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August 11, 2018  

 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 

 

My mother saved several issues of the Memphis Commercial Appeal and Memphis Press-Scimitar from that three-

day nightmare, Friday, April 5, through Sunday, April 7, 1968. I am looking now at the copy of the Commercial 
Appeal that had been delivered to our house at 509 West College, in Brownsville, Tennessee, early that Friday 

morning. The banner headline read, in bold, one-inch type: 

 

 DR. KING IS SLAIN BY SNIPER 

Beneath the headline were a large four-column photograph of the Lorraine Motel, taken after police had arrived, a 

stock photograph of Dr. King, and a two-column headline, "National Guard Units Are Recalled To City." The lead 
story included an interview with Solomon Jones Jr., the chauffeur of the white Cadillac that had been arranged for 

Dr. King's use in Memphis: 

 
 "I went out to start the car," Mr. Jones reported. "Dr. King was on the porch. I yelled up at him it was cool out, 

 you better put your topcoat on. Dr. King said 'OK, I will.' He smiled and then I heard the shot." . . . 

  "I got to the fire escape and climbed up to Dr. King's balcony. There was a white man there. I don't know 
 who he was, but they said he lived at the hotel. Dr. King looked dead. The white man covered his face with a 

 cloth.  

 

NORMAN LANE JR. 
MEMORIAL PROJECT

“FOR THOSE WHO FIGHT FOR IT, LIFE HAS A 

FLAVOR THE PROTECTED NEVER KNOW.”

Al Claiborne, Ph.D., Chair 

1024 Brookmeade Drive 

Winston-Salem, NC 27106 

Phone: 336.529.2105                

E-mail: alc@csb.wfu.edu                                                                                                   
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* * * 
The weekly Brownsville States-Graphic had gone to press early Thursday afternoon, hours before Eric Galt [it 

would be April 19 before the FBI identified Galt as but one alias used by James Earl Ray] had fired the single shot 

from the moldy communal bathroom on the second floor of Bessie Brewer's rooming house, described as "a half-
step up from homelessness." Sometime that Friday morning, the April 5 issue of the States-Graphic arrived, with 

the morning mail, at 509 West College. My father was still in Memphis with the Mid-South Junior Livestock 

Exposition, and my brother and I were in school that day. My mother was probably the first person in the household 

to glance at the local headlines that historic morning.  
 

The Commercial Appeal had featured photographs of Dr. King and the Lorraine Motel that morning. The States-

Graphic, focusing on the results of the Miss Brownsville pageant the previous Saturday night, led with a five-
column photograph of the new Miss Brownsville, sixteen-year-old Flo Tipton, and her three maids. The caption 

began: 

 

 FOUR BEAUTIES pose after their selection Saturday night at the Beauty Revue at HHS [Haywood High 
 School] Auditorium. . . . 

 

From left to right, the photo showed Janice Williams, second maid, Flo, holding a bouquet of roses and wearing a 
tiara, Rita English – whose mother had come to the local beauty shop that Saturday afternoon to tell her that her 

former teacher and close friend Norman Lane was dead [https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968, pages 1 (photo) and 4] – 

first maid, and Pat Hayes, alternate maid. To the left of the photo was the accompanying one-column story, "Flo 
Tipton Is Miss Brownsville," which included a description of the pink formal, "hers of chiffon, with graceful back 

panel caught to the shoulder line," that Rita had worn. There was no mention of the bittersweet emotions running 

through Rita's broken heart, on stage that night.  

 
To the right of the photo was the second lead story, with its two-column headline:  

                           

 Purple and White Football 
 Game On Tuesday To Climax 

 Practice 

 
Richard Carlton and Al 

Claiborne were listed on the 

roster for the "whites" squad, 

which would win the game, 26-
7. The funeral for the late Dr. 

Martin Luther King would be 

held in Atlanta that morning – a 
crowd of 150,000 would be 

reported there. 

 

Below the large photograph of 
Miss Brownsville and her court 

was a two-column story that 

featured a portrait photo of a 
well-dressed young man, 

perhaps a college student, with a 

smile on his face. The portrait 
photo accompanied an article 

titled: 

 

 Norman Lane Killed In 
 Vietnam 

 

https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968
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 Marine 1st Lt. Norman Edward Lane, Jr., 27, was killed in action in South Vietnam, only four months after his 
 arrival there. 

  Lt. Lane's mother, Mrs. Norman Lane of Memphis, was notified Saturday by official telegram that he had 

 been killed Friday, March 29. . . . 
  The grandson of Mr. and Mrs. Marion Thornton . . . Lt. Lane was on the faculty of Haywood High School 

 in 1966. He was a frequent visitor here, having spent many summers with his grandparents, and coming 

 annually for the Tabernacle kinfolk camp meeting. . . . 

  Funeral services are incomplete [the information on the arrival of Lt. Lane's remains in Memphis and the 
 details of the funeral service, both dated Thursday, were not yet available] . . . 

 

The portrait photograph that appeared with the story of Norman's death had appeared at least twice before. The first 
appearance was as the photo of "Mr. Lane," an HHS faculty "Freshman Sponsor" in the 1966 Purple and White 

yearbook. The same photo, apparently as a glossy print, had been included, without comment, in Norman's 

penultimate March 9 letter to Lynn Schiro, from Vietnam. 

 
Almost three full months had passed since Doris Burgess, writing in her "Across My Desk" column for the States-

Graphic, had eulogized twenty-year-old Suzanne Bott, the popular 1965 HHS graduate who had succumbed to the 

serious injuries she had received in a New Year's Day automobile accident (https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-Hill-28, 
pages 5 and 6). The deaths of Suzanne Bott and Sam Sanford, a popular HHS Class of 1967 graduate (Ibid., pages 4 

and 5), over the week of December 31, 1967, through January 6, 1968, had in hindsight provided a powerful 

foreshadowing of things to come. . . . And so it was, as Doris Burgess again found herself writing a eulogy for her 
column – this time for twenty-seven-year-old Norman Lane: 

 

 ALL OF us are so sorry to hear about Norman Lane's death in the war in Vietnam. Vital, intelligent, interested in 

 everything about him, the young Marine Corps first Lieutenant died there in combat action. He taught here for a 
 year at Haywood High, where he made a host of friends. His mother is the former Betsy Thornton and his 

 grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Marion Thornton, enjoyed many visits from Norman and his sister, Linda, in 

 summers during his youth. We all share your sorrow and hope that God will heal your broken hearts.  
 

* * * 
The April 5 Commercial Appeal had also reported, on the front page: 

 Within minutes of the announcement of the death of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., at 7 last night, looting, 

 vandalism, arson and shooting swamped police with emergency calls throughout Memphis. . . . 

  Gov. Buford Ellington ordered 4,000 Tennessee National Guardsmen into Memphis about 8:30 p.m. to 
 quell disorder. . . . 

   

The following week, the States-Graphic published a front-page story on the deployment of Company B, 230th 

Signal Battalion, Tennessee Army National Guard (ARNG) (https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968, page 3), to 

Memphis on April 4. According to Sergeant First Class James Duke of Brownsville, administrative technician for 

Company B: 

 

 After the alert sounded April 4 [at 7:00 p.m.], the entire unit was on I-40 headed for Memphis in only two hours 

 and 45 minutes. 

  The men of Company B which is under the command of Capt. . . . [Stewart] Hall, bivouacked at the 
 Coliseum in Memphis and were assigned as support to members of the Memphis Police and Fire Departments. 

  The total strength of Co. B is 154 enlisted men and five officers. One hundred and thirty-nine of the 

 enlisted men and all five of the officers made the trip to Memphis. . . . some of the enlisted men were already 

 on active duty. 
 

The men of Company B had first deployed to Memphis on March 28, in response to the riot that had begun during a 

march led by Dr. King in support of the Sanitation Workers' strike (https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968-Two, pages 

1-5), returning home on March 31. Their second deployment, beginning on April 4, would end on April 9. 

https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-Hill-28
https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968-Two
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In my July, 2014, conversation with Stewart Hall and the late Mike English (died on December 31, 2014, at age 
68), Stewart recalled that most of the violence and property damage in Memphis had started that same night, 

Thursday, April 4. Although arson had been a major problem as well, Stewart added: 

 
 The looting and the damage to downtown was the biggest thing. . . . Especially, the department stores and 

 liquor stores downtown. . . . Storefronts, they broke glasses out. You know, everything downtown. I know that 

 all of it was not torn up, but there was a world of glass on the streets. . . . 

  They called a curfew [at 7:00 p.m. Thursday] and they enforced the curfew.  
 

Stewart then recalled that on the following day, Friday, April 5: 

 
 Our assignment changed and we would send . . . about eight men to each fire station. . . . We had 10 fire 

 stations that we covered, the whole company. . . . B Company. . . . They were housed at the fire station and at 

 first we cooked at the Coliseum. Our mess section cooked for the men at the fire station. 

 
Mike English added: 

 

 I was at a station on Chelsea. . . . That's where I was assigned and we had so many hours on and so many hours 
 off. When we first got there these firemen were very glad to see us. . . . There were bullet  holes in the fire 

 trucks at the station I was assigned to where they had been shot at. So, they were glad to see us. When we went 

 out on these fire calls, it was kind of spooky. It was dark. You didn't know who was behind what bush. I 
 locked and loaded the whole time and was willing to do whatever I had to do, as was everyone else, to protect 

 the firemen. It was our job. 

  We had no incidents at all. . . . From my fire station, we had no incidents happen. They had been fired upon 

 before we started following them, but afterwards they were not. . . .  
 

I concluded the conversation by asking Stewart whether the Guard (from his perspective as a company commander) 

had taken any actions more serious than restraining arsonists, looters, or other suspects engaged in unlawful acts. 
The Guard personnel had the authority to physically restrain suspects, but only the police had the authority to arrest 

and transport suspects to holding facilities. Stewart's response was: 

 
 No, because our people had been trained so well. . . . In advance. You know, we knew how far we could go. 

 You didn't step across the line. 

 

While the situation was described as "under control" as of daybreak on Friday, April 5, there were reports of as 
many as ten known militant leaders in Memphis, all from out-of-state. Rumors of plans for renewed, large-scale 

violence, combined with the US District Court-approved plan for the massive nonviolent march on Monday, April 

8, led the Guard authority to airlift reinforcements for Task Force Alpha into the city on Sunday, April 7 (Palm 
Sunday, 1968). On that date, the Guard's presence in Memphis reached its peak of 5,100 men. All troops in 

Memphis would be released by Wednesday, April 10. 

 

In addition to Dr. King, there was one other fatality during the second phase of Memphis violence. While the 
numbers of injured (forty-six requiring hospitalization) and arrested (385) were similar for the two phases of Guard 

activity in Memphis, the number of fire calls (628) and false alarms (105) was significantly higher in the aftermath 

of Dr. King's assassination. 
 

* * * 

NASA defines a "black hole" as a region in space where the pulling force of gravity is so strong that light is not 
able to escape. The strong gravity occurs because matter has been pressed into a very tiny space. This compression 
can take place at the end of a star's life (see page 5, top). Some black holes are the result of dying stars, and all are 

invisible, because no light can escape. They say that our sun will never collapse into a black hole . . . but the intense 

suffering that was felt that Friday morning, April 5, 1968, at two funeral homes sixty-five miles apart, was so strong 
that no light was able to escape, for two bright stars had died . . . and their remains were now compressed into two 

tiny caskets, one of bronze, the other of wood.   
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Friday, April 5, 1968 – as I read and write 
about it – was a day dominated by tragic after-

maths, one, a national tragedy, brought on in 

an instant of violence in Memphis the day be-
fore, the other, a family tragedy, brought on in 

an instant of violence in Vietnam the week be-

fore. But the family tragedy was itself nested 

within a second national tragedy – one for 
which no exact moment or date of inception 

could be identified – most conservatively, the 

decisions that had brought on that larger trage-
dy had been made three years before, in the 

spring of 1965. April 5, 1968, was also a day 

with many rapidly-moving parts, so many and 

so rapid as to cause uncertainty as to fact and 
outcome. It was a day of overwhelming emo-

tion, it was a day of fear and confusion. It was 

also a day of more looting and more fires and 
more violence. In 1826 a military science in-

structor at what is now known as Norwich 

University in Vermont wrote: 
 

 An army without discipline . . . is no better than a mob. 

 

As America anticipated Palm Sunday weekend in 1968, a number of her larger cities, including her capital, were 
approaching a nadir of civil discipline and were being smothered in mob violence. As Doris Burgess would later 

write: 

 
 THE GREAT and good country in which we live …. so defiled by some …. so loved by others. The past few days 

 have been days in which it is hard to focus clearly. Only one clear-cut thought comes to me. Hate is a deadly 

 thing, it can destroy cities, men, and countries. 
 

That afternoon in Brownsville, at 3:00 p.m. CST, the funeral services for Marine Lt. Norman E. Lane Jr. began at 

Tabernacle Methodist Church, with interment to follow in the church cemetery. The first member of the Taylor 

family had been laid to rest there almost 140 years before, and only one family member buried there – before April 
5, 1968 – had given his life for his country. That was Marion Thornton Jr., Norman Lane's uncle, who had been 

buried there in 1948 (http://tinyurl.com/marion-thornton-jr, https://tinyurl.com/unfinished-2016). 

 

I did not attend the services for Norman. As may be clear by now, my involvement in the events of March 30 

through April 5 was actually only marginal. In all honesty, with spring practice for the Tomcat football team 

nearing its Tuesday night climax, I fully expect that Coach John Hooper (http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967, pages 7 

and 8) had Richard Carlton and myself, and the rest of the team, practicing that afternoon.  

 

Mack Thornton (Ibid., #88 in photo, page 8), who served as a pallbearer, has alluded to a military funeral, but as 
with others who were there, Mack also thought that the "surrealness" of Norman's death overwhelmed his ability to 

remember. I did speak, four years ago, with another pallbearer who is a good friend, today. I recall, from that phone 

conversation, his telling me of Norman's contemporary and close friend and relative, who gave the eulogy. Forty-

six years later, during her remembrance of Norman at the memorial tribute in his name, in that same Tabernacle 
church, her emotion was palpable. I remember his telling me of the three women who were closest to Norman – his 

maternal grandmother Elizabeth Thornton, his mother, and his sister – weeping in what was described as 

uncontrollable grief:  
  

 

The eerie glow of a dead star, which exploded long ago as a 

supernova, reveals itself in this NASA Hubble Space 

Telescope image of the Crab Nebula. Called a neutron star, it 

has about the same mass as the sun but is squeezed into an 

ultra-dense sphere that is only a few miles across and 100 

billion times stronger than steel. 

http://tinyurl.com/marion-thornton-jr
https://tinyurl.com/unfinished-2016
http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967
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 St. Matthew 2:18 (King James Version) 
 

 In Rama was there a voice heard, lamentation, and weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her 

 children, and would not be comforted, because they are not.   
 

But more than anything, I remember this friend of Norman's, who had helped carry him to his final resting place, 

describing to me over the telephone, with an almost poetic imagery – as he tried to express in words the utter 

darkness of that day: 
 

 St. Matthew 24:29 (King James Version) 

 
 Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, 

 and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken: 

 

And so it was that on the dark afternoon of Friday, April 5, 1968, Norman Lane was carried to his final resting 
place in Tabernacle Cemetery outside Brownsville – Tabernacle Methodist Church and Taylor Kinfolks 

Campground – where Norman had been photographed as a young teenager, pulling me as a child in an old Red 

Flyer wagon . . . where he and Lynne Thornton used to lie on blankets at night and count the stars . . . where he as a 
Vanderbilt University graduate and recent law student announced to the congregation his decision to become a 

Marine Corps officer . . . to "pay any price, bear any burden . . . in order to assure the survival and success of 

liberty" . . . asking not what his country could do for him . . . but asking what he could do for his country . . . where 
his grandfather Marion Thornton, standing before the congregation, read his letters from Vietnam aloud . . . and 

where, in the spring of 1968 . . . his former high school English student Mack Thornton and others carried his 

casket, draped in the American flag, to his final resting place . . . through the Tabernacle Cemetery gate 

(https://tinyurl.com/unfinished-2016, photo, page 1) erected in memory of his fallen uncle, Marion Thornton Jr.   

 
 Today, the road all runners come, 
 Shoulder-high we bring you home, 

 And set you at your threshold down, 

 Townsman of a stiller town. 

 
 Smart lad, to slip betimes away 

 From fields where glory does not stay, 

 And early though the laurel grows 
 It withers quicker than the rose. 

 

 Now you will not swell the rout 
 Of lads that wore their honours out, 

 Runners whom renown outran 

 And the name died before the man. 

       – excerpted from "To an Athlete Dying Young," by A.E. Housman 
 

* * * 

On the night before his assassination, Martin Luther King had spoken of "the Promised Land," evoking symbolic 
meaning from the Old Testament. In death, however, the symbolism of Jesus' crucifixion became more relevant, 

shifting the allegory for the end of Dr. King's life to the New Testament. In Norman Lane's life, particularly in the 

Easter season, with Palm Sunday two days away, the New Testament story of Jesus' triumphant arrival in Jerusalem 

appears in St. Matthew 21:6-11 (King James Version): 
 

 06 And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them, 

 07 And brought the ass, and the colt, and put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon. 
 08 And a very great multitude spread their garments in the way; others cut down branches from the trees, and 

  strawed them in the way.  

https://tinyurl.com/unfinished-2016
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 09 And the multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the son of David: Blessed 
  is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest. 

 10 And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this? 

 11 And the multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee. 
 

But as mourners walked away, under the darkened skies that covered Tabernacle Cemetery that Friday afternoon, 

one week before Good Friday, it was an Old Testament verse that was driving the symbolic landscape: 

 
 Genesis 3:17-19 (King James Version) 

 

 17 And unto Adam he said, Because thou hast hearkened unto the voice of thy wife, and hast eaten of the tree, 
  of which I commanded thee, saying, Thou shalt not eat of it: cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow  

  shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life;  

 18  Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the field;  

 19  In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken:  
  for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. 

 

It was finished. 
 

* * * 

The States-Graphic later identified a number of out-of-town guests who had attended the funeral of Lt. Norman 
Lane Jr. on April 5 (names given exactly as in the article): Mr. and Mrs. Sam Dattel and Mrs. S.B. Dattel, Miss 

Lynne Schiro, Jack Stuart, King Bond, Mr. and Mrs. Joe Crafton, all of Memphis (Sam Dattel had developed the 

Embassy Apartments in Memphis, where Betsy Lane was living, Lynn Schiro, Jack Stewart, and King Bond had all 

known Norman at Vanderbilt, and the Craftons were Taylor family relatives), Miss Edwina Rash, Mrs. Alfred 
Lane, Mrs. Aubrey Harwell Jr., all of Nashville (Edwina Rash was a friend of Norman's from Nashville, Mrs. Lane 

was his paternal grandmother, and Norman's Brownsville contemporary Lynne Thornton had married Aubrey 

Harwell Jr.), Mr. and Mrs. Milton Henderson of Franklin (Milton was another Vanderbilt friend), Jerry McGuffey 
of Clarksville (Jerry was related to the Lane family), Mrs. Troy Kyle of Bedford, Virginia (unknown), Mrs. Paul 

Battle, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Battle, all of Arlington, Mr. and Mrs, F.G. Cavin Jr., of Martin (the Battles and Cavins 

were all Taylor family relatives). 
 

* * * 

The recent (June, 2018) PBS series, Civilizations, included an episode titled, "Paradise on Earth," which pursued 

the theme that the depiction of nature is one of mankind's deepest artistic urges. Landscape painting, over the 
centuries, has been one expression of this urge. And in the sixteenth century, the Flemish master Pieter Bruegel (the 

Elder) painted landscapes that today are described as looking "for unity in the human condition." His Hunters in the 

Snow – January (1565) receives particular attention in this context. Another well-known painting attributed to 
Bruegel is Landscape with the Fall of Icarus 

(ca. 1555). The story of Daedalus and Icarus 

is known to us all, from Greek mythology. 

The father and son plan their escape from 
the Labyrinth by fabricating wings of wax 

and feathers, with Daedalus warning his son 

not to fly too close to the sun – lest the wax 
melt, causing Icarus to fall to earth. 

 

The point of Bruegel's sixteenth-century 
landscape is not, however, the tragedy of 

Icarus – rather, it is the indifference and 

preoccupation of the witnesses – the fisher-

man, the shepherd, and the plowman. All 
appear in the painting, and all are oblivious 

to the drama around them, according to a 
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2005 analysis by Alexander Nemerov. The world, as depicted in this landscape, "goes about its business, its daily 
cycle, unconcerned with particular tragedies." The poet W.H. Auden seized on this quality in his 1938 poem, 

"Musée des Beaux Arts:" 

  
 In Brueghel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 

 Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 

 Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 

 But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 
 As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 

 Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen  

 Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 
 Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 

 

* * * 

Starting that Friday night, April 5, in the HHS gymnasium, four hours after the funeral services had begun, the 
Junior-Senior Banquet would be remembered as "an elegant success." Writing for the "Tomcat Tale. . . . .," senior 

Bill Sorrell reported: 

 
 Steve Stoots, Junior Class president, welcomed the HHS faculty and members of the Junior-Senior Class. Mack 

 Thornton was interviewed by Stephen Martin and Pat Simmons, Susan Warren, Robbie Walker, Flo Tipton, 

 Ellen Read, and Donna Cochran accompanied by Charles Parham, Linda  Freeman, and Bobby Joe Sills, sang 
 "Tonight, Sweetheart Tree, Love Is A Many-Splendored Thing, What's Your Name? Somewhere My Love, and 

 Graduation Day." Bob Mayer, Senior Class president, read the Seniors Last Will and Testament. The buffet 

 dinner included turkey, shrimp, bar-b-que, vegetables, and chocolate cake. 

 
The May, 1968, issue of the HHS Tattler added that the theme for the banquet had been "Caribbean Cruise," with 

Steve Stoots dressed in a captain's uniform. Several "celebrities" on board, including Dr. George "Buckethead" 

(Mack) Thornton, had been interviewed by "correspondent" Stephen Martin. From the Tattler article: 
  

 Sherry Cornatzor [a senior] expressed her feelings about the program when she said, "The program put me in a 

 mood, a sad and happy mood put together. The sextet put so much feeling into the songs they sang."  
 

Five photographs accompanied the article in the May, 1968, HHS student newspaper. One had the following 

caption: "Others enjoying the festivities were Keith Warren (left), Ellen Read, Linda Kolwyck, and Guy  

Brummett." Linda Kolwyck Tabor, age 67, died on June 10th, 2018, at her home surrounded by her family. From 
one of Norman Lane's closest friends and contemporaries, one 

of his very favorite quotes was one that is often attributed to 

Mahatma Gandhi. It begins: 
 
 Live, as if you were to die tomorrow . . .  

In a December 3, 1967, letter that Norman wrote to Lynn 
Schiro from Vietnam, he had told her: 

 

 To live eagerly, loving every day of my life and all that I 
 do, that's what matters . . . 

 

In Thornton Wilder's Pulitzer Prize-winning 1938 play, Our 
Town, the final act begins with Emily's funeral – the wife of 

George Webb has died, bringing their second child into the 

world, in 1913. Now among the dead, in the cemetery outside Grover's Corners, up on the hill, Emily is permitted 

to go back to her home and family, to revisit the happy day of her twelfth birthday. Other residents of the cemetery, 
including Emily's mother, counsel her against trying to return. But she does, and, as her mother had counseled her, 
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she finds that life goes too fast for her, now. As she leaves that scene to return to her new home among the dead, 
Emily breaks down sobbing: 

 

 I didn't realize. So all that was going on and we never noticed. Take me back—up the hill—to my grave. But 
 first: Wait! One more look. 

 Good-by, Good-by, world. Good-by, Grover's Corners . . . Mama and Papa. Good-by to clocks ticking . . . and 

 Mama's sunflowers. . . . and sleeping and waking up. Oh, earth, you're too wonderful for anybody to realize 

 you. 
  She looks toward the stage manager and asks abruptly, through her tears: 

 Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it?—every, every minute? 

 
The Stage Manager replies: 

 

 No. 

  Pause. 
 The saints and poets, maybe—they do some.  

 

* * * 
The second section (pages 17-36) of the Memphis Commercial Appeal for Saturday morning, April 6, 1968, 

featured a six-column photograph of buildings burning in downtown Washington, DC, as viewed from the top of 

another building one mile 
from the White House, at 

Connecticut Avenue and N 

Street, NW. The caption read: 

"Rampant looting and arson 
broke out again in the city 

yesterday as it had Thursday 

night . . ." Old Glory flew in 
the foreground, from the flag-

pole on top of the building 

providing the vantage point. 
Page 36 featured five color 

photographs of scenes from 

Memphis, from April 5, in-

cluding (see page 10, top): 1) 
the open casket containing the 

body of Dr. King, looked 

down upon from above by a 
sunlit cross in a stained glass 

window at R.S. Lewis & Sons 

Funeral Home, 2) three 

African-American women, tearfully joining in the singing of "We Shall Overcome" at the airport, while waiting 
there for the arrival of Dr. King's casket, and 3) the American Airlines four-engine turboprop airliner, apparently 

taxiing prior to takeoff for Atlanta; an African-American youth – left arm and fist upraised – watches the aircraft, in 

a salute to Dr. King, but not necessarily to his principles of nonviolence. 
 

On page 28 of that same section of the Saturday newspaper, sandwiched between the page 17 photograph of the 

ongoing violence in Washington and the page 36 photographs of the aftermath of Thursday's violence in Memphis, 
read the simple one-column headline: 

 

 Rites Conducted For Norman Lane 

            -------- 
 Marine Officer Is Victim Of Enemy Action In Vietnam War 
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 Marine 1st Lt. Norman Lane 
 Jr., son of Mrs. Norman Lane 

 of 505 South Perkins, was 

 buried at 3 yesterday 
 afternoon in the Tabernacle 

 Methodist Church Cemetery 

 at Brownsville, Tenn., after 

 Viet Cong mortar fire cut him 
 down March 29 near Quang 

 Tri, South Vietnam. 

  His mother received his 
 last letter Thursday, written 

 the day before his death. The 

 letter gave no warning of 

 danger. . . . 
 

Sunday morning, April 7, 1968, 

was Palm Sunday. That 
morning's Commercial Appeal 

featured a five-column 

photograph with the caption: 
"Shells Of Buildings Were Still 

Shrouded By Smoke Yesterday 

After Chicago Rampage." The 

lead story began: 
 

 New waves of fire-bombings, looting and racial attacks hit Chicago, Washington, Pittsburgh and Baltimore 

 yesterday. Heavy troop reinforcements poured into riot-scarred Chicago and the Nation's capital. 
 

President Johnson on Saturday night had ordered 5,000 federal troops from Texas and Colorado to move into 

Chicago, where they would join 7,500 National Guardsmen and police already engaged in riot control. The same 
four-engine Lockheed C-141 StarLifter that was the Military Airlift Command (MAC) workhorse for the Dover 

AFB to Vietnam missions was now responsible for ferrying Army troops from Texas to Chicago during the riots 

(https://tinyurl.com/C141-MLK-1968). Chicago Fire Commissioner Robert Quinn was quoted as saying that 

Friday, April 5, was "the worst night in the history of the fire department since the great (Chicago) fire of 1871." 
The weekend of May 18-20, 2018, we were in Oxford, Ohio, for our older son's commencement exercises at Miami 

of Ohio. That Sunday, while attending a reception at a house shared by some of our son's friends, I met a 

grandfather from Chicago who had retired some years ago, after forty years with the Chicago Fire Department. He 
had been on duty that Friday night, April 5, 1968.  

 

The Commercial Appeal gave unofficial national figures for the violence in its Sunday morning report: at least 

nineteen people killed, over 1,000 persons injured, and more than 4,200 suspects arrested . . . Washington and 
Chicago were the epicenters for the violence, with property damage in the nation's capital estimated at ten million 

dollars. 

 
* * * 

Easter Sunday came on April 14, 1968. On Wednesday, April 17, Marine 1stLt. Paul Flaherty of the Marine 

Aviation Detachment (MAD), Naval Air Station (NAS) Memphis, drove the sixty miles to Brownsville to render 
formal casualty assistance to Lt. Lane's mother, Mrs. Betsy Lane. Mrs. Lane was presented copies of a letter of 

condolence from the Commandant and the DD1300 death certificate. She was presented with her son's medals and 

awards: Purple Heart, National Defense Service Medal, Vietnam Service Medal, Vietnam Campaign Medal. She 

was provided with at least two additional forms, which she would complete and submit herself.  
 

https://tinyurl.com/C141-MLK-1968
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One of these was her application for a headstone for her son's grave, which was cosigned by Mr. Fred T. Jones, 
owner and operator of the Brownsville Funeral Home. Below the Latin cross and Norman's name and state of 

residence, the application included the text for the next two lines that would appear on the marker. His rank and 

unit (company, regiment, division) would read on one line, followed on the next line by "VIETNAM   PH," the 
latter abbreviation designating the Purple Heart that had been awarded, posthumously. The bottom line would give 

the dates of his birth and death, and the entire text would be centered, horizontally, on the stone. We do not know 

when the headstone was received and placed at Norman's grave, but we do know that following the verification 

procedure, the stone was ordered on May 27. 
 

* * * 

Three weeks after Lt. Flaherty's visit, on Wednesday, May 8, the last monthly issue of the HHS Tattler for the 
school year was distributed. The editorial page carried three columns, including "Graduates Look to the Future," 

and "Washington Trip Proves Educational." The third column, a guest editorial written by seniors Rita English and 

Libby Dan, was titled, "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 Dan 

* * * 

Two nights later, in nearby Humboldt, sixteen-year-old HHS junior Flo Tipton, who had been crowned Miss 

Brownsville just six weeks before, was named the new Queen of the West Tennessee Strawberry Festival. I was at 
the Woodmen of the World (WOW) Building that Friday night, listening to an area band cover the hits from the 

spring of 1968. I remember a classmate of ours, Betsy Lou Johnston, running up to the stage and asking the band to 

stop playing so that she could shout out the happy announcement. The May 17 States-Graphic gave the story a 
four-column headline and a three-column photograph . . . seven columns in all, there was only one column left.  

 

* * * 

The war in Vietnam was over for Lt. Lane, but not for the approximately 81,000 Marines who were still in South 

Vietnam at that time. In the western third of Quang Tri Province, Operation Pegasus had kicked off on Monday, 

April 1 (http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968, pages 13 and 14). The linkup between Pegasus forces and Khe Sanh 

Combat Base came on April 8. Pegasus would end on the 15th, when Operation Scotland II would begin, to 

continue through the end of 1968. In one accounting of the number of Marines killed in action in the two 

operations, the monograph U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Defining Year. 1968 reports that ninety-two Marines died 

during Pegasus. Over the three months of April 1 through June 30, 1968, another 308 Marines died fighting in 

Scotland II. Over the last six calendar months of 1968, seventy-two more Marines were killed in action, during 

Scotland II. 
 

Then-1stLt. Jim Singer had been Lt. Lane's CO with H&S Co., 3/4 Marines, before Lt. Walt Sellers took command 

in February, 1968. In June, 2018, Mr. Singer remarked: 

 
 One of the enduring legacies of the Khe Sanh sagas [Ibid. pages 8-15] is that few, if any veterans and the 

 general public realize that the end of the siege didn't end the battle. Many more American military casualties 

 occurred during Pegasus and Scotland II, and LBJ and Westmoreland [Gen. William Westmoreland, who 
 would relinquish his command of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) on June 11, returning to 

 Washington as Army Chief of Staff] did a fabulous job convincing the media that we beat the NVA and they 

 went away! 

http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
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Lt. Lane's battalion, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, completed its move to Hill 689 (http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968) 

about one week after Lt. Paul Flaherty had made his casualty assistance call to Mrs. Betsy Lane, in Brownsville. 

The date was Wednesday, April 24, 1968, and Hill 689 was about two miles west of Khe Sanh Combat Base. The 

battalion, including Lts. Jim Singer and Walt Sellers (https://tinyurl.com/May-11-2018, photo, page 10), would be 

the point of the spear for Scotland II. Paul Burton was a young sergeant with H&S Co., 3/4 Marines, that spring and 

summer of 1968: 

 

 A reinforced battalion of Marines, that are totally staffed, are about 1,200 men. Between the first of May and 
 the first of July, 1968, we took 500 casualties – 500. We took eighty-one KIA and 419 wounded, and that was 

 in a sixty-day period. 

 

One of those Marines on Hill 689 was Norman Lane's best friend, from 

Brownsville, Tennessee, Corporal Allen Willyerd. Leader of 3rd 

Squad, 1st Platoon, Kilo Co., 3/4 Marines, Allen would lose his radio-

telephone operator (RTO), LCpl. Russell Menton 

(http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968, pages 7-12), 19, to enemy mortar 

fire on Hill 689 on May 16. Allen himself would contract malaria in 

early June (Ibid., pages 12-15), and the forty-four days' medical leave 

on the USS Sanctuary and at Cam Ranh Bay may well have saved his 

life, in more ways than one. He would return, but on about August 11 

he would leave the field for good, with a reserved seat on a Freedom 

Bird out of Da Nang. 

 

The Battalion Chaplain for 3/4 Marines, as Scotland II began and the 

move to Hill 689 was completed, was Navy Lt. Kevin Anderson, who 

had shared the bunker with Norman and Lt. Singer at Charlie 2 the pre-

vious December (http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout, pages 13-15). 

Chaplain Anderson would retire as a Navy Captain, Chaplain Corps, 

and I recently contacted him. After the move to Hill 689 in late April, 1968, there was (another) enemy mortar 

attack on May 6. Chaplain Anderson was seriously wounded but recovered, but his assistant, Marine PFC James 

Hammons, 18, from Corpus Christi, Texas, was killed in the attack. More than one enlisted Marine who was 

serving on Hill 689 at the time has commented, that when he heard that the Chaplain's assistant had been killed in 

action, he assumed that his own chances of survival were even poorer. 

 
* * * 

 Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, 

 and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken: 
 

The sun had begun to be darkened that Saturday afternoon, March 30 . . . first in Memphis, then soon after in 

Brownsville. That same evening, HHS junior Flo Tipton had been named Miss Brownsville. Several people leaving 
the HHS Auditorium that night, returning to their cars following the Beauty Pageant, had also noted that the Moon 

seemed to have lost much of her light. Others witnessed what they described as showers of stars, all falling from 

heaven. Some even said that whole constellations, easily visible the night before, had now disappeared from the 

clear night sky. Then, in Memphis, at about 6:00 p.m. CST, Thursday, April 4, as described by Hampton Sides in 
Hellhound On His Trail:  

 

  The night was partly cloudy and cool—fifty-five degrees—and a crescent moon climbed in the sky. . . .  
  It was starting to grow dark outside . . .  
 

http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968
https://tinyurl.com/May-11-2018
http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968
http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout


13 
 

And at 6:02 p.m. CST, the crescent moon went dark, and ceased to give her light, and the last remaining stars fell 
from heaven, and the powers of the heavens were shaken: over Memphis, over Brownsville, and as evening fell 

across the land, the nation was absorbed in a sea of total darkness. 

 
* * *  

But now, a curious development had been observed in the night skies by ordinary people – in Brownsville and 

Memphis, in Washington, DC, in Baltimore and Pittsburgh, in Chicago – and around the country. No one could 

associate the first time they had made the observation with a specific date and time, but it seemed to have occurred 
sometime between May 7 and May 14. Six weeks had now passed since March 30, when the sun had begun to be 

darkened, and the Moon had begun to lose her light. On the evening of April 4, the Moon had gone dark, and the 

last of the stars had fallen from the skies. And the people had begun to wonder: would the Moon ever regain her 
light; would the stars ever shine from the heavens again? 

 

And then, around the middle of May, it had happened . . . it was equivalent to the thinnest sliver of a crescent moon, 

but the fact was unmistakable: the Moon had regained a small portion of her light. And though no one could be 
certain, some had suggested that they could now see the faint outline of Norman Lane's favorite constellation in the 

night sky. Sunday, May 12, had been Mother's Day, so perhaps the Moon and a few stars had reappeared in 

recognition of Mrs. Betsy Lane and the thousands of other mothers, who now would never see their sons again. 
Maybe a benevolent God was offering this celestial glimmer to us, to remind us of the Norman Lanes, the Russell 

Mentons, and the James Hammonses, who would not be coming home. In any event, there it was, and the bright 

crescent continued to grow in the night sky, until by the late evening and very early morning hours of Tuesday, 
June 4, and Wednesday, June 5, the people were beginning to believe: the Moon and the stars were coming back, to 

stay. 

 

But then – suddenly, without warning – there was another instant of violence (http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-four), 
and the growing crescent in the sky immediately began to shrink, and Norman's favorite constellation began, again, 

to dim. And in the early morning hours of Thursday, June 6, 1968, the entire nation was again absorbed in a sea of 

total darkness. And the mass of all those dying stars was compressed into one very tiny space, and no light could 
escape. 

 

* * * 

In that spring of 1968, the motto for the US Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare was Spes anchora vitae 

(http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968, page 2; https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-

Hill-28, pages 6-8), 

 

 Hope is the anchor of life. 
 

In Greek mythology, Zeus had created Pandora, in retribution for the 

deceitful acts of Prometheus, as a great evil for men. From Edith 

Hamilton's Mythology, 
 

 The gods presented her with a box into which each had put 

 something harmful, and forbade her ever to open it. . . . 
 

But, 

 
 One day she lifted the lid—and out flew plagues innumerable, 

 sorrow and mischief for mankind. In terror Pandora clapped the lid 

 down, but too late. One good thing, however, was there—Hope. It 

 was the only good the casket had held among the many evils, and it 
 remains to this day mankind's sole comfort in misfortune. 

 

http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-four
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-Hill-28
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-Hill-28


14 
 

But there is another well-regarded interpretation of hope. The 1962 World Book Encyclopedia refers to Friedrich 
Nietzsche as "the most influential German philosopher since Immanuel Kant and G.W.F. Hegel." In a highly- 

regarded translation of his 1878 treatise, Human, All-Too-Human: A Book for Free Spirits, the nineteenth-century 

philosopher gave his interpretation of the story of Pandora and the meaning of hope:  
 

 He [man] believes the ill which remains within [the box] to be the greatest blessing,—it is hope. Zeus did not 

 wish man, however much he might be tormented by the other evils, to fling away his life, but  to go on letting 

 himself be tormented again and again. Therefore he gives man hope,—in reality it is the worst of all evils, 
 because it prolongs the torments of man. 

 

As the spring of 1968 approached its end, in the predawn hours of Friday, June 21, events that had recently 
transpired – at an old, unused mortar pit on a Marine base in Vietnam referred to as Cam Lo Hill, on a second-floor 

balcony in front of room 306 at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, and in the kitchen adjoining the Embassy Room at 

the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles – these events had done nothing to dispel the thoughts on hope that 

Nietzsche had expressed, ninety years before. 
 

* * * 

Norman Lane's story was not over. On the morning of Tuesday, May 21, 1968, as the people of Brownsville were 

sitting down to breakfast, skimming through their copies of the Memphis Commercial Appeal for the news, they 

were struck by one sad story, with a strong local connection (http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-three, pages 3 and 4): 

 
 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. 

 
* * * 

The available files on this award are not complete, but on Monday, June 24 – five weeks after that poignant story 

had appeared in the Commercial Appeal, a letter was sent to the Secretary of the Navy from CINCPAC – the 

Commander in Chief, US Pacific Fleet. The subject line read: 
 

 Award of the Navy Commendation Medal with Combat "V", posthumously, in the case of 1st Lieutenant 

 Norman E. Lane, Jr., USMCR . . . 
 

Two months before, on April 22, Lt. Walt Sellers, in his continuing role as CO, H&S Co., 3/4 Marines, had written 

a letter recommending Lt. Lane for this posthumous award. On May 7, there was a follow-up message from the 
Chief of Naval Operations. The point of the June 24 letter was to relay the favorable decision of the Selection 

Board: the award had been approved, and a copy of the citation was enclosed: 

 

 For meritorious service while serving as Assistant Platoon Commander and subsequently as Platoon 
 Commander of the 81mm Mortar Platoon, Third Battalion, Fourth Marines, Third Marine Division from 15 

 November 1967 to 29 March 1968. First Lieutenant LANE performed his duties in an exemplary and highly 

 professional manner. Under his decisive leadership, his platoon consistently exhibited the highest state of 
 combat readiness and morale. Displaying exceptional versatility, he frequently assumed additional 

 administrative duties and performed all tasks in an outstanding and expeditious manner. On 27 January 1968 

 during an attack by a North Vietnamese Army battalion, he demonstrated exceptional initiative and courage as 

http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-three
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 he simultaneously directed his platoon in delivering effective mortar fire and manning positions along the 
 defensive perimeter. On 29 March, he was killed by an exploding enemy mortar round. By his outstanding 

 leadership, resourcefulness and steadfast devotion to duty, First Lieutenant LANE upheld the highest traditions 

 of the United States Naval Service. 
• 

 First Lieutenant LANE is authorized to wear the Combat "V". 

 

The specific action cited, "on 27 January 1968," refers to the Battle for Mike's Hill (https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-
1968, https://tinyurl.com/Feb-21-1968). There is no further information about the medal itself. Presumably, the 

medal was presented to Mrs. Betsy Lane in a later meeting. Since the order for Lt. Lane's headstone had been 

placed one month before this award letter, there is no designation of his Navy Commendation Medal, with Combat 
"V," on the marker, today. 

 

* * * 

It was either the late spring or early summer of 1968 (https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968-Two, pages 15-17). That 
day, my mother and I visited Marion and Elizabeth Thornton in their home on North Washington in Brownsville. I 

was only sixteen at the time, probably then in my first weeks of work as a high school clerk in Mr. Shane Roy's 

drug store (http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968, pages 1 and 2). Norman Lane had kept an apartment in their home – 
upstairs as I recall – during the year (1965-1966) that he had taught at HHS. Now, Norman was gone. 

 

My recollection is that Norman had left a number of personal belongings in that apartment – clothes, books, and 
other things – when he had left for Vietnam the previous November. His grandparents must have asked my mother 

to bring me there, in case there might be some items among Norman’s belongings that I would like to have. I had 

just finished the second-year Latin course (only two years were offered) at HHS. Motivated by that classroom 

experience, I guess, and by our class' participation in the Mid-South Latin tournament that had been held in 
Memphis in late April (one of my classmates won second place in "Caesar"), I decided to take one book from 

Norman’s collection. The bright red cover of the book, which I am looking at today as I write, carries the title in 

bold, black, capital letters: 
 

 CAESAR’S GALLIC CAMPAIGNS 

 
During the April, 2016, Conference on the Vietnam War that we hosted at VMI 

(https://sites.google.com/site/2016conferenceatvmi/), former Cpl. Allen Willyerd from Kilo Co., 3/4 Marines, was a 

member of a panel that included both the former CO and the former Executive Officer of Kilo Co., one of the Navy 

Corpsmen who served with Kilo Co., and a sergeant from H&S Co. All had served in Vietnam together, over 1967 
and 1968. Commenting on how he personally dealt with apprehension and fear, if you will, while in the field in 

Vietnam, Allen remarked (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5Ps6uyenAA&feature=youtu.be): 

 
 When I got to Vietnam I was scared of shadows. What is behind that bush? Is there something here? Is there 

 something there? I was uneasy all the time. Then I read a passage one time and it said: 

 

  A coward dies a thousand deaths, a brave man dies but once, 
 

 and so I accepted the fact that I was not going to get out of Vietnam alive, I was going to get killed in Vietnam, 

 so why worry about it. Then, I put my faith in these men sitting up here and they were excellent leaders and 
 they got me home. We got all of our men home. I lost one man and that was from incoming and that wasn't 

 because we walked into an ambush. We never walked into an ambush. So, these men right here brought me 

 home. 
 

Sixteen months later, I was reading Julius Caesar, by William Shakespeare, for the first time. In Act II, Scene II, 

Caesar says to his wife Calpurnia:  
 
 

https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-21-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968-Two
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
https://sites.google.com/site/2016conferenceatvmi/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5Ps6uyenAA&feature=youtu.be
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 Cowards die many times before their deaths; 
 The valiant never taste of death but once. 

 Of all the wonders that I yet have heard, 

 It seems to me most strange that men should fear;     0 
 Seeing that death, a necessary end, 

 Will come when it will come. 

 

* * * 

On a separate occasion, through correspondence in 2015 with former Lt. Dale Wittler, his commander with 1st 

Platoon, Kilo Co., former Cpl. Allen Willyerd also remembered his final days in the field in Vietnam 

(http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968, pages 13-15): 

 

 When I finally got to come back [from his ordeal with malaria, including forty-four days'  medical leave] we 
 were moving and every night digging in at a different place . . . no wire around us. Around the tenth of August 

 on Foxtrot Ridge you gave me the words that I had waited for, "Leave tomorrow." 

 
By Allen's account, as told in a 2014 conversation with me, he left the field the next afternoon in a helicopter, from 

an LZ in the vicinity of Foxtrot Ridge. When the ground-based forward controller (his nickname, appropriately, 

was "Angel") for the chopper "popped the green smoke," designating the location of the LZ and the fact that 

landing conditions were favorable, he gave Allen the pin from the smoke grenade. Allen stuck that pin in his 
pocket, and he kept it for years and years. By Allen's recollection, that date was Sunday, August 11, 1968, and he 

kept that pin for years, as a souvenir from his last day in the field in Vietnam.  

 
* * * 

 And the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall 

 be shaken: 
 

The night sky had remained absolutely dark – no Moon, no stars – now for eight full weeks. In a highly-regarded 

English translation of Virgil's Aeneid, Book I describes the hero's first meeting with Dido, Queen of Carthage. 

Aeneas reveals himself to Dido and begins to thank her, profusely, for her kindness. In the Latin prose of Virgil 
(first century B.C.), Aeneas uses the phrase, polus dum sidera pascet:   

 

 As long as heaven shall 
 feed the stars. 

 

In his 1930 Vergil's Aeneid, 

Professor Clyde Pharr of 
Vanderbilt University wrote: 

 

 According to some of the 
 ancient philosophers, fine 

 particles of fire in the 

 highest heavens furnish 
 the fuel for [feed] the light 

 of the stars. 

 

A nineteenth-century analysis, 
The Aeneid of Virgil, by 

Columbia professor Charles 

Anthon, adds: 
 

 The stars were supposed 

 by some of the ancient 

Hubble's infrared vision pierced the dusty heart of our Milky Way galaxy to 

reveal more than half a million stars at its core. At the very hub of our galaxy, 

this star cluster surrounds the Milky Way's central supermassive black hole, 

which is about 4 million times the mass of our sun. 

http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968
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 philosophers to be fed, that is, to have what they lost of light  supplied again by fine emanations or vapours 
 from earth and sea. 

 

Now, 2,000 years after the life of Virgil, in the spring of 1968, those fine particles of fire had been extinguished, 
and there was no fuel to be furnished for the light of the stars. 

 

* * *  

But during Norman Lane's first days as a student at Vanderbilt Law School, in mid-September, 1962, a bold leader 
– an earlier President, now gone – had told the people, the nation, and the world: 

 

 We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because 
 they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our 

 energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to 

 postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too. 

 
The NASA Apollo program had been conceived and designed with the goal of fulfilling that young President's 

dream from nearly six years before. Now, in early August, 1968, that young President had been gone for almost 

five years. Another young man, only forty-two-years-old, had decided to pursue the challenge of succeeding his 
older brother and reclaiming the mantle of Camelot for the people – but now, he too was gone. And the Moon had 

gone dark, and the last of the stars had fallen from the skies. 

  
And now, at this moment, there was doubt and confusion among these same people, and throughout the land: would 

the Moon ever regain her light, would the stars ever shine from the heavens again, would those close friends and 

family members whom Norman Lane had now left behind . . . would they ever be able to go back to the ballfield at 

the Tabernacle Kinfolks Campground, in the heat of the August night, to smell and feel the grass, and to remember 
his pointing out constellations and telling them, "OK, watch in the sky right over there. There's a meteor  

shower. . . ."? 

 
So by early August, 1968, NASA officials had had their first serious thoughts about changing the mission for the 

manned Apollo 8 spacecraft, scheduled for an Earth orbit exercise in December. Could Apollo 8, with a 

dramatically altered mission, answer the question of what had happened to the Moon?  
 

There were many issues for consideration at NASA. The unmanned Apollo 6 mission, exactly four months before, 

had failed to verify the propulsion and other systems for the massive Saturn V rocket. The manned Earth orbital 

missions planned for both Apollo 7 and 8 would not require the Saturn V, but the alternative goal now being 
considered for Apollo 8 most certainly would. To date, no man had been launched into space atop the giant 

behemoth. There had also been further delays in the production of the Lunar Excursion Module (LEM), adhering to 

its stringent design and performance specifications. There could be no American landing on the Moon, before the 
end of the decade, or ever, without the LEM. There was also the issue of the Space Race between the two 

superpowers, the USA and the USSR. As early as April, 1968, a top-secret US intelligence report had concluded 

that the Soviets would probably be attempting a manned circumlunar flight, as a preliminary to a manned lunar 

landing. The report concluded, that while 1969 was a more likely time frame for this Soviet effort, a July-to-
December, 1968, time line was "entirely possible." 

 

And so, in order to answer the urgent questions from the people, as to why the Moon had gone dark, while at the 
same time bringing Apollo much closer to that young President's long-ago goal, "We choose to go to the moon," 

NASA administrator George Low, then Manager for the Apollo Spacecraft Program Office, had an idea. Sitting on 

a beach in the Caribbean on Saturday, August 3, 1968, George Low had an idea.  
  

* * *  

In Houston, on Saturday, August 10, 1968, while Cpl. Allen Willyerd was spending his last night, halfway around 

the world, in the field in Vietnam, at an outpost on Foxtrot Ridge, Deke Slayton, NASA Director of Flight Crew 
Operations, sat down with astronaut Frank Borman, his choice for mission commander, to describe the newly-

conceived ideas for a much more ambitious, and much riskier, Apollo 8 mission. Later that same day, Borman 
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returned to California, where he informed the 
other two Apollo 8 crewmen – Jim Lovell, 

Command Module pilot, and Bill Anders, 

spacecraft systems engineer. 
 

Official top-level NASA approval for the 

mission had not even been sought, yet, but as 

calculated by NASA engineers over the 
weekend of Saturday and Sunday, August 10 

and 11, 1968, Apollo 8's new journey would 

include: 1) launch atop a mighty Saturn V 
rocket, optimally on either December 20 or 21, 

2) a "parking" Earth orbit, followed by 

TransLunar Injection, using the third-stage S-

IVB rocket engine, 3) Lunar Orbit Insertion, 
after sixty-six hours of flight to the Moon, and 

a low, lunar orbit, which would continue 

through Christmas Eve, Houston time, 4) 
Trans Earth Injection, using the Service 

Module Service Propulsion System (SPS) 

engine, and 5) following the fifty-seven-hour 
flight back to Earth, safe return of the three 

astronauts aboard the Command Module, with 

splashdown in the Pacific on December 26 or 

27. 
 

On Sunday, August 18, 1968, mission commander Borman met with Christopher "Chris" Kraft, Director of Flight 

Operations at NASA's Manned Spacecraft Center, and "some of NASA's top designers, planners, and engineers," in 
Houston, to discuss and devise a plan that would take three American astronauts into a circular orbit sixty-nine 

miles above the Moon's surface, an orbit that would continue for twenty hours, and then return them home safely. If 

the dangerous plan worked, it would fulfill part of the pledge the young American President had made, and it would 
go a long way toward assuring that the full dream could be realized in 1969. It might also restore the Moon's light, 

lost now for months, and it might even restore the belief, among the American people, that the stars would again 

shine from the heavens. 

 
* * * 

Exactly one week before, on Sunday, August 11, Cpl. Allen Willyerd had completed his own dangerous mission – a 

nine-month combat tour with the Marine Corps, fighting the North Vietnamese Army just south of the DMZ. He 
had lost his best friend, Norman Lane, and other close brothers-in-arms, like Russell Menton, as well. Now, in a 

way much the same as the Apollo 8 astronauts would feel soon after Christmas Day, 1968, Allen Willyerd just 

wanted one thing – a safe trip home, so that he could be reunited with his family and friends. Allen would get his 

wish, and although it would be quite a stretch to compare his reception back home with that the Apollo 8 astronauts 
would later receive, there would be a quarter-page announcement, sponsored by Turner's Dairy Products, on page 

seven of the September 6, 1968, Brownsville States-Graphic (Ibid., pages 15-17). In large, bold print:  

 

 Welcome Home! 

               Allen 

 
read the greeting, above a large photograph of a smiling young man, wearing a neat short-sleeved shirt and tie. 

Below the photograph read three additional lines: 

 

 YOUR 2 YEARS IN THE SERVICE OF YOUR COUNTRY, 10 MONTHS OF WHICH WAS SPENT IN VIET NAM, HAS BEEN 

 A LONG, LONG TIME. 
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 WE, AS WELL AS YOUR CUSTOMERS, HAVE MISSED YOU, AND 

 JOIN US IN CONGRATULATIONS FOR COMING BACK SAFE AND 

 SOUND. 

 
 WE COMMEND ALLEN WILLYERD FOR HIS FINE SERVICE 

 RECORD AND EXTREMELY HAPPY TO HAVE HIM BACK WITH 

 US. 

 
* * * 

But the story of those two Sundays, August 11 and 18, 1968, 

historic as they were for NASA and for Allen Willyerd, does not 
end there. 

 

About 240,000 miles from the Moon, and about 9,000 miles 

from Vietnam, the August 9 issue of the States-Graphic 
described the plans for the 142nd annual Taylor Kinfolks Camp 

Meeting, which would begin that night: 

 
 A little, brick church in a big, oak grove on Tabernacle 

 Road, will be full of people tonight [Friday, August 9, 

 1968]. . . . 
  Special services are on Sunday [August 11], a love feast 

 at 9:30 and a memorial service at 3 for those who have died 

 during the year. . . . 

  This tradition has been nurtured and treasured by the families through the years and is revered by every 
 family member. 

 

The first volume of the history of the Taylor family, The Taylors of Tabernacle, was published in 1957. At the 1952 
camp meeting, that volume reports that Norman Edward Lane Jr. (then age eleven) was "baptized and received into 

Tabernacle Church, by Rev. Howell R. Taylor." A few years later, sixteen-year-old Norman Lane Jr. contributed to 

a collection of essays about the family and camp meeting, which also appeared in the 1957 volume. His essay read, 
in part: 

 

 The church is a reminder of the heritage of Camp Meeting. I come from the seventh generation to camp under 

 the same tall oaks. The tall, slender tombstone of the Rev. Howell Taylor reminds me of those pioneers who 
 first camped there in the mid-eighteen hundreds. Everyone is justly proud of their ancestors and the heritage left 

 by them. 

 
The second volume of the Taylor family history was published in 1983. From the record for the 1968 camp 

meeting, this volume provides a full reprint of that States-Graphic story, referred to above. Following this article, 

the text of the 1968 record adds 

the names of the nine children 
who had been baptized on Sunday 

morning, August 11, in the 

church. The list of "Baptisms" is 
then followed by the list of 

"Memorials," with seven names. 

The list begins: 
 

 Norman E. Lane, Jr. killed in 

 Vietnam 

 
* * * 
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James Webb had been the Administrator of NASA for seven full years, and during the week of August 12, 1968, he 
gave his planners the go-ahead for a December lunar launch for Apollo 8. The manned, Earth orbit Apollo 7 

mission, planned for October, would have to complete all of its objectives, successfully, as Webb's prerequisite for 

the Apollo 8 lunar launch. On August 18, NASA planners scheduled the launch of Apollo 8 for the early morning 
of Saturday, December 21. On October 9, the giant Apollo 8-Saturn V assembly began its painstaking journey from 

the Vehicle Assembly Building to Launch Pad 39A – last used for the launch of the unsuccessful Apollo 6 mission. 

The eleven-day Apollo 7 mission would be completed successfully on October 22. James Webb's crucial 

prerequisite for the Apollo 8 lunar launch had been satisfied.  
 

On November 25, Thanksgiving, 1968, was just three days away. The Apollo 8 crew – Frank Borman, Jim Lovell, 

and Bill Anders – were hard at work on critical mission simulations. The focus in that time frame was on the 
Service Module SPS engine and two of its life-or-death functions – Lunar Orbit Insertion (LOI) and Trans Earth 

Injection (TEI). 

 

On that Monday, the launch of Apollo 8 was less than four weeks away. 
 

* * * 

 


