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The Families, the War, and the Remembrance – Part I
I was born in 1952, and I grew up in the small town of Brownsville, Tennessee, sixty miles
northeast of Memphis. Brownsville is the county seat of Haywood County, and the town's
population in 1960 was just over 5,400. At different times, my mother was a librarian, a school
teacher, and a homemaker. My father was a livestock marketing specialist for the Tennessee
Department of Agriculture and a farmer. He was also a World War II combat veteran (85th
Reconnaissance Troop, 85th Infantry Division), as was his younger brother, Gene – both had
received Bronze Star Medals during their service in the war. A third brother, Robert, was killed
in action serving with the 760th Tank Battalion during the opening hours of the Allied assault on
the heavily fortified Gustav Line south of Rome.
*

*

*

Norman Edward Lane Jr. was born at Fort Sanders Hospital in Knoxville, Tennessee, on
Sunday morning, February 23, 1941. He would be almost nine months old when his family
observed Thanksgiving that November. On another Sunday morning, two-and-a-half weeks
after Norman's first Thanksgiving, the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor was targeted in a surprise
attack by about 360 aircraft from a strike force led by Vice-Admiral Chuichi Nagumo of the
Imperial Japanese Navy. There were more than 3,500 American casualties. President
Franklin Roosevelt would declare war on Japan the next day. Norman's father would serve as
a junior officer with the Navy and would spend eighteen months in the Pacific Theater over
1944-1945. His mother's only brother, Marion Thornton Jr., would die in a mid-air collision
during a practice mission over England, while flying with the 392nd Bomb Group on July 5,
1944.
*

*

*

About twenty years ago, the Brownsville VFW Post dedicated a monument "to the people
from Haywood County TN. who made the supreme sacrifice defending our country." The
inscription on the memorial, which stands in front of the county courthouse, concludes:
May they always be remembered and their sacrifice not be in vain.
The remaining three sides of the monument list the names of those servicemen who died, respectively, in World War I, World War II, and Korea
and Vietnam. Each of my parents had suffered a deep personal loss during
World War II. For my father, it was the death of his closest brother, Robert
T. Claiborne, one year his junior. For my mother, it was the death of her favorite cousin and friend, Marion Thornton Jr., three years her senior.
In addition to his parents and his sister Betsy and her husband, twentyyear-old Marion Thornton Jr. left his only nephew – three-year-old Norman
Lane. In coming to know who Norman Lane was, I have been able to comprehend something of the scale of national and international events – all
from his time – that make up an important part of what we now know as
1

history. But in order to begin, I go back to the story of two Brownsville families, their personal
sacrifices in World War II, and the ways in which they and others absorbed the horrible grief of
deep personal loss from that war and transformed it into a beautiful expression of love and
remembrance.
http://tinyurl.com/robert-claiborne

"A Mother's Day remembrance . . ." T/4 Robert
"Claiborne (uncle), Minturno, Italy, May 12, 1944
(originally published on May 10, 2015)

Today, Sunday, May 10, is Mother's Day. Later this month, on Monday, May
25, Memorial Day will be observed. A much lesser known date in history
comes the day after this year's Mother's Day, on May 11-12. In the history of
World War II, and in the history of the Allied campaign against the German
army in Italy, May 11-12 represents the 71st anniversary of the opening Allied
assault on the Gustav Line, south of Rome. In 1944, Mother's Day came at the end of a major
engagement in this assault, near a town called Santa Maria Infante, which translates as, "Saint
Mary, the infant." This is not a story about Marines, or Vietnam, or Norman Lane, per se. This is
a story about my grandmother, Bessie Tinsley Claiborne, pictured above (left), with her twin
sister, Helen. The story reminds us that it is not only the soldier or Marine who makes sacrifices
during the time of war, and hopefully it reminds us of the importance of family. . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/marion-thornton-jr

*

*

"SSGT Marion Thornton Jr." Norman Lane's uncle,
"Foxley, Norfolk, England, July 5, 1944
(originally published on June 28, 2015)

I am looking at a copy of an envelope, postmarked in Brownsville, Tennessee, on
an undoubtedly very hot day in August, 1956. The exact date is not legible, but the
3¢ U.S. postage stamp clearly depicts the Statue of Liberty, with the words, "IN
GOD WE TRUST," forming a semicircle in the halo surrounding Lady Liberty's
extended arm and head. Fitting today, in that the statue arrived at New York Harbor
130 years ago this month. The envelope is addressed in a beautiful longhand script,
to:
Mr. Joe W. Sills
Jackson Highway
Brownsville
Tennessee - . . .
*

*

*

https://tinyurl.com/Quinn-Scott-Barron "Memorial Day, 2015" Lt. James Scott, Pvt. John
"Quinn, PFC Edward Barron, Italy, May 27, 1944"April 21, 1945, 85th Reconnaissance Troop, 85th
"Infantry Division
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(originally published on May 23, 2015)
Their names are Quinn, Scott, and Barron, and they came from Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, and New York. During 1942 they had come to Camp Shelby,
Mississippi, where the 85th Infantry Division was being reactivated. This was a
Selective Service Division, and as a result, the Division personnel were draftees
and enlistees from all over the country—from almost every state of the Union
and every walk of life. There, among many, many others, they joined Pvt. Joseph
Skrabak from Pennsylvania and Pvt. Alex Claiborne from Tennessee. Together, these five men
were assigned to the 85th Reconnaissance Troop, attached to the Division. Their recruit platoon
sergeant told them that one key criterion for assignment to the Recon Troop, in addition to
scoring well on the IQ tests, was that their psychological test results indicated they were also less
likely to break under questioning by the enemy. . . .
*

*

*

The title of the next story ("My last combat mission was over Hanoi, . . .") provides a direct
link connecting the conclusion of World War II in the Pacific Theater with events in French
Indochina. The story further develops the history of Vietnam, the beginning of the Cold War, and
ultimately the American war in Vietnam – the Second Indochina War.
http://tinyurl.com/gene-claiborne-1945 "My last combat mission was over Hanoi, . . ." Lt. Gene
"Claiborne (uncle), 1945
(originally published July 30, 2016)
Army Private Alex Claiborne of Brownsville, Tennessee, had been in Italy with
2nd platoon, 85th Reconnaissance Troop, 85th Infantry Division, since March
27, 1944. Together with men like Private Joe Skrabak from McKeesport,
Pennsylvania, he and the other 200-plus men in the Recon Troop had supported
the May, 1944, assault on the Gustav Line, south of Rome, and the September assault on the
Gothic Line, anchored in the central Appenines north of Florence. On the evening of September
27, orders came down for the platoon to send out a patrol to establish contact with the 91st
Infantry Division. Alex Claiborne and Joe Skrabak were two of the seven or eight men who left
on the overnight patrol. According to Alex Claiborne's 1998 memoirs:
As a result of this patrol, we were all turned in to receive the Silver Star. That was later
changed to Buck's [Sgt. Tom Buck had been designated the new 2nd platoon commander
following 1stLt. James Scott's death on September 23] receiving the Silver, with the Bronze
Star for the rest of the patrol group. But Buck declined . . .
*

*

*

At age nineteen, Norman transferred to Vanderbilt University in Nashville for his junior and
senior years of college. His first classes at Vanderbilt would begin on Monday, September
26, 1960. Five days earlier, on September 21, the Democratic presidential candidate,
Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy, had spoken to a crowd of 12-15,000 at Memorial
3

Square in downtown Nashville. The late Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and author David
Halberstam, then a reporter for the Nashville Tennessean, covered Senator Kennedy's visit.
The headline for his front-page story read, "U.S. Can't Afford to Sit Still: Kennedy."
A year later – September, 1961 – Norman, with his best friend Morton Holbrook and others,
was spending the fall semester of his senior year as a student in the inaugural term of the
Vanderbilt-in-France program of study, in Aix-en-Provence. As that September came to its
end, five deaths had been recorded in attempts to escape East Berlin, about 720 miles from
where Norman and his classmates were living and studying. Construction of the infamous
Berlin Wall, dividing the city, had begun – under cover of darkness – during the night of
August 12-13.
On September 19, 1962, Norman entered Vanderbilt Law School. Exactly one week before,
speaking to a crowd of 40,000 at Rice Stadium in Houston, now-President John F. Kennedy
had declared:
We choose to go to the Moon. We choose to go to the Moon in this decade . . .
As Norman began his second year of law school in September, 1963, it had become evident
that he lacked the motivation for study and preparation in class – he may have lacked an
aptitude for law, as well. Meanwhile, on another Sunday morning – September 15 – a bomb
planted under the steps of the African-American 16th Street Baptist Church in downtown
Birmingham, Alabama exploded. Four innocent young girls – fourteen-year-olds Addie Mae
Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, and eleven-year-old Cynthia Wesley, were killed.
Addie's sister Susan survived, but was permanently blinded.
*

*

*

To all Americans of a certain age, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy on
November 22, 1963, was the single most shocking national tragedy to occur during the Cold War
(1947-1991). Coming as it did, only twenty days after the assassinations of South Vietnamese
president Ngo Dinh Diem and his powerful brother-adviser, the murder of the President in Dallas
that day continues to leave unanswerable questions about the course of American involvement in
Vietnam.
http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963

"1stLt. Samuel R. Bird" Part One of Two: November
22, 1963, in Brownsville, Tennessee
(originally published November 21, 2015)

Two sources place the opening of Anderson Grammar School in Brownsville,
Tennessee, at 1927 and 1929, respectively. The school campus and its sizeable
recreational/playground area occupied the better part of a "city" block
(approximately 230 meters by 225 meters) in Brownsville. The school entrance
(above, left) faced north, toward West Main Street. The recreational area
behind the school extended all the way to Margin Street. The intersection of Margin and South
Grand Avenue, a very short walk (maybe 75-80 meters) from the southwestern limit of the
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school grounds was home to Mr. Leon Rains’ "Fruit Stand" and to Mr. Roy Sullivan’s corner
grocery. If you followed South Grand away from town, this became the Memphis Highway, also
known as Route 1. The small farm on which Alex, Robert, and Gene Claiborne had been raised
during the 1920s and 1930s, before all three were called to serve in combat in World War II
(Gene had actually volunteered before Pearl Harbor), was about a mile from Mr. Sullivan’s small
grocery, just off the highway. If you instead walked east on Margin (maybe 50 meters) from the
Anderson school grounds, you crossed South McLemore Avenue. Although the AfricanAmerican population of Haywood County (Brownsville is the county seat) in 1960 outnumbered
the white population 61%/39%, segregation and "separate but equal" were still very much the
rule in 1960. As you crossed McLemore, walking farther away from the school on Margin,
Oakwood Cemetery on your right was the major city cemetery for the white population. . . .
*

*

*

Norman returned to law school – for his final year – in September of 1964. The fatal
combination – lack of motivation and lack of aptitude – had already put his chances of
graduation the following spring in great peril. Influenced to some extent by conversations
with fellow law students in the Marine Corps Reserve, on September 18, 1964, Norman was
examined at the Nashville Navy Recruiting Station, for the purpose of an application for
Navy Officer Candidate School.
*

*

*

The Vietnam War: Eighteen Months – July 28, 1965 to January 27, 1967
Over the period Wednesday, November 17, 1965, to Monday, August 17, 1970, exactly four
years and nine months, thirteen men from Haywood County, Tennessee – including the county
seat of Brownsville and the town of Stanton – died in the Vietnam War. The first was Platoon
Sergeant William A. Ferrell, age 38, from the Stanton community. The last Haywood County
soldier to give his life in Vietnam was Spec/4 Rick Johnston, age 20, a 1968 graduate of
Haywood High School in Brownsville. Reflecting the population characteristics for Haywood
County over 1960-1970, six of these men were young African-Americans (average age between
21 and 22), and seven were white. The average age for the entire group of thirteen men was
between 22 and 23 years. Six were Army soldiers, and seven were Marines. Eight of these men
had lost their lives in Vietnam before Rick Johnston graduated from high school in the spring of
1968. At least four of the thirteen men listed the town of Stanton as their home.
A one-page PowerPoint file, which can be viewed or downloaded from the link given below,
summarizes when and where these thirteen lives ended, in Vietnam. The map gives the
administrative divisions and military regions for South Vietnam that pertained in June of 1967.
The family name of each soldier or Marine is given, together with the date on which he was lost.
By clicking on each respective link, you can read and learn more about each of these men, from
their respective sites on the Virtual Wall. Additional information is available on the Requiem
Aeternam page within the Norman Lane Jr. Memorial Project website.
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http://tinyurl.com/haywood-county-vietnam "The War in Vietnam: Haywood County,
"Tennessee" animated PowerPoint file
(originally published on May 27, 2016)
In 1960, there were 23,393 people in Brownsville and Haywood County,
Tennessee, of whom 61.3% were African-American. By 1970, the population
had dropped to 19,596, of whom 54.7% were African-American. Over 19651970, thirteen young Haywood County men died in Vietnam: six AfricanAmerican and seven white. . . .
*

*

*

September, 1965, found Norman – without a law degree – living in his grandparents'
hometown of Brownsville, Tennessee, and teaching high school. In mid-September, the
transport ship USNS Maurice Rose dropped anchor in the port of Qui Nhon, South Vietnam.
Among the soldiers of the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) to disembark there were Platoon
Sergeant William A. Ferrell, from Stanton, Haywood County, Tennessee, and First
Lieutenant Rick Rescorla.
*

*

*

http://tinyurl.com/psgt-ferrell-1965
"PSgt. William A. Ferrell" Stanton, Tennessee,
https://tinyurl.com/Godspeed-pappy-ferrell "Battle of the Ia Drang Valley, LZ Albany,
November 17, 1965
(originally published on July 31, 2015)
Tracing the background to this story could lead to many origins, but I would
like to focus on two excerpts from William Manchester’s The Death of a
President: November 20 – November 25, 1963. First, from page 441 of the
Back Bay paperback edition, October, 2013:
The two chief mourners stepped out; Shriver silently clasped their hands. The
casket team moved up to the ambulance. Normally the officer commanding
military body bearers does not touch the coffin, because he would throw it off
balance, but on the portico steps Lieutenant Bird’s six men began to lurch
alarmingly. Stepping up swiftly, he slid his fingers beneath the coffin and felt
a wrenching strain in his arms. The soldier in front of him rolled his eyes back
and whispered, "Good God, don’t let go," and the seven of them carried it
across the marble hall, into the East Room, onto the catafalque. . . .
*

*

*

The tragic final radio communication from PSgt. William Ferrell, 1st Platoon, Alpha 2/7, 1st
Cavalry Division (Airmobile), is recorded by the late LtGen. Hal Moore and Joe Galloway in
their account of the November, 1965, Battle of the Ia Drang Valley, We Were Soldiers Once . . .
and Young. Lt. Rick Rescorla, commanding 1st Platoon of Bravo 2/7, is cited on thirty-six
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different pages of the same book, as the vicious combat at LZ X-Ray and LZ Albany is
described.
https://tinyurl.com/lt-rick-rescorla

"LT Rick Rescorla" Mr. Rick Rescorla, Vice-president
"for Security, Morgan Stanley Dean Witter, South
"Tower, World Trade Center, September 11, 2001
(originally published on September 6, 2015)

I never had the honor or privilege of knowing the man in the center photo
above, and most definitely he did not come from Brownsville or Haywood
County, Tennessee, as did SFC William A. Ferrell (please see the previous July
31, 2015, update, above). Many of you – maybe most of you – will not recognize his picture. But
if you happen to have read, or perhaps have a copy of We Were Soldiers Once . . . and Young: Ia
Drang – the Battle that Changed the War in Vietnam, you may remember him, because his photo
was adopted as the cover of the New York Times bestseller. . . .
This picture of then-Lieutenant Rick Rescorla, 1st Platoon Commander, Bravo Company, 2nd
Battalion, 7th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) – according to Robert L.
Bateman, in his April, 2013, article for HistoryNet.com – was taken by legendary war
correspondent Peter Arnett. Then (in 1965) 26 years old, Lt. Rescorla had been born on the coast
of England, in Cornwall, in 1939, and he had served with the British Army on Cyprus during the
1955-1959 Cypriot insurgency (which claimed the lives of almost 400 British military
personnel), as well as with the Colonial Police in Rhodesia. According to the Bateman article,
Rescorla came to . . .
*

*

*

In the story surrounding the death of President Kennedy (please see the previous November
21, 2015 update, pages 4 and 5), we were introduced to Army 1stLt. Sam Bird, then with the 3rd
Infantry Regiment, the prestigious Old Guard, at Fort Meyer, Virginia. Lt. Bird had commanded
the casket team that had watched over the President's body those darkest hours of FridayMonday, November 22-25, 1963. Now, it is Friday, January 27, 1967, and Capt. Sam Bird is
leading his infantry company, Bravo 2/12, 1st Cavalry Division, in a combat air assault against a
suspected NVA position in a coastal area on the Bong Son Plain, Binh Dinh Province. The
national tragedy in which then-Lt. Bird had played such a strong, prominent role thirty-eight
months before would now be compounded with his own personal sacrifice.
http://tinyurl.com/lt-bird-1967

"1stLt. Samuel R. Bird" Part Two of Two: now-Capt.
Bird in Vietnam, July 21, 1966-January 27, 1967
(originally published on January 23, 2016)

Two years had passed since that Friday afternoon in November. Richard
Carlton and I were still students at Anderson Grammar School in Brownsville,
but now we were in eighth-grade classrooms on the second floor of the main
school building. It was the 1965-1966 school year, and we would be graduating
from Anderson in the spring. Norman Lane Jr. was also in Brownsville that year, teaching
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French and sophomore English classes at Haywood High School. Norman had completed three
years of law school at Vanderbilt University in Nashville but had not graduated, so he had
attended the Summer Session, taking four courses to support his petition to reenter. On July 28,
while Norman was enrolled in that Summer Session of law at Vanderbilt, President Johnson had
increased the commitment of American military forces in Vietnam to 125,000. . . .
*

*

*

Norman Lane, the Marine Corps, and Vietnam – June 22, 1966 to March 29, 1968
I have carefully gathered together, and present to you here, everything I could discover
about poor Werther's story. You will thank me for doing so, I'm sure. His mind and
character can't but win your admiration and love, his destiny your tears. . . .
—"The Editor," The Sorrows of Young Werther, Introduction. Translated by Victor Lange
Over the period 2016-2018, I was able to collect sixty-three complete letters that Norman
Lane had written to his close Vanderbilt friend Lynn Schiro, his friend Sarah Shepard, and his
pen pal Carol Weston; these letters cover the last thirty-nine months of his life – from December
14, 1964, until just before his death in Vietnam on March 29, 1968. To this collection are added
two letters that Norman had written to his good friend, fellow Marine, and Vanderbilt law
student, John Russell. Of the sixty-five total complete letters, eighteen were written by Norman
in Vietnam.
The pre-Vietnam letters give deep insights into Norman Lane's last months as a Vanderbilt
law student and his year as a teacher at Haywood High School in Brownsville, then in its first
year of court-supervised desegregation (1965-1966). Accepted for Marine Corps OCS at some
point between late May and mid-June of 1966, he excitedly writes to John Russell, already a
2ndLt. in the Marine Corps Reserve, on June 22:
http://tinyurl.com/june-22-1966

Letter to John Russell, from Norman, Summer, 1966,
pre-OCS
(originally published on June 22, 2016)

John-baby!
I got the final word from the Commandant, so it is definite now that I will
report to Quantico on Aug. 22nd. If you get a chance to write, I wish you would
tell me what to take with me. Like, is it OK to bring lots of underwear with me,
or am I required to wear what they issue? Where do I put things like books?
Should I bring a razor & blades? Somebody told me all recruits have to buy a
standard kit containing soap, razor, etc. What about suits? Do I get Christmas vacation? . . .
*

*

*

September, 1966 – now-PFC Norman Lane, Marine Corps Reserve, was in the first weeks of
rigorous, demanding physical and classroom training with the 41st Officer Candidates
Course at Quantico. Since Norman had first begun classes at Vanderbilt, six years before, the
8

number of US Marines in South Vietnam had risen from two at the end of 1960 to over
69,000 at the end of 1966. No Americans had been wounded or killed in action in Vietnam
over 1960, but more than 5,000 men had died in action there over 1966.
*

*

*

Following the March 29, 1967, graduation ceremony for 2ndLt. Norman Lane and his Basic
School 3-67 class, Lt. Lane would spend four months over May-September at Guantanamo Bay
Naval Base, where he would meet Sarah Shepard and her family. On completion of his thirty-day
leave on November 10, he would be flown to Okinawa; on November 14 he would arrive in
Vietnam. From his letters, and from correspondence and conversations with many of his friends
and fellow Marines and Corpsmen, the next series of stories gives a description of the last eight
months of Norman Lane's life. The years 1967 and 1968 figure prominently in this account,
which includes related events occurring back in America.
http://tinyurl.com/July-27-1967

"July 27, 1967 . . ." 2ndLt. Norman Lane at GTMO
(originally published on July 27, 2017)

The twelve-month period beginning this July (2017) brings the fiftieth
anniversary of an especially important time in the Vietnam War – which can
also be viewed with a focus on the United States Marine Corps and its service
in Vietnam. Names and phrases – Con Thien, Khe Sanh, Hué, the DMZ, McNamara's Wall (see
map, page 2) – all virtually unknown to the American public before the summer of 1967, would
become all too familiar and would be branded into the 240-plus-year history of the Corps. As
James Coan writes in Con Thien: The Hill of Angels, over September, 1967, through July, 1968,
he served in Vietnam as a tank platoon commander with Alpha Co., 3rd Tank Battalion, 3rd
Marine Division. For eight of those months, he and his platoon operated out of Con Thien – the
Marine firebase located two miles south of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ):
Military maps of the area indicated a prominent terrain feature 158 meters in elevation
labeled "Nui Con Thien," which in English means . . . "the hill of angels." . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/Sept-7-1967

*

*

"September 7, 1967 . . ." Con Thien . . . 2ndLt. Lane
nears the end of his assignment at GTMO
(originally published on September 7, 2017)

Over 1965-1970, Bob Gibson pitched five twenty-game seasons for the St.
Louis Cardinals. Inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1981, his
biography on the Hall of Fame website quotes two Cardinal greats from the
past, the legendary Stan Musial, and Tim McCarver, who caught for Gibson through much of the
1960s:
"Gibby is one of baseball’s greatest competitors," said Hall of Famer Stan Musial. . . .

9

*

*

*

In September, 1967, 2ndLt. Norman Lane would leave his assignment at Guantanamo Bay
Naval Base for his last month of pre-deployment training at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina.
Writing to his close friend Lynn Schiro on September 27, Norman tells her, speaking of the
enlisted Marines in his platoon:
My platoon is the best in the company, by far. When I say, "What's the word, fourth
platoon?" they hold their rifles (M16's) high with one hand and roar, "Kill!" Their morale
is very high, even though they know 35 to 50% will die in Viet Nam.
*
http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967

*

*

"November 13, 1967 . . ." 2ndLt. Lane's 30-day leave
and his arrival on Okinawa
(originally published on November 13, 2017)

The Frank Sinatra music library in the Claiborne household was established –
with two compact discs – on Father's Day, 1998. The legendary artist, who had
performed on more than 1,400 recordings over a career spanning six decades,
had passed away less than six weeks before. Over time, in that era, the collection grew to a dozen
CDs; the current iTunes playlist includes more than 115 songs performed by or with Sinatra. One
of the original collaboration albums represented in the CD collection is a 1967 recording with the
Brazilian music legend – and leading composer of the bossa nova genre (e.g., "The Girl from
Ipanema") – Antonio Carlos Jobim. The ten songs, seven of them original Jobim compositions,
were recorded between January 30 and February 1, 1967, in evening sessions in a Hollywood
studio. Jobim played guitar and accompanied Sinatra on vocals on four of the songs. . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/Dec-1967-Washout

*

*

"December, 1967: Cam Lo Bridge, the Washout, and
Charlie 2" Now-1stLt. Lane with Lima and H&S Cos.,
3rd Battalion (BN), 4th Marines
(originally published on January 6, 2018)

2ndLt. Norman Lane's last day with 3/6 Marines at Camp Lejeune, North
Carolina, had been Thursday, October 12, 1967 (page 13,
http://tinyurl.com/Sept-7-1967, and http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967). That
same day, Bob Gibson had pitched the St. Louis Cardinals to their game 7
victory over the Boston Red Sox – the Cardinals had now won two World
Series championships in four years. On Friday, October 13, the second and last Friday the 13th
for 1967, Norman had begun that thirty-day leave (http://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967) before he
and his Brownsville friend Allen Willyerd would depart Travis Air Force Base – destination
Vietnam, all expenses paid – compliments of Uncle Sam. . . .
*

*

*
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https://tinyurl.com/Dec-21-1967

"December 21, 1967 . . ." 1stLt. Lane at Charlie 2
(originally published on December 21, 2017)

On his second day in Vietnam, while serving in his initial assignment as
weapons platoon commander for Lima Co., 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines (3/4
Marines) at Cam Lo Bridge (https://tinyurl.com/Nov-13-1967), 2ndLt. Norman
Lane had written a letter to Sarah Shepard with some early observations about
the Vietnamese people and the countryside:
Viet Nam is fascinating. . . . Out in the rice paddies are whole families, harvesting the rice,
herds of cattle, and water buffaloes. . . . There is mud everywhere — a sea of mud, deep
sticky red mud. I see lots of banana trees, papaya trees, palms (not coconut), arums of various
kinds, bamboo, tropical figs, and many bromeliads used for hedges. The Vietnamese children
are adorable. I always wave at them and try to make friends when I have time. . . .
*
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-Hill-28

*

*

"December 25, 1967-January 8, 1968: To Hill 28 and
"Alpha 3" 1stLt. Lane and 3rd BN, 4th Marines on the
"move; Lima Co. engagement of January 7, 1968
(originally published on January 16, 2018)

My father, Alex Claiborne, and his younger brother Robert had played as
captain and alternate captain, respectively, for the 1934 HHS Tomcat football
team (see the 1931 team photo, page 1, top left). Both were seniors and would
graduate in the spring of 1935. Alex had delayed entering the first grade for a year, so that he and
Robert could attend school together. Robert "Ick" Dixon was a junior tailback on that team and
would serve as captain the following (1935) season. The 1934 Tomcats suffered through a tough
year (their record was 3-7-1), but Dixon and the Claiborne brothers were repeatedly noted for
their standout performances, as for example, in the final game of the season against Byars-Hall:
The stars were backs Robert Dixon, Sr. and Richard Smith, and linemen Alex Claiborne,
Robert Claiborne, Edmund Crawford, and Edwin Williams. . . .
—Robert Rooks, 100 Years of Haywood Tomcat Football
*
https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968-An-Dinh

*

*

"December 27, 1967 – January 19, 1968: Hill 28,
"continued, and An Dinh" LCpl. Robb Stall, Midland,
"Texas, January 18, 1968; "The Marketplace Revisited"
(originally published on January 25, 1968)

Born on Valentine's Day, 1947, LCpl. William Robb Stall had been a native
and lifelong resident of Midland, Texas. The third of five children, he had
graduated from Midland High School in 1965 (see photo above, left). There he
had played cornet in the school band, and he had been active in the Latin Honor Society as well
11

as a number of other student clubs and organizations. During his junior and senior years, he had
served as assistant editor and editor, respectively, of the school literary magazine, Candle in the
Wind, and he had attended the University of Texas at Austin for a year. But on February 1, 1967,
two weeks before his twentieth birthday, Robb Stall had enlisted in the Marine Corps. Following
boot camp at Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San Diego, he completed ITR (Infantry Training
Regiment) at Camp Pendleton. On August 1, he had married his high school sweetheart,
Florence Ann Yeager, and on September 22, 1967, PFC Robb Stall arrived for duty in
Vietnam. . . .
*
https://tinyurl.com/Mikes-Hill-1968

*

*

"January 21-27, 1968 . . . A story from Mike's Hill"
"Battle for Mike's Hill; Cpl. Allen Fisk, Nighthawk,
"Washington
(originally published on February 12, 2018)

LCpl. Robb Stall had given his life for his country, and for his fellow Marines
and Corpsmen, on Thursday, January 18, 1968 (https://tinyurl.com/Jan-1968An-Dinh). Late on Saturday, January 20, Florence Ann Stall, his young bride of
less than six months, and Mr. and Mrs. Trovall Stall, his parents – all living in
Midland, Texas – would receive the tragic news. The next day would be Sunday, January 21,
1968 . . .
*
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-21-1968

*

*

"February 21, 1968 . . ." Two hills: Sugar Loaf Hill,
May, 1945, and Mike's Hill, January 27, 1968; Sgt.
William Manchester, Springfield, Massachusetts;
2ndLt. Robert Burns, St. Louis, Missouri, January 27,
1968
(originally published on February 21, 2018)

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
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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." . . .
*
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968

*

*

"February 1-3, 1968 – Part One" PFC Billy Wright,
Stanton, Tennessee, HHS Class of 1966, Delta
Company, 1st Battalion, 12th Cavalry, 1st Cavalry
Division (Airmobile), Battle of Quang Tri City,
February 1, 1968
(originally published on March 19, 2018)

Ralph Waldo Emerson's "Ode. Inscribed To W. H. Channing," as described in a
scholarly article published in 1985,
has long been recognized as one of his most attractive and yet perplexing
poems.
Written in June of 1846, the poem has been thought of as providing insights into the poet's
thinking regarding the Mexican War, a politically controversial subject at the time (see pages 1517, http://tinyurl.com/part-three-1968), because its successful prosecution would have the effect
of enlarging the geographical area of the United States in which slavery would be accepted, thus
strengthening the political hand of the southern states. Emerson's "Ode," in fact, was composed
only six months after James Russell Lowell (see the link cited above) had published "The Present
Crisis" in the Boston Courier.
But over 120 years after it was written, the last two lines of one stanza from Emerson's
"attractive and yet perplexing poem" would find special relevance during the American
presidential campaign of 1968. In The Making of the President 1968 (originally published in
1969) Theodore White, the late journalist and "chronicler of U.S. politics," paraphrased the two
lines,
Things are in the saddle,
And ride mankind,
as,
"Events are in the saddle and ride mankind,"
which, according to White, was to become one of the favorite intellectual observations on the
campaign of 1968, as men in trouble recalled their learning and quoted Ralph Waldo
Emerson. . . .
*

*

*
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As pointed out previously (see page 1, top), Norman Lane's adopted hometown of
Brownsville is only sixty miles from Memphis. Compounded by the assassination of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. – in Memphis – on Thursday, April 4, 1968, the dark and violent weekend of
April 5-7 would come to remind Americans of the horrors from another weekend, November 2224, less than five years before. But few Americans realize that Dr. King's murder in Memphis
represented the tragic climax to a sequence of events that had begun two months before, on
Thursday, February 1. On the same date that PFC Billy Wright would die in Vietnam, on the first
full day of the Tet Offensive, two Memphis sanitation workers, Robert Walker and Echol Cole,
would die as the result of a mechanical malfunction on the city garbage truck they were riding in.
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968-Two

"February 1-3, 1968 – Part Two" Robert Walker and
"Echol Cole, sanitation workers, Public Works
"Department, Memphis, Tennessee, February 1, 1968
(originally published on March 26, 2018)

"Events are in the saddle and ride mankind," was to become one of the favorite intellectual
observations on the campaign of 1968, as men in trouble recalled their learning and quoted
Ralph Waldo Emerson.
—Theodore White, The Making of the President 1968
Part One of this story (https://tinyurl.com/Feb-1-3-1968) told of the air assault
mission that had taken PFC Billy Wright of Stanton, Tennessee, a combat
medic with 1st Platoon, D Company, 1/12 Cavalry, into the Battle of Quang Tri
on Thursday, February 1, 1968 – the first full day of the Tet Offensive. The
stage for Part One, in the context of the US presidential election that would
come that fall, was set for us by the late journalist Theodore White, from his 1969 report, The
Making of the President 1968. The author explored three perspectives from Wednesday, January
31, 1968, as they defined one half of the picture for the coming fall campaign – the issue of the
Vietnam War. In Part One, we considered the significance of January 31 and the Tet Offensive in
three of Theodore White's contexts: 1) the American people, their government, and the concept
of "trust," 2) the campaign of Minnesota Senator Eugene McCarthy, at that time the only
announced candidate for the 1968 Democratic presidential nomination, and 3) the incumbent
president, Lyndon Johnson, who had steered the ship of state from that tragic day in Dallas, now
four-plus years past (http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963) – but who had now, for nearly three
years, been gambling on an increasingly questionable war policy in Vietnam and an even more
recent, November, 1967, "public relations offensive" on behalf of that policy – a wager that he
would lose within exactly two months. . . .
*

*

*

What is Fate? In the next story, we discuss several working definitions and examples – from
men in combat, from history and literature, even from the Gospel According to St. Matthew (for
his 1977 Vietnam War memoir, A Rumor of War, former Marine Corps officer, Vietnam veteran,
and author Philip Caputo took the book's title from St. Matthew 24:6). Whatever Norman Lane's
true thoughts were, on that late February day in 1968 in Dong Ha, he wrote to Sarah Shepard:
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Besides, there is a charm on my life – they can't get me.
He shall spurn fate, scorn death, and bear
His hopes 'bove wisdom, grace and fear:
And you all know security [overconfidence]
Is mortals' chiefest enemy.
—Hecate, Macbeth (Act III, Scene 5)
Was Norman truly spurning fate and scorning death in his final letter to Sarah, or was he
providing a comforting mask that would hide, from her, his own closely-held doubts about his
fate? In all likelihood, the answer is held, for all time, either by the Fates, or by God. . . .
https://tinyurl.com/May-11-2018

"May 11, 2018" The assault on the Gustav Line, the
"Battle for Santa Maria Infante, May 11-14, 1944; Cam
"Lo Artillery Position, Vietnam, February, 1968
(originally published on May 11, 2018)

My father, Alex Claiborne, served as a Technician, 5th grade, (T/5), with 2nd
Platoon, 85th Reconnaissance Troop, 85th Infantry Division, in North Africa
and Italy during World War II (1944-1945) (see pages 1 and 2,
http://tinyurl.com/gene-claiborne-1945). One of his best friends in 2nd Platoon
was Joe Skrabak from McKeesport, Pennsylvania. Both men were fortunate
enough to survive the war, and in 1998 and 2001, respectively, the two veterans wrote memoirs
of their World War II experiences for their families. With additional input from The 85th
Infantry Division in World War II (1949, Battery Press), by Paul Schultz, the following
description of the Recon Troop's arrival in Italy has been constructed:
From Mr. Skrabak:
On the 22nd [March, 1944] we were trucked with all our gear to Oran [Algeria] where we
boarded ship, the USS Elizabeth Stanton. We left port on the 24th as part of a large convoy
heading east along the coast [of North Africa]. The next day additional ships and escorts
joined us – about 20 ships all told. . . .
*

*

*

We are all familiar with the way that ripples of water form as a pebble is dropped into a pool.
In and among a larger network of people, some separated by distances of many miles but
connected by telephones, there was also a certain order in the pattern through which news of
Norman Lane's death had traveled over that Saturday and Sunday in late March, 1968. . . . But no
pebble had fallen gracefully from a cloudless sky into the quiet, standing pool of clear blue
water. There was no symmetrical pattern of concentric ripples emanating smoothly from the
point of impact. Rather than something akin to some natural phenomenon, I prefer the very
unnatural phenomena that had been forecast by Jesus, speaking to his disciples on the Mount of
Olives, three days before his crucifixion (St. Matthew 24:29, King James Version):
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29 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:
*

*

*

Six months after he had written to Lynn Schiro from Camp Lejeune, on Friday, March 29,
1968, 1stLt. Norman Lane would be killed in an enemy mortar attack on his position at Cam
Lo Hill, Quang Tri Province, at 2:05 in the afternoon. Two nights later, President Lyndon
Johnson – in a nationally televised address – would announce further restrictions on naval
and air bombardment of North Vietnam, and he would shock the American people by
announcing that he would not be a candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination.
Four days after the President's address, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in
Memphis.
*
https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968

*

*

"March 29, 1968" Brownsville, Tennessee, March 29"April 5, 1968; news of 1stLt. Norman Lane's death in
"Vietnam reaches the homefront
(originally published on March 29, 1968)

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. . . .
*

*

*

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
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into a very tiny space. This compression can take place at the end of a star's life (see page 5 of
the next story, 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.
https://tinyurl.com/Aug-11-1968

"August 11, 1968 . . ." Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Memphis, Tennessee, and 1stLt. Norman E. Lane, Jr.,
Memphis and Brownsville, Tennessee, April 4 and 5,
1968
(originally published on August 11, 2018)

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." . . .
*

*

*

On Friday morning, April 5, Dr. King and 1stLt. Lane both lay in repose – in two funeral
homes sixty-five miles apart. . . . Norman would be laid to rest that afternoon in Tabernacle
Cemetery near Brownsville, following his uncle, T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr., by twenty
years. In 1829, the first Taylor family member had been buried in that cemetery. To this day,
170 years later, Norman and his uncle remain the only two – of the approximately 300-350
family members buried there – who gave their lives in the service of their country.
*

*

*

The odyssey continues . . . past Scylla and Charybdis, and on to the Island of the Sun . . .
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:
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One of the enduring legacies of the Khe Sanh sagas [see pages 8-15 of the next story] 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!
About one week after Lt. Paul Flaherty had made his casualty assistance call to Mrs. Betsy
Lane, in Brownsville, Lt. Lane's battalion, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, completed its move to Hill
689 (http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968). The date was Wednesday, April 24, 1968, and Hill 689
was about two miles west of Khe Sanh Combat Base.
This series of four stories describes events that took place over three weeks – Wednesday,
May 15, to Wednesday, June 5 – in the spring of 1968. Part One tells the story of two best
boyhood friends in Brownsville who would graduate from HHS in the spring of 1964. During
this three-week period in 1968, one would be graduating from Vanderbilt University, while the
other would be leading a squad of Marines on Hill 689. Part Two gives a more detailed account
of life, or survival – and death – on and around Hill 689 in that time frame, with some focus on
that squad leader, Corporal Allen Willyerd, and his trials in combat. Part Three focuses on
Allen's boyhood friend, the late Fox Smith – but in the broader context of the Vanderbilt
commencement exercises and some of the thinking and philosophy, if you will, that
characterized the liberal arts college in that day. And then there is Part Four, for which a separate
introduction is provided on pages 19-20.
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968

"Three Weeks in the Spring of 1968 – May 15-June 5"
"Part One of Four
(originally published on November 19, 2016)

To the best of my recollection, the mailman – most likely, Mr. Lewis Taliaferro
– had delivered the envelope to our house at 509 West College Street one day
in May of 1968. Richard Carlton and I were finishing our sophomore years at Haywood High
School (HHS) – literally, a short walk up College Hill from our house – in Brownsville,
Tennessee. The envelope contained my one and only – to this day – Social Security Card. Form
OA-702 had been revised in September, 1961. At the top of the card (photo, above left) was the
seal of the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare, centered within the large, bold
text, "SOCIAL SECURITY" and "ACCOUNT NUMBER," as printed over two lines. Classical
Greek or Roman columns supported the arch that carried the seal and text on the card. Three
horizontal lines filled the body of the card. The top line carried the Social Security number,
printed in large, bold red type in the format 123 – 45 – 6789. Immediately below this line was
printed, "HAS BEEN ESTABLISHED FOR." On the second line, some dedicated individual –
presumably in an office in Washington, DC – had literally typed in my name, "Al Claiborne." On
the back of the card read the instructions, "KEEP this card. SIGN it immediately." So, using a
fountain pen with bright blue ink, I had signed the card on the bottom line, next to the printed
text, "SIGNATURE." And I kept the card – to this day in fact – as instructed. . . .
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*
http://tinyurl.com/part-two-1968

*

*

"Three Weeks in the Spring of 1968 – May 15-June 5"
"Part Two of Four
(originally published on January 28, 2017)

Brad Place (photo above) had graduated from Texas A&M University, where
he had been a member of the Cadet Corps for four years. As he said in April of
2016, "I had known that I would probably go into the Marine Corps, pretty
much all my life." Brad’s father had served with the 1st Marine Division during
World War II, at places like Peleliu and Okinawa and so, as Brad put it, "I was sort of born and
bred." He spent two summers with the Marine Corps Platoon Leaders Class (PLC) program
while in college. "Vietnam was blaring out," through Brad’s years at Texas A&M, "and it was
becoming apparent that not only was I going into the Marine Corps, but I was going to Vietnam.
There was no question about it, and I got some great advice from my father about that, and it was
very helpful." Brad graduated with a commission as a 2ndLt. in January of 1967 and proceeded
to Quantico, where he . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/part-three-1968

*

*

"Three Weeks in the Spring of 1968 – May 15-June 5"
"Part Three of Four
(originally published on March 25, 2017)

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

*

*

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
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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, 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.
http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-four

"Three Weeks in the Spring of 1968 – May 15-June 5"
"Part Four of Four
(originally published on June 3, 2017)

The commencement exercises were postponed for nearly two hours last night
after rain forced a move from an outdoor site near the Joint Universities
Library into Memorial Gymnasium.
So read the continuation, on page 5, of the front-page story, "Heard: More Hope Than
Apprehension," that appeared in the Nashville Tennesseean on Monday morning, June 3, 1968.
The local story described the events that had taken place at Vanderbilt University the previous
day. The program for the Commencement Exercises had indicated that the ceremonies on stage
would end at about 7:20 p.m. CDT, but with the postponement, it must have been more like 9:15
p.m. when the event concluded. Marine Cpl. Allen Willyerd’s boyhood friend and Haywood
High School football teammate, Fox Smith (page 2, http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968), Fox’s
future wife, Christy Keyes Tate, and Frye Gaillard (pages 11-12, http://tinyurl.com/part-three1968) were among the 1,279 graduates who received diplomas that night. In his remarks that
evening, to the audience of graduates, their families and friends, University Chancellor
Alexander Heard said . . .
*

*

*

Then father Aeneas speaks thus from the high stern, holding out in his hand a branch of
peaceful olive . . .
—Virgil. Aeneid: Books 1-6. Translated by H. Rushton Faircloth
On that last day of October, 1968, in the midst of a "modern" war that was raging, almost 9,000
miles from Washington, DC, there had also been a vision of such a branch of peaceful olive. The
President of the most powerful nation in the world, then and now, had ended his televised
address that night with reference to:
the peace that the new President—as well as this President and, I believe, every other
American—so deeply and urgently desires.
And the vision of that branch of peaceful olive continued to hover . . . as Theodore White wrote:
And all concluded that peace was near. . . .
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And as suddenly as it had appeared, the vision of the peaceful branch of olive was gone. . . .
From Genesis 8:12 (King James Version):
12 And he stayed yet other seven days; and sent forth the dove; which returned not again
unto him any more.
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968

"November 1, 1968 . . ." Peace?, the Presidency, and
preparation for war . . .
(originally published on November 1, 2018)

The weekly States-Graphic had been delivered to our house through the mail
that Friday morning, November 1, 1968. The paid political advertisement (see
page 2), submitted by the Haywood County Nixon-Agnew committee, appeared
on page 14. "VIET NAM:" it began, in large, bold print. . . . "YOU CAN MAKE
SURE WE'RE NOT TRAPPED AGAIN." In smaller print, the first paragraph
followed:
Every American wants peace. . . .
Below a picture of the presidential candidate read the slogan: "THIS TIME VOTE LIKE YOUR
WHOLE WORLD DEPENDED ON IT."
The general election would be held at polling locations in Brownsville, in Stanton, and in fifteen
other rural precincts throughout Haywood County on the following Tuesday. . . .
*

*

*

You are walking in a park. Stepping into sunlight, you catch sight of a long, dark wall, ahead,
down a slope. It rises at its center and tapers at its ends. As you approach across a lawn, the
wall's vanishing points stretch to right and left. . . . Once you near the center of the wall, it
rises above you, the black stone majestic in its silence. A solitary, dim reflection looks back,
deserted by the multitude that once moved in its realm. There are inscriptions, which speak
of the "Vietnam War," "those who gave their lives," and "courage," "sacrifice," "duty and
country." A war, then. Dates and names, beyond all remembering and forgetting. Without
words to frame the questions, you do not ask who was healed or who believed in the end that
the war was noble. You gaze at the mass of names and wonder, and the walls stretch into the
distance as you turn to leave.
—Patrick Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American Memory
https://tinyurl.com/Nov-12-2018

"November 12, 2018 . . ." Veterans Day, 2018
(originally published on November 12, 2018)

Today is Monday, November 12, 2018. In observance of Veterans Day, all
public schools and government offices are closed today in Winston-Salem. In
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1919, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed November 11 as Armistice Day to remind
Americans of the tragedies of war. Congress established Veterans Day on that date, beginning in
1954, to honor all American veterans.
In 2016 I read the undergraduate Honors Thesis (History) that had been prepared in 2009 by
Corinne Snow at Vanderbilt University. It is titled, Message of the Meuse-Argonne Monuments.
Near the end of World War I, more than 1.2 million US servicemen fought during the fortyseven days of the Meuse-Argonne Offensive. Over 26,000 Americans – almost half of the
number lost in the entire Vietnam War – were killed in the fighting in this campaign. More than
14,000 of these Americans are buried in the Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery, which was
dedicated in 1937, near the village of Romagne-sous-Montfaucon in Northeast France. . . .
*

*

*

In 1968, the fiftieth anniversary of the Armistice that had ended the fighting in World War I,
"on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month," had been observed on Monday,
November 11. Nine days later, "the largest helicopter assault operation ever conducted by the
Marine Corps" was performed in Quang Nam Province, South Vietnam. This is the story of that
day, now itself fifty years past, and of two of the names that today appear on the Memorial from
that War.
"Time will not dim the glory of their deeds."
https://tinyurl.com/Nov-20-1968

"November 20, 1968 . . ." 1stLt. Sam Kelly and
Operation Meade River
(originally published on November 20, 2018)

By the time of his late August, 1968, arrival in Vietnam, 1stLt. Sam Kelly
(https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 11-14) already had 100 hours' flying
time as a Marine Corps aviator in the CH-46A Sea Knight helicopter, from his
time with Marine Helicopter Squadron One (HMX-1) at Marine Corps Air Field
Quantico. By the fall of 1968, he was a helicopter aircraft commander (HAC) with HMM-265,
recently relocated to Phu Bai Air Base. But on Wednesday, November 20, a serious wrist injury
had Lt. Sam Kelly on the sidelines, receiving medical attention at Cam Ranh Bay, 300 miles
down the coast from Da Nang. That respite would be short-lived, however, as the urgent call had
come down for available helicopter pilots. Sam did not delay; he had the cast removed from his
mending wrist and was on the flight line at Phu Bai the next morning, November 21. He would
fly missions in support of Operation Meade River for the full duration, through December 9 –
over two-and-a-half weeks from late November through early December, including
Thanksgiving Day, 1968. . . .
*

*

*

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
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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
And light,
Go make them shine
In every home
And every heart tonight.
Early in 1973, more than four years after her son Bing's death (https://tinyurl.com/Nov-201968) in Vietnam, Mary Cochran Emerson reflected on his loss:
I suppose that it's like any pain. You don't remember pain too well . . . afterwards. . . .
As the year 1968 came to an end, there was a desperate need for warmth and light in the
world. Hopefully, some of those stars would be able to find their way. . . .
https://tinyurl.com/Dec-10-2018

"December 10, 2018" from Kitty Hawk to the Moon . . .
(originally published on December 10, 2018)

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 powerdriven, 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. . . .
*

*

*

"In the beginning . . ."
At a house party in Connecticut, novelist William Styron [Sophie's Choice; Styron had also
been a Marine Corps second lieutenant who had trained almost a year for a role in the
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invasion of Japan, when the war ended] told himself to remember the scene. He had had to
persuade his host, the composer Leonard Bernstein, to watch the broadcast. Bernstein
considered the space program an overhyped waste of vast American treasure, but he'd bent to
the wishes of his guest. As the astronauts read from Genesis, the raucous party went still.
Styron would never forget the emotion on Bernstein's face during Borman's parting
words . . .
—Robert Kurson, Rocket Men
I glanced at my host . . . and saw on his face an emotion that was depthless and
inexpressible.
—William Styron, The View from Space, Foreword
https://tinyurl.com/Dec-21-1968

"December 21, 1968 . . ." A new odyssey begins . . .
(originally published on December 21, 2018)

Thanksgiving Day, 1968, would come on Thursday, November 28. Absent the
names of any crew members or other personnel, the death of Marine CH-46
helicopter "EP-8" (https://tinyurl.com/Nov-20-1968, pages 13-20) was reported
on the front page of the Richmond News Leader on Thursday, November 21 –
one day after the incident:
[Among] the aircraft lost were a big Marine CH46 helicopter . . . The helicopter was shot
down Wednesday as it was landing infantrymen 14 miles south of Da Nang . . . Six
Americans were killed and 12 were wounded in the helicopter crash. The chopper was the
926th helicopter downed in combat . . .
Elsewhere, the story continued: . . .
*

*

*

Two years passed . . .
The late Dr. Ellsworth Kalas (1923-2015), then-pastor of First United Methodist Church in
Madison, Wisconsin, first came to lead the services at the annual Taylor Kinfolks Camp Meeting
near Brownsville in 1964. He would return in 1967 and 1970, and he would continue his visits
there through 2014, at approximately three-year intervals. A graduate of the University of
Wisconsin who had pursued graduate studies there and at Harvard, a colleague remembered him
as "a gracious, Christ-like giant of a man."
In the summer of 2014, I had the great fortune to see Dr. Kalas, then ninety-one, and to
correspond with him on his experiences in Madison, "one of the four university hot spots of the
[Vietnam] war," and his thoughts on the war. Among his recollections, he told of a friend who
had served as a military chaplain in Vietnam, until he received a medical discharge due to his
multiple injuries. Back in the States, this friend of Dr. Kalas' chose to attend a seminary in
California. At the time, his only clothing consisted of his military attire. Dr. Kalas continued his
story:
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When people saw him on the seminary campus, many of them spit on him.
This is wicked. I repeat, I don't know if we were right or not. . . . But I know for absolute
sure, that we owe a debt to those who sought to serve our country, and who did so to their
own pain and loss.
http://tinyurl.com/johnston-overton-1970

"The Draft, 1970, and Brownsville, Tennessee – A
"Homefront Story"
(originally published on October 17, 2015)

This is a homefront story, based on events that took place in Brownsville, TN, in
1970. . . . As described previously, President Lyndon Johnson, speaking in the East
Room of the White House on Wednesday afternoon, July 28, 1965, had ordered the
Air Mobile Division (1st Cavalry Division) to Vietnam, a decision that would
dramatically impact the lives of PSGT William A. Ferrell (http://tinyurl.com/psgtferrell-1965) and LT Rick Rescorla (https://tinyurl.com/rick-rescorla-2015). In that
same news conference, the President also announced a doubling in the monthly draft call "over a
period of time," from 17,000 men to 35,000 men per month. The period of time was very short.
Over 1963 and 1964, the total numbers of inductions (men entering military service through the
Selective Service System) were just over 119,000, and 112,000, respectively – or just under
10,000 men per month. There was a doubling – to almost 231,000 men – from 1964 to 1965, and
for 1966, the yearly total reached its Vietnam-era high of just over 382,000 men. From 1964 to
1966, inductions more than tripled (a 340% increase) – there had been a 65% increase from 1965
to 1966 alone. It was five years later – 1971 – before induction figures reached the 1963-1964
"peacetime" levels again. The draft lottery was first held in December, 1969, and the last man
entered the US Army through Selective Service on June 30, 1973. . . .
*

*

*

The Families, the War, and the Remembrance – Part II
And so, the decades passed . . . beyond the return of 591 American prisoners of war from
North Vietnam, completed on the fifth anniversary of Norman Lane's death . . . beyond the end
of the war, twenty-five months later . . . beyond the dedication of the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial in 1982 . . . beyond the opening of the US Embassy in Hanoi in 1995 . . . beyond 9/11
and the beginning of America's new "longest war." . . . The next five stories remember five
individuals connected intimately with the Vietnam War – the first three, all from Brownsville,
died there over three months in 1968. The fourth individual was a premier running back and
MVP for the Wake Forest University football team in 1966. He was seriously wounded in
Vietnam in May of 1968, but he refused to let his war experience detract from his life. The fifth
individual was a citizen of The Netherlands, born there during the Nazi occupation, who came to
love and admire the United States and its people. He would devote several years of his life
studying America and its war in Vietnam.
http://tinyurl.com/billy-wright

"Memorial Day, 2016" Army PFC Billy Wright, HHS
"Class of 1966, Quang Tri City, February 1, 1968
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(originally published on May 27, 2016)
The 1960 United States Census reported the population of Haywood County,
Tennessee – including the county seat of Brownsville and the town of Stanton –
to be 23,393, of whom 61% were African-American. The population of
Brownsville was 5,424, and 458 people lived in Stanton. By 1970, the county
population had decreased by over 16%, though more people (7,011, a nearly
30% increase) were now living in Brownsville. Most significantly, the
changing African-American population – which decreased by more than 3,600 persons during
the decade of 1960-1970 – can account for 95% of the total decrease in population,
countywide. . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/tyrone-w-austin

*

*

"A long overdue remembrance . . ." Cpl. Tyrone Austin,
"Carver High School Class of 1963, Battle for Dong Ha
"(Dai Do), May 2, 1968
(originally published on June 20, 2015)

13 men from Brownsville and Haywood County, Tennessee, were lost in
Vietnam over the period November 17, 1965-August 17, 1970—a period of
exactly four years and nine months. As Vietnam Marine Allen Willyerd,
Richard Carlton, and I have discussed, Brownsville and Haywood County
today is a very different place from when the three of us attended public
schools there in the 1950s and 60s. Of the 13 Haywood County Marines and
soldiers who died then, 9,000 miles away, 11 were young enlisted men, ages 19-23. Six were
from the African-American community, five were from the white community—precisely
reflecting the 55-60% African-American population majority of the 1960s. . . .
*
https://tinyurl.com/unfinished-2016

*

*

"Unfinished business . . ." T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr.
"and 1stLt. Norman Lane Jr.
(originally published on March 26, 2016)

In December, 2015, a plaque dedicated to the memory of 1stLt. Norman E.
Lane Jr., USMC, was mounted on the gates of Tabernacle Cemetery, located
just six miles from Norman's adopted hometown of Brownsville, Tennessee.
There, now forty-eight years after his death in Vietnam, Norman's plaque has
joined the plaque remembering his uncle, T/Sgt. Marion Thornton Jr., who died
in World War II. The two plaques (photo above, credit to Bob Hooper) – uncle and nephew, son
and grandson, brother and brother – now serve as silent sentinels to the hallowed grounds in
which they rest, for all time. As we approach the sad March 29 anniversary of the day that
Norman left our midst, in this Life, I have stitched together three short essays from 2015, in his
memory – and as a tribute for the countless others, the living and the dead, who served our
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country in a very difficult time. As the plaques for T/Sgt. Thornton and 1stLt. Lane both read,
they died for you. . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/andy-heck-wfu

*

*

"The Thing He Carried," by Kerry M. King, tells the
story of Mr. Andy Heck, Golf 2/7 Marines, who was
seriously wounded in fighting on Go Noi Island, May
16, 1968
(originally published in the Fall, 2014, issue of Wake
Forest Magazine)

This article originally appeared in the Fall, 2014, issue of Wake Forest
Magazine. Shortly thereafter, I had the honor of meeting Mr. Heck and hearing
his stories of his time in Vietnam with the Marine Corps – and of his life both
before and after Vietnam. . . .
*
http://tinyurl.com/jan-voogt-2015

*

*

"Jan Voogt" Jan Voogt, Maasland, The Netherlands,
"1944-2015; PhD dissertation (Leiden University,
"2005), The War in Vietnam: The View from a Southern
"Community. Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee
(originally published on January 11, 2015)

This morning I learned of the passing of Jan Voogt of Maasland, The
Netherlands. Those of you in Brownsville or with connections there will
remember Jan and his family, as they lived in Brownsville over 1986-1987,
while Jan was an exchange teacher there at Haywood High School. I had met
Jan only briefly during that time, but I came to know Jan and his work much
better in the summer of 1996. It was, in fact, Norman Edward Lane Jr. who brought us together.
During his Fulbright year (1995-1996) at Jefferson State Community College in Birmingham,
Alabama, Jan conducted interviews with 49 people in Brownsville on the subject of,
"Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee, and the Years of the Vietnam War." These included
civilians, friends and relatives of two Brownsville residents who were lost in Vietnam, and eight
Brownsville veterans of the Vietnam War. Of the six people that Jan interviewed, "On Lt.
Norman Lane Jr.," at the August, 1996, Tabernacle Camp Meeting, were Lynne Thornton Mann
and myself. These interviews were combined with Jan's research project, which continued until
his Ph.D. thesis of ~350 pages, in Literature and History, was approved by the faculty of Leiden
University in 2005. The title of this work is:
The War in Vietnam
The View from a Southern Community
Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee . . .

27

*

*

*

The final story relates the experience that my wife Terry and I had in attending the 50th
Commissioning Anniversary of Norman Lane's OCS Course and TBS Class, at Quantico in
October, 2016. A special service, on a beautiful early fall afternoon, was held at the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial in Washington. On Sunday morning, an emotional Memorial Service was
held in Leatherneck Gallery, National Museum of the Marine Corps, Triangle, Virginia. Three
friends and family members – representing the friends and families of the forty-seven 41st OCC
and/or TBS 3-67 Marines who died in Vietnam – spoke in behalf of three of those Marines.
Marine Corps Vietnam veteran Allen Willyerd, originally from Brownsville, spoke for his friend,
Norman Lane.
The story includes a display of photographs taken during the reunion weekend, a video
capturing segments of the weekend's activities, and complete videos of the talks by the memorial
service speakers.
https://tinyurl.com/50th-reunion-2016

50th Commissioning Anniversary Reunion, 41st
Officer Candidate Course and The Basic School
Class 3-67, Marine Corps Base Quantico, Virginia,
October 7-9, 2016

First Lieutenant Norman E. Lane Jr. was lost on March 29, 1968, while serving
with H&S Co, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, in Vietnam. Lt. Lane had entered the
41st Officer Candidate Course (OCC) at Quantico on August 22, 1966, and he
had been commissioned as a 2ndLt. that October. He then joined The Basic
School (TBS) Class 3-67, and he graduated with 543 other young men on
March 29, 1967. Lt. Lane began his tour in Vietnam on November 15, 1967. Of the more than
650 young men who had graduated with his OCC and/or TBS classes, forty-seven – thirty-seven
ground officers and ten pilots – were lost in Vietnam.
In their behalf, over Friday, October 7, through Sunday, October 9, 2016, my wife Terry and I
were honored to be with Allen Willyerd – who served as a Corporal with Kilo Co, 3rd Battalion,
4th Marines, in Vietnam over November, 1967-August, 1968 – and his wife Mary at Marine
Corps Base (MCB) Quantico, VA. There, we joined approximately eighty other family members
representing classmates of the 41st OCC and TBS Class 3-67 who were lost during the Vietnam
War. Together with about 300 regular classmates and their guests, we attended several special
events that were held at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, at the National Museum
of the Marine Corps in nearby Triangle, VA, and on MCB Quantico itself. . . .
*

*

*

In the epigraph for his 2005 doctoral dissertation in history and literature, The War in
Vietnam: The View from a Southern Community. Brownsville, Haywood County, Tennessee, the
late Jan Voogt (http://tinyurl.com/jan-voogt-2015) quoted the opening lines from "Burnt
Norton," the first poem of T.S. Eliot's Four Quartets (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.,
1943):
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Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.
In 1963, the late Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye (1912-1991) published "an elementary
handbook" of critical analysis covering the works of T.S. Eliot, who received the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1948. Of "Burnt Norton" (which can be read in full by following the link), Frye
wrote (all citations refer to stanza I):
We begin . . . with the horizontal line of time. The most natural intellectual way of unifying
time is through complete fatalism [the doctrine that events are fixed in advance for all time,
and that human beings are powerless to change them]. A foreordained future has in a sense
already happened, so the present moment is real in the sense that it is the same as every other
moment. The opening of "Burnt Norton," . . . tells us that "perhaps" [line 2] all time is
chronos or clock-tick, in which everything will disappear and be "unredeemable" [line 5]. In
this grim philosophy there is no place for a "might have been," for nothing could have
happened except what did happen.
As in lines 6-10:
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
Frye continues:
But nobody's life is like this: we all have doors to little secret gardens in which, . . . "what
did not happen is as true as what did happen."
In the first stanza of "Burnt Norton," Frye explains . . .
The most concentrated of all visions of a lost or transitory state of innocence is the rosegarden episode . . . where we enter "our first world" [line 24], a world full of invisible
presences, and where the water of life and the two traditional paradisal flowers, the lotus of
the East [line 38] and the rose of the West [line 30], appear briefly before the vision fades.
The phrase "the leaves were full of children" [line 42] suggests that the children are the tree
they are in, the tree of life. Parental or guardian figures, "dignified, invisible" [line 25], are
also present; perhaps even a divine presence inhabits the garden, as was said of the original
Eden. In ordinary life the rose-garden is usually some kind of private or hidden retreat: but
all such retreats are screen memories of man's lost innocence. Since the fall, Eden has been
closed up, guarded by angels. . . .
Eden now lies at the centre of human consciousness, too deep for even dreams to reach,
as the "heart of light" [line 39] shining in an uncomprehending darkness. . . . In "Burnt
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Norton" a thrush [in Eliot, Eden's angels are often replaced by birds] first leads us into [line
21] and then drives us out of [line 44] the rose-garden . . .
In the rose-garden episode of "Burnt Norton" innocence becomes, for an instant, an
epiphany of paradise. . . .
But the thrush comments, as he drives us out of our transitory vision of innocence:
Human kind cannot bear very much reality [lines 44 and 45].
And as the first stanza of "Burnt Norton" concludes [lines 47-49], we are returned to the
experiential philosophy of the earlier lines:
Time past and time future
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
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