythological or legendary figure often of divine 
descent endowed with great strength or ability," as in "an illustrious warrior." As William Manchester writes in 
"The Wind-Grieved Ghost," the prologue to Goodbye, Darkness, 
 
 So, craftily, I became the least intrepid of warriors, a survivor, not a hero, more terrier than lion. If there was a 
 coward's way I took it. The word hero, to me, is redolent of Nelson Eddy in his Smokey Bear hat, . . . or of 
 John Wayne being booed in a Hawaiian hospital by an audience of wounded Marines from Iwo Jima and 
 Okinawa, men who had had macho acts, . . . up their asses to their armpits. . . . 
  I had walked through the valley of the shadow of death and had been terribly frightened. Afterward, those 
 few of us in my unit who had survived received a document from Secretary of the Navy . . . citing us for . . . 
 "extraordinary heroism against enemy Japanese forces," but those shining words didn't really apply to me. 
 Indeed, at times it seemed to me that they applied to no one except the dead. I agree with Hemingway: 
 "Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of  
 villages, . . . the numbers of regiments and the dates."  
 
In A Farewell To Arms (first published in 1929), Ernest Hemingway had prefaced that sentence as follows: 
 
 There were many words that you could not stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity. 
 Certain numbers were the same way and certain dates and these with the names of the places were all you could 
 say and have them mean anything. 
 
"They applied to no one except the dead." One of these dead, killed by a sniper's bullet during the Battle of 
Okinawa, less than three weeks after Sgt. William Manchester and the 29th Marines had gone ashore, was famed 
World War II correspondent Ernie Pyle. The foreword to his classic treatise, Brave Men (2001 paperback edition), 
reads (crediting Pyle's Here Is Your War): 
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 I heard of a high British officer who went over the battlefield just after the action was over. American boys 
 were still lying dead in their foxholes, their rifles still grasped in firing position in their dead hands. And the 
 veteran English soldier remarked time and again, in a sort of hushed eulogy spoken only to himself, "Brave 
 men, Brave men!" 
 
"Indeed, at times it seemed to me that they applied to no one except the dead." 
 

* * * 
In his Vietnam memoir, One Avenue of Approach, then-Lt. Jack Solitario (artillery FO, Mike Co., 3rd Battalion, 4th 
Marines) describes the situation at the Charlie II fire support base, late September, 1967: 
 
 With the exception of [Lt. Jim] Singer, Mike Company was getting all new platoon commanders in the next 
 week, so the company was pretty much in a state of flux . . . awaiting the infantry officers from the August TBS 
 class to come into country [these would include 1stLts. Bill Willett and Charles Yaghoobian and 2ndLt. Eric 
 Egge (pages 2 and 3, http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout)] . . . 
  All that it did for the next few weeks was rain, and then two platoon leaders joined Mike Company . . . Bob 
 Burns and Don Rait . . . John Leffen, who was yet to work with us, was with weapons platoon . . . 
 
Mike Company would move to Gio Linh (the A-2 strongpoint) for six weeks during late October-early December, 
1967: 
 
 As lieutenants we were bonding into a very tight mutually supporting group, with one exception: the "great 
 mustache competition" between Rait, Leffen, Burns, and me . . . 
 
Back at Charlie II in mid-December, 
 
 For Burns, Rait, Leffen and me, joining Mike Company as boot lieutenants at Charlie II [over September and 
 early October] was our testing ground . . . Our proving ground became Gio Linh . . . 
 
 On Christmas Day we sat down to steak with all the fixings . . . 
 

* * * 
One month after Christmas Day, on January 25, 1968, 
 
 Wallace [PFC Wallace, Lt. Solitario's radioman] and I went to the top of what later became known as Mike's 
 Hill [https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968], and I started to call in defensive fires . . . Mike's Hill was higher 
 than I thought. It had perfect observation of the entire area . . . We climbed to the top, and it was pretty much 
 rock with little cover, save for a few depressions and a stray rock here and there, but no loose soil that we could 
 dig in. . . . 
 
 Sometime around noon [still on the 25th], . . . I looked back at him [PFC Wallace] and, . . . caught sight of a 
 CH-46 chopper landing on the MSR [Route 9] . . . 
  It looked like the remainders of Leffen's platoon were the ones disembarking . . . In about twenty minutes 
 another chopper was coming in . . . They [NVA] got one round off before the chopper landed on the MSR in a 
 slightly different place . . . Their round missed our chopper . . . It looked like Burns' platoon was landing this 
 time . . . 
  As twilight approached [on the 25th], Rait's platoon was taking positions on the northeast base of Mike's 
 Hill by the gravel pits [see photos, pages 9-12, 14, 15, https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968] . . . They tied in 
 with Burns' platoon and around to the MSR . . . 
 
 Very early the next morning [January 26], before daylight, the bridge over the stream along the MSR was 
 blown . . . 
 
 By sunset [on the 26th], we were very fidgety . . . We could smell that something was in the wind . . . 
  I was a nervous wreck . . . I was sure that something was going to happen . . . 

http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
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 We woke before dawn [on January 27] by the crackling sound of small arms fire between 101 and 201 target 
 sectors . . . in the northwest area where Leffen's and Burns' platoons met . . . 
  I was moving the rounds as quickly as I could, but painfully too slow for Burns and Leffen . . . Soon after it 
 got  light, Sergeant Jones from Burns' platoon contacted us, saying that the shrapnel spray was coming too close 
 to friendly lines and to cease fire . . . 
 

* * * 
 About 1700 on January 27, Wallace and I were among the last to enter the perimeter of Camp Carroll by the 
 observation tower gate, the same gate we had left through on the eve of January 24 . . .  
  Shortly after we were fed, . . . We drifted into the tent one by one . . . I was sitting at the table next to 
 Leffen when the gunny came in and said, "Are we all here?" . . . I looked around the table and said, "No, where 
 is Burns?" . . . The gunny looked at me, realizing that I didn't know why he was missing. In a very composed 
 tone, he stated, "Mr. Burns didn't make it, sir, he was killed this morning." . . . I turned ashen and looked down 
 at the table, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone . . . You could hear a pin drop . . . I quietly said, "I'm 
 sorry, I didn't know that, Gunny . . ." 
 
 I started to zone out . . . I couldn't believe that Bob was gone . . . We always worked so well together . . . It was 
 textbook when we were in the field . . . I thought of us as bookends, keeping it all together . . . He was infantry, 
 I was artillery, and we made it happen! It was supposed to be just like that down along the stream [near Mike's 
 Hill] . . . I knew exactly what he needed . . . He didn't have to ask; I knew, and I delivered it! It was just too late 
 to do him any good . . . If it was effective at all . . . I wasn't able to save my friend when he needed me . . . Once 
 again, I wanted to puke . . . 
 
 "God, thank you for delivering Mike Company through this mess . . . For those who left us, I know that they are 
 in your hands . . . Rest in peace, Bob . . ." 
 

* * * 
2ndLt. John R. Burns, Jr., would be awarded the Silver Star, posthumously, for his actions during the January 18 
battle at "The Marketplace Revisited" (pages 3-10, https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh). The Citation 
accompanying his Silver Star reads, in part: 
 
 The President of the United States of America takes pride in presenting the Silver Star (Posthumously) to 
 Second Lieutenant John Robert Burns, Jr. . . . United States Marine Corps, for conspicuous gallantry and 
 intrepidity in action while serving as a Platoon Commander with Company M, Third Battalion, Fourth Marines, 
 THIRD Marine Division in connection with military operations against the enemy in the Republic of  
 Vietnam. . . . While moving into position, his unit suddenly came under intense hostile fire. Unhesitatingly, 
 Second Lieutenant Burns led an aggressive attack on the enemy emplacements. Undaunted by the enemy fire 
 impacting around him, he moved about the fire-swept terrain directing his men and personally killed five North 
 Vietnamese soldiers. Overrunning the hostile positions, he quickly consolidated his defenses and, although still 
 under fire, maneuvered from one position to another, encouraging his men. As an adjacent unit maneuvered 
 toward its objective, the Marines came under intense hostile fire from a ridge in front of Second Lieutenant 
 Burns' position and were pinned down. Reacting instantly, he enveloped the enemy force and launched an 
 assault which took the enemy soldiers by surprise, causing them to abandon their positions and flee in panic 
 and confusion into the deadly fire of the other unit. By his courage, aggressive fighting spirit and unwavering 
 devotion to duty in the face of great personal danger, Second Lieutenant Burns upheld the highest traditions of 
 the Marine Corps and of the United States Naval Service. 
 
Gallantry, intrepidity, courage, fighting spirit, devotion to duty . . . "Indeed, at times it seemed to me that they 
applied to no one except the dead."  
 

* * * 
Buddha is the title given to Siddartha Gautama, who lived in present-day Nepal and India over approximately 563-
483 B.C. Buddhism had been established in China (by 100 A.D.), in Korea (300s A.D.), in Thailand, Cambodia, 
and Burma (by 500 A.D.), and in Japan, later during the sixth century. Buddhism in South Vietnam, then under the 

https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh
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rule of President Ngo Dinh Diem, was a major factor in the civil strife of the early 1960s. As George Herring 
describes in America's Longest War, 
 
 An upheaval among Buddhists in the major cities of South Vietnam suddenly introduced a dramatic new threat 
 to the Diem regime and new complications for an already faltering American policy. . . . The May 8 [1963] 
 incident stirred new and vigorous protest. . . . 
  From that fiery moment [the June 11 self-immolation of the charismatic Buddhist leader, Thich Qui Trang], 
 the Buddhist protest emerged into a powerful, deeply rooted political movement that threatened the very 
 survival of the Diem government.   
 
This unrest was in turn a substantial factor in subsequent decisions to overthrow Diem, leading to his assassination 
in November, 1963. 
 
Ancestors of the Similkameen people of Washington state and southern British Columbia (pages 7, 8, and 19, 
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968) inhabited or used the Chuchuwayha Rock Shelter, as it is presently known, 
beginning as early as 4,000 B.C. and extending to about 200 B.C., about the same time that Indian Buddhism was 
being established in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka).  
 
Distant from the continents of North America and India, in Europe the Athenians and their allies defeated the army 
of King Darius of Persia on the plain of Marathon in 490 B.C. (pages 11-13, http://tinyurl.com/July-27-1967), in 
one of the most decisive battles of history. The Roman Republic was in its infancy. During the 500s B.C., the 
Etruscans had ruled Rome. But in 509 B.C., the Romans rose against the harsh king Tarquinius Superbus and 
declared Rome a republic. The Punic Wars against Carthage were still 250 years into the future, the birth of Julius 
Caesar was 400 years away, and the establishment of the Roman Republic predated that of the Roman Empire by 
almost 500 years. 
 
About a year after the overthrow of Tarquinius Superbus, in perhaps 508 B.C., another powerful Etruscan king 
known as Lars Porsena initiated war against the new Roman Republic, responding to pleas for assistance from the 
recently-ousted king.  
 

* * * 
And so, in 508 B.C., Gotama, Buddha was approximately fifty-five years of age and was continuing to spread his 
teachings of the "Four Noble Truths" and other beliefs that would become the foundation of Buddhism as he 
traveled in India. The decisive victory of the Athenians, led by their general, Militiades, over the Persian army of 
King Darius at Marathon, in what would come to be known as one of the most decisive battles of history, was less 
than twenty years away. In present-day British Columbia, the ancestors of the Similkameen people were inhabiting 
rock shelters, using paint made from the red ochre found in rich deposits along the banks and cliffs of the river that 
today bears the name of their descendants, leaving pictographs that continue to tell of their dreams and guardian 
spirits, of their hunts and journeys, of their tragedies and victories. And also, in 508 B.C., the war of Porsena would 
come against the new Roman Republic, and the legend of Horatius Cocles and his defense of Rome at the Tiber 
River bridge would be born. 
 
But the original lay, or narrative poem, that would tell the story of Horatius probably did not come for another 120 
years, at the time just before the Gauls raided Italy and destroyed Rome (390 B.C.).  
 
Still, more than twenty centuries would pass before the version of Horatius' story transmitted by the Roman 
historian Titus Livius (approximately 60 B.C.-17 A.D.) would be popularized, in 1849, by the English historian, 
essayist, and poet, Thomas Babington Macaulay. The first of the ballads to appear in his Lays of Ancient Rome is 
the illustrated, thirty-six-page narrative poem titled simply, "HORATIUS." Only three of the seventy stanzas (I., 
XXVII., and LXX.) are given here: 
 
 
 
 
      

https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
http://tinyurl.com/July-27-1967
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sR8kfnaa8etOwfevr2i43YBKgw2c1Bx0/view?usp=sharing


     I. 
 LARS PORSENA of Clusium      
  By the Nine Gods he swore 
 That the great house of Tarquin 
  Should suffer wrong no more. 
 By the Nine Gods he swore it, 
  And named a trysting day, 
 And bade his messengers ride forth, 
 East and west and south and north, 
  To summon his array. . . . 
 
    XXVII. 
 Then out spake brave Horatius,   
  The Captain of the gate: 
 "To every man upon this earth 
  Death cometh soon or late. 
 And how can man die better 
  Than facing fearful odds, 
 For the ashes of his fathers 
  And the temples of his Gods, . . . 

Horatius Cocles (center), together with Herminius (to his l
and Spurius Lartius (to Horatius' right), meet "false Sextu
that wrought the deed of shame," at the Tiber River bridge. 
Illustration credit: Sir George Scharf, in Lays of Ancient 
Rome, by Thomas Babington Macaulay (Longman, Brown, 
Green, and Longmans, 1849). 

eft) 
s, 

 
      LXX. 
 When the goodman mends his armour, 
  And trims his helmet's plume; 
 When the goodwife's shuttle merrily 
  Goes flashing through the loom; 
 With weeping and with laughter 
  Still is the story told, 
 How well Horatius kept the bridge 
  In the brave days of old. 
 

* * * 
I was still only fifteen years old in January of 1968, when 2ndLt. John Robert Burns, Jr., of St. Louis, Missouri, 
died at Mike's Hill. I never knew him, I never served in the military, and I suppose some may question whether I 
am even justified in writing anything about him, as one who gave his life for his fellow Marines and Corpsmen. But 
as I end this story, I offer this remembrance with one stanza from "Horatius," which was dedicated to another 
legendary warrior – a hero – who saved his people more than 2,500 years ago: 
 
 Then out spake brave Horatius,   
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  The Captain of the gate: 
 "To every man upon this earth 
  Death cometh soon or late. 
 And how can man die better 
  Than facing fearful odds, 
 For the ashes of his fathers 
  And the temples of his Gods, . . .  
 
Thank you.  
 
 2ndLt. John Robert 

Burns, Jr., on patrol. 
Photo credit: Jack 
Solitario, One Avenue 
of Approach.  

 
  
 
 
 


