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March 29, 2018 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
The 1970 US census reported a population of 7,011 for Brownsville, Tennessee, sixty miles northeast of Memphis. 
Haywood County High School (HHS) had been established in 1911. Desegregation of the previously all-white 
school had begun, in a very limited way, in the fall of 1965. In September of 1968, nearly 650 students, fully one-
third of them in the freshman class, would begin the school year at HHS. The weekly Brownsville States-Graphic 
was published every Friday. Bill Sorrell, an HHS senior over the 1967-1968 school year, wrote a column, "Tomcat 
Tale.....," for the weekly newspaper, reporting on news and events at HHS. HHS also had its own student 
publication, the Tattler, that was produced once a month by the school's Beta Club chapter. 
 
In his "Tomcat Tale....." column for the April 26, 1968, States-Graphic, Bill Sorrell wrote: 
 
 The 1968 Purple and White, the HHS annual [yearbook], was presented in a special assembly Wednesday 
 morning [April 17]. Gloria Warren, co-editor of the annual, . . . presented the annual to Miss Mary Lea, who 
 the 1968 Purple and White was dedicated to. Miss Lea received a standing ovation. . . . 
  Haywood High students have been signing annuals since last week, writing words of praise for fellow 
 students. Over a hundred HHS students attended Jack Pettigrew's annual signing party held at his home 
 Wednesday night. 
 
On page 4 of the yearbook, the "Dedication" text appeared under a page-width photo of Miss Mary Lea. It read, in 
part: 
 
 Her unselfish devotion to the teaching 
 profession has made her one of our most 
 beloved teachers. 
 
The facing page 5 was titled, "The Haywood 
Spirit" and included four photos, taken from school 
athletic events and "pep rallies." One of the four 
photos featured Norman Lane, who had taught 
sophomore English and French at HHS over the 
1965-1966 school year, attending a football game 
with students in 1965. 
 

* * * 
The original version of the following story was 
written on Wednesday one week ago, March 21, 
2018. Then-teacher Norman Lane attending an HHS football 

game with students, 1965. With him are, from left to 
right, Larry Young, Jim Livingston, Rita English 
(wearing glasses), Marilyn Jordan (above Rita), Janice 
Williams, unidentified (wearing glasses), and Linda 
Stoppenhagen.  

 
* * * 
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Yesterday, March 20, was the first day of spring. This morning, Wednesday, I am writing at home in Winston-
Salem, watching the snow falling outside our living room window. Not much accumulation to speak of, but enough 
to close the public school system for the day. Reporting on Tuesday's "wintry wallop" in the northeast, the local 
paper asks the question: "Spring? What's that?" 
 
The snowfall here this morning reminded me of a March fifty years past, there in Brownsville. I was a sophomore 
at Haywood County High School (HHS). My best friend Richard Carlton's birthday was on that Wednesday, March 
20 – he would turn sixteen on the first day of spring for 1968. From old States-Graphic files and from the March 
and May, 1968, HHS Tattler issues (many thanks to Nancy Dinwiddie Warren, David Duke, and Richard), I have 
put together this story. . . .  
 

* * * 
The States-Graphic story, "Kids To Lose Spring Holidays," appeared in the Friday, February 2, 1968, issue: 
 
 Due to the seven days of snow and ice Haywood Elementary and Anderson school students will forfeit their 
 two spring holidays, the City School Board said at a meeting at Haywood Elementary School Monday night 
 [January 29]. 
 
1968 was a leap year, and the first day of spring was still almost seven weeks away. On Wednesday night, February 
28, the "last train out of Brownsville" pulled out of the local L&N railroad station, en route to Humboldt. The final 
passenger train from Brownsville was filled to capacity. Spring practice for the HHS Tomcats, under Coach John 
Hooper, would begin on Monday, March 4. 
 
Bill Sorrell's "Tomcat Tale....." column in the March 15 States-Graphic reported that the March issue of the Tattler 
had been distributed to HHS students on Tuesday, March 12. The headline story for the student publication was: 
 
 Senior Class Schedules Annual Play: Presentation Scheduled April 19 
 
David White, Eddie Craig, and Rita English were the cast members featured in the two-column Tattler photograph. 
Most of the front-page stories reported on news items of real interest to the students, faculty, and staff at HHS. Two 
stories focused on senior John Williamson, who had won first place in the American Legion Auxiliary's annual 
essay contest, writing on the topic, "Freedom is Not Free." A second Tattler story told of John's coming March visit 
to Washington, DC, where he would participate in a four-day education seminar titled, "Operation Washington." 
John's participation in the seminar was based in part on his essay addressing the question: 
 
 What do you believe to be the most important issue facing the United States government and what would your 
 solution to this issue be? 
 
 Writing on the war in Vietnam, John's answer, briefly summarized, was: "We must force greater responsibility 
 upon the Vietnamese Army while lessening that of our own." John believes that if we don't fight in Vietnam, 
 we will be "buying a war in Cambodia, Thailand, or Burma." 
 
Page 2 of the March, 1968, Tattler carried a tragic reminder of how, in that time, Freedom was Not Free. A two-
column memorial remembering PFC Billy Wright, HHS Class of 1966, who had given his life in Vietnam on 
February 1, appeared on the editorial page. 
 
Bill Sorrell's March 15 "Tomcat Tale....." column also reported the happy news that the Miss Brownsville pageant 
would be held Saturday night, March 30, at the HHS Auditorium. The March Tattler "Cat Chat" column mentioned 
that, 
 
 THE JUNIORS HAVE high hopes for the Junior-Senior banquet this year [to be held on Friday, April 5]. They 
 have chosen "Caribbean Cruise" as the theme with such trimmings as a ship deck and a real live captain. It 
 will be formal, so girls may wear formal or semi-formal gowns. Work hard, juniors, because the seniors are 
 really looking forward to this year's banquet. 
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And then there was this "Campus News Brief:" 
 
 Mrs. Ben Sharpe's second year Latin class recently debated the topic "Would America Have Been Better Off If 
 Carthage Had Won The Punic Wars And Thus Influenced Modern Civilization?" 
  The debators for Rome were Deborah Smith, Willard Rooks, and Melba Bridgewater; those supporting 
 Carthage were Carl Stoppenhagen, Al Claiborne, and John White. 
  The judges were Mrs. J.T. Elizer and Miss Dorothy Moore. The class members also cast votes. The winner 
 was the team for Carthage.  
 
Bill's column had appeared in the March 15 States-Graphic. Five days later, the first day of spring greeted 
Brownsville on a Wednesday. From the March 29 States-Graphic, 
 
 Strange Spring 
 
 The third day of spring found 17.2 inches of official snow cover on the soon-to-be green acres of Haywood 
 County. 
  Beginning late Thursday afternoon [March 21] and continuing Friday, the huge, wet flakes soon created a 
 fantasy of beauty on the trees and houses of the area. 
  Many unofficial measurements revealed over 18 inches in non-drift areas.  
 
Bill Sorrell added, in his March 29 column, 
 
 Haywood High School students received an unexpected holiday last Friday [March 22]. The largest snow since 
 1892 dismissed classes all over the Mid-South, including Haywood High. 
   
In his "Local News Briefs" column, editor Owen Burgess confessed: 
 
 Was our face red when all our pictures of the big snow turned out to be blanks. 
 
Apparently all of Mr. Owen's film from that day had been accidentally exposed to light.   
 
And so it was, at least in part, for some of us in Brownsville and at HHS, for March of 1968 and the beginning to 
the "Strange Spring" that Owen Burgess had referred to. . . . 
 

* * * 
But a news flash at the bottom of the front page in the March 29 States-Graphic warned that more serious matters 
were afoot, and not very far from Brownsville: 
 
 News Flash! 
 
 At the request of Memphis Mayor Henry Loeb, 250 riot trained Tennessee Highway Patrol officers were rushed 
 to Memphis to combat rioters on Main Street, Memphis. 
  In addition Governor Ellington called out the state national guard with members of Company "B" 
 composed of men of Brownsville and Alamo units called at noon Thursday [March 28]. 
  The Rev. Martin Luther King, one time Nobel Peace Prize winner was leading the demonstrators, who were 
 in sympathy with Memphis garbage workers, now on strike. 
  It is reported King fled back to a headquarters temple when the rioting began. 
 
In fact, a sequence of ominous tragedies had already taken place in Brownsville, over January and February of 
1968. Two very popular young people from Brownsville, Suzanne Bott, HHS Class of 1965, who had been voted 
"Miss Haywood High" in her senior year, and Sam Sanford, HHS Class of 1967, had died as the result of separate 
automobile accidents on New Year's Eve and New Year's Day, 1968.  
 
The drug stores (selling boxed candies, e.g., Whitman's Samplers and Russell Stover chocolates) and flower shops 
(I think there were two) in Brownsville always did good business on Valentine's Day. A good friend of my 
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mother's, Mrs. Carolyn Freeman, owned the Brownsville Flower Shop, located on South Washington across from 
the Post Office. For some time, Miss Carolyn had also operated the local Western Union telegraph office out of the 
flower shop. Other employees usually delivered the telegrams, so that Miss Carolyn could focus on the flower 
business. But on that Valentine's Day of 1968 – Wednesday, February 14 – she found it necessary to deliver one 
telegram herself, for whatever reason. The recipient, an older lady, Mrs. Inetha McCoy, lived one block down West 
College Street – 416 West College – from our house, though my parents did not know her.  
 
When Miss Carolyn arrived and handed the telegram to Mrs. McCoy, Mrs. McCoy remarked that she hoped the 
telegram was a message from her son. But on opening the envelope and seeing the message, Mrs. McCoy fainted. 
For her son had been serving with the Army in Vietnam, and now he was gone. Mrs. McCoy had lost another son in 
a military aircraft accident four years before. . . . 
 
Now ordinary people, friends of mine, began to realize that they might be tapped to participate in a sequence of 
events over which they had no control. One story is told by Mary Jane Duke, who was an HHS classmate and good 
friend of ours. Her father, Sergeant First Class James Duke, was a full-time senior NCO at the Tennessee National 
Guard Armory in Brownsville. Captain Stewart Hall commanded Company B (see page 3) of the 230th Signal 
Battalion, headquartered in Brownsville. As a high school sophomore at the time, Mary Jane recalls spending 
"hours" on the phone talking with her friends. One day or evening, she is not sure which, Mary Jane was talking 
with our friend and classmate Beverly Roy. She recalls: 
 
 The operator had to come on the line to tell us there was an emergency call for my dad [SFC James Duke] 
 and that we had to get off the phone. Of course, that was the official call he got about the Memphis ordeal 
 [either the March 28 riots or the April 4 assassination of Dr. King], and at that time things started moving for 
 the Brownsville unit [see page 3]. 
 

* * * 
The Friday, March 29 States-Graphic had reported the news flash on the March 28 riots in Memphis. The next day 
was Saturday, March 30, 1968. Our good friend John White (see page 3) and I had driven over to Susan Warren's 
house on Park Avenue. I had only gotten my driver's license five days before. Susan was an HHS junior then, and 
she was one of two candidates for HHS Student Council treasurer. On Thursday, April 4, there would be an election 
in school for these officers, to serve during the 1968-1969 school year. But there would also be "campaigns," with 
speeches and skits in behalf of all the candidates. As Bill Sorrell wrote for his April 5 and 12 columns, respectively: 
 
 Signs and slogans adorn the halls of HHS advertising and asking support for their candidates. . . . New student 
 council officers were chosen Thursday morning [April 4] as all Haywood High students joined in voting for 
 their favorite candidate. 
 
 Skits and speeches were made for candidates Thursday morning [prior to the election] in the auditorium. 
 
A group of us had gathered at Susan's house that late March afternoon to make the signs, posters, slogans, etc., that 
would "adorn the halls of HHS" the coming week. It was there, at Susan's house, on the afternoon of Saturday, 
March 30, 1968, that I first heard the news. . . . 
 
 Did you hear about Norman Lane? 
 
Rita English (see photo, page 1, and page 2) was an HHS senior then, and she would be a contestant that night of 
Saturday, March 30, 1968, in the Miss Brownsville pageant being held at the HHS Auditorium. That afternoon, 
though, while John White and I were working on campaign signs at Susan Warren's house, Rita was having her hair 
styled at a local beauty shop, for the pageant that night. Rita was there, in the beauty shop, when her mother 
brought her the news. . . . Norman Lane had been killed in Vietnam. 
 
For the April 5 "Tomcat Tale.....," Bill Sorrell would write: 
 
 A moment of silence was held Monday [April 1] at Haywood High in the memory of Mr. Norman Lane who 
 was killed in South Vietnam March 29. Mr. Lane, taught Sophomore English and French at HHS during 1965-



 66. Mr. Lane had been in Vietnam for four months. Mr. Lane, who was 27 years old, was a 1st Lieutenant. 
 Haywood High is deeply saddened by his death. 
   
One week later, the States-Graphic would report: 
 
 HHS Flag At Half Mast Apr. 5 
 
 To honor a former faculty member, the late Lt. Norman Lane Jr., Haywood High School flew its flag at half 
 mast Friday, April 5. 
  Lt. Lane, killed on active duty in Vietnam, was a Marine 1st Lieutenant and was buried here in Tabernacle 
 cemetery Friday. His mother, Mrs. Norman Lane lives in Memphis, and he is the grandson of Mr. and Mrs. 
 Marion Thornton, 118 North Washington. 
 
The May issue of the Tattler was distributed on May 8 and carried the following editorial: 
 
 Students Pay Tribute to Lt. Norman E. Lane 
 
 Lt. Norman E. Lane, who died March 29, 1968, in Vietnam was a part of HHS for such a short time; but time 
 alone cannot measure the qualities of a man. 
  Mr. Lane taught English and French at Haywood High in 1965-66. To all of his students, he was an 
 awakening of knowledge. He was such a brilliant young man, well-versed on many subjects. Nothing pleased 
 him more than to teach his students something of everything he knew. He made us want to learn. 
  He was more to his students than just a teacher; he was well-liked and became a friend to all. He was 
 always ready and willing to help anyone who needed him. For these reasons, Mr. Lane Sir, as he was known to 
 his students, will live on as a cherished memory in the hearts of everyone. 

Rita English and Libby Danaaaa                   
 
Looking back on those weeks today fifty years later, I think I have come to realize that this was the first time that I 
recognized that the world could be a dangerous and foreboding place, and that friends and family were not 
necessarily immune to that danger. In one sense, it was a tragic example of a promise lost, but for me, it was a loss 
of innocence. . . . 
 

* * * 
At the end of our senior year at HHS, the 1969-1970 Purple and White yearbook was dedicated to the school itself, 
which would be replaced by a new, multimillion-dollar consolidated county high school across town. One of my 
favorite classes that senior year had been English IV, taught by longtime HHS faculty member, Miss Nina Curlin. 
Miss Curlin taught us Macbeth, and better still, she instilled in our minds and hearts a love for the Romantic poets – 
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Keats . . . 
 
William Wordsworth's Ode was published in 1807, in the collection, Poems, in Two Volumes. The last twelve lines 
of the tenth stanza read: 
 
 What though the radiance which was once so bright 
 Be now for ever taken from my sight, 
 Though nothing can bring back the hour 
 Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower; 
 We will grieve not, rather find 
 Strength in what remains behind, 
 In the primal sympathy 
 Which having been must ever be, 

Norman Lane Jr. 
Feb. 23, 1941 — Mar. 29, 1968

 In the soothing thoughts that spring 
 Out of human suffering, 
 In the faith that looks through death, 
 In years that bring the philosophic mind.         
                    Thank you. 
 5


