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December 10, 2018 

 

To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 

Early on that Thursday morning, almost 115 years ago – December 17, 1903 – before man had ever flown a "free, 

controlled, and sustained flight in a power-driven, heavier-than-air machine," the Moon had risen over Kitty Hawk, 
North Carolina, at 5:45 a.m. EST. With the New Moon phase scheduled to arrive on the afternoon of the 18th, only 

2% of the Moon's visible disk was illuminated.  

 

In his 2015 historical biography, The Wright Brothers, author David McCullough begins: 
 

 From ancient times and into the Middle Ages, man had dreamed of taking to the sky, of soaring . . . like the 

 birds. 
 

In a 1900 letter to American aviation pioneer Octave Chanute, Wilbur Wright professed: 

 

 For some years I have been afflicted with the belief that flight is possible to man. My disease has increased in 
 severity and I feel that it will soon cost me an increased amount of money if not my life. 

 

David McCullough describes the beginning of that Thursday morning on the Outer Banks, over a century ago: 
 

 Only five men [in addition to Wilbur and Orville Wright] showed up the morning of the 17th . . . Many, as 

 Orville later explained, were apparently unwilling to face the rigors of a cold December wind in order to see, as 
 they no doubt thought, another flying machine not fly. . . . 

  The day was freezing cold ["dry, cold air with a windchill of less than zero"]. Skins of ice covered several 

 nearby ponds. A gusty wind was blowing hard out of the north. "The wind usually blows," Wilbur had  
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 reminded his Chicago audience in June. It was blowing at nearly a gale force of 20 to 27 miles per hour, far 
 from ideal. . . .  

 

After lunch, the brothers "washed the dishes before walking the four miles to the Kitty Hawk weather station to 
send a telegram home [to Dayton]." The telegram read (given here as the text appears on the original telegram): 

 

 Success four flights thursday morning all against twenty one mile wind started from Level with engine power 

 alone average speed through air thirty one miles longest 57 seconds inform Press home [strikethrough] 
 Christmas.   Orevelle Wright   525P 

 

Orville's name was misspelled in the transmission, and what should have read "59 seconds" became "57 seconds." 
 

* * * 

Wilbur Wright would die of typhoid fever in 1912, at age forty-five. Orville would outlive his brother by thirty-six 

years; he died in January, 1948, at age seventy-seven. He would live "to see aviation transformed by jet propulsion, 
the introduction of the rocket, [and] the breaking of the sound barrier in 1947." 

 

* * * 
In 1988, the late American novelist and World War II Marine Corps veteran William Styron recalled watching the 

"instant when Neil Armstrong's huge boot sank into the lunar soil:" 

 
 I recollect that it was an event of such exquisitely focused magnitude as to seem almost mythic; the heart 

 pounded as Armstrong's foot descended moonward, there was a little trouble breathing, and my mind was 

 nearly deafened by the awareness that I was about to witness what men had dreamed about for thousands of 

 years. 
 

When Neil Armstrong stepped onto the surface of the Moon, late in the evening (EDT) of July 21, 1969, he carried 

with him a wood fragment from the left propeller of the 1903 Wright flyer and a piece of fabric from its upper left 
wing.  

 

And yet, Styron admitted that it was the first orbital flight, almost seven months earlier, that clung more firmly to 
his memory. . . .  

 

* * * 

Sixty-five years (and four days) after those historic first flights on the Outer Banks – on December 21, 1968 – the 
New Moon phase had arrived two days earlier. As the day began on that Saturday, only 3% of the Moon's visible 

disk was illuminated along the Atlantic Coast: from Kitty Hawk to Cape Kennedy. Three nights later, on Christmas 

Eve, 1968, there would be no telegram from Apollo 8's lunar orbit. . . . Instead, from Mission Commander Frank 
Borman, as transmitted via live television broadcast from the spacecraft that Tuesday night, we "mortally fleshed 

men" would hear this benediction: 

 

 And from the crew of Apollo 8, we close with good night, good luck, a Merry Christmas, and God bless all of 
 you—all of you on the good Earth.   

 

* * * 
Three years to the date before Apollo 8 had lifted off for its "daring odyssey," Haywood High School English 

teacher Norman Lane had written a 1965 Christmas card to his close Vanderbilt friend Lynn Schiro, then in her 

senior year. Norman had chosen a card that reflected some of his own fascination with the night sky, with the stars 
and planets, with the constellations, and with everything else about the heavens. The inside left panel of the card 

carried the printed inscription: 

 

 Now take these stars      
 Down to the world, 

 It needs some warmth 
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 And light, 
 Go make them shine 

 In every home 

 And every heart tonight. 
 

* * * 

During our Thanksgiving week at Kitty Hawk this year, the Full Moon phase arrived shortly after midnight, very 

early on Friday morning, November 23. The Moon rose on the horizon, out over the Atlantic Ocean, just after dark 
that Friday evening. We followed the giant reddish-orange orb, from moments after it had first peeked at us from 

beyond the sea, until it had taken its full place in the "unfathomable darkness" of the night sky. Our photos (page 1, 

top, see the legend, below) do not do justice to the sight . . . but nonetheless I was, perhaps like William Styron on 
that icy Connecticut evening at Christmastime in 1968, fixed for a moment in the consciousness of the connection 

between those two historic events, sixty-five years apart – one near Kitty Hawk, and the other, around the Moon – 

and their significance for our perspective on the year 1968. . . .    

 
This is the story (https://tinyurl.com/Dec-21-1968) of that day, now itself fifty years past, those men and their 

mission, and that time . . . 

 
* * * 

Thank you, and Merry Christmas, and God bless all of you—all of you on the good Earth.    

 
Al Claiborne, Professor Emeritus 

Chair, Norman Lane Jr. Memorial Project 
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https://sites.google.com/site/2016conferenceatvmi/ 
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* * * 

[Technical data for photos, page 1: In Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, Sunset and Moonrise for Thanksgiving Day, 
November 22, were both at 4:51 p.m. EST. On Friday, November 23, Sunset was at 4:50 p.m., and Moonrise was 

45 minutes later, at 5:35 p.m. At least 99.9% of the Moon's visible disk was illuminated on both nights. Left, This 

photo was taken with an iPhone 7 at 5:14 p.m. on Thursday, November 22. Right, This photo was taken at 5:46 

p.m. on Friday, the 23rd.  
 

At 5:14 on the 22nd, the Moon's altitude was between 2.5 and 4.3 degrees up from the horizon; on the 23rd, the 

Moon's altitude at 5:46 was between 0.2 and 1.8 degrees. Azimuths at both times were in the range 68-75 degrees, 
east of north (data from the US Naval Observatory, calculated for Elizabeth City, 35 miles from Kitty Hawk).  

 

In the photo at left, one can easily see the horizon, the incoming waves, the edge of the beach, and the picket 

fences. The orientation for the photo at right is very similar. Looking very carefully, one can make out aspects of 
the picket fences and incoming waves. In both photos, the reflection of the Moon is clearly visible in the water at 

the beach's edge.]  
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