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Introduction 
 
In the summer of 1965, twenty-four-year-old Vanderbilt University graduate (BA, 1962) Norman Lane 
was enrolled in the Vanderbilt Law School summer session. On Wednesday, August 11—fifty-five years 
ago today—with the end of his law school experience approaching, Norman wrote to his close friend 
Lynn Schiro, who would be entering her senior year at Vanderbilt that fall:  
 
 Dear Lynn, 
  I have just now learned what 
 I will be doing this fall: I will be  
 teaching French and English in Browns- 
 ville, in high school of course. I hate 
 to think of not being in Nashville . . . 
 I want to see the football games and 
 come to the parties, and mainly, be 
 with you. I might yet find something 
 in Nashville, in which case I would 
 certainly stay here. More later. 
    Much love, 
                  Norm. 
 
Two nights after Norman wrote to Lynn—Friday night, August 13, 1965—was the last night at Fort 
Benning, Georgia, for then-LtCol. Hal Moore (1922-2017). Early on August 14, LtCol. Moore would lead 
his 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry, 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) to Charleston, on chartered buses. On the 
following Monday, the battalion would depart for Vietnam aboard the transport ship, USNS Maurice 
Rose. In We Were Soldiers Once…And Young, coauthored by then-LtGen. Moore (Ret.) and Joseph 
Galloway, Moore wrote of his last pre-deployment dinner with his family, on Friday night, August 13, 
1965: 
 
 I told all of them [his wife Julie and their five children, ages three-thirteen] I would be leaving 
 early the next morning, long before they awoke, and I would be going to the war in Vietnam. 
 Later, I sat on the sofa reading aloud to my daughter, Cecile, six. She looked up at one point and 
 asked: "Daddy, what's a war?" I tried my best to explain, but her look of bewilderment only grew.  
 
But the dates of Wednesday through Saturday, August 11-14, 1965, are, sadly, best remembered in our 
nation's history as described in the document, Violence in the City--An End or a Beginning? A Report by 
the Governor's Commission on the Los Angeles Riots, which was published by the State of California on 
December 2, 1965: 
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 Friday [August 13, 1965] was the worst night. The riot moved out of the Watts area and burning 
 and looting spread over wide areas of Southeast Los Angeles several miles apart. At 1:00 a.m. 
 Saturday, there were 100 engine companies fighting fires in the area. Snipers shot at firemen as 
 they fought new fires. That night, a fireman was crushed and killed on the fire line by a falling 
 wall, and a deputy sheriff was killed when another sheriff's shotgun was discharged in a struggle 
 with rioters. 
   

* * * 
 

On the morning of Friday, April 5, 1968, Norman Lane—a twenty-seven-year-old white man, Marine 
Corps officer, high school teacher, Vanderbilt graduate and law student, and now a casualty of the 
Vietnam War—lay in repose in a government-issued casket at Brownsville (Tennessee) Funeral Home. 
Sixty-five miles away, Martin Luther King—a thirty-nine-year-old black man, civil rights leader, 
president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, recipient of the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize, and 
one who had spoken vigorously against the Vietnam War—lay in repose in a temporary bronze casket at 
R.S. Lewis Funeral Home in Memphis. 
 
In his 1969 analysis, The Making of the President 1968, the late journalist Theodore White had concluded 
that the 1968 presidential election had revolved around two, and only two, major issues. One was the 
Vietnam War. The other was the future for the "two societies, one black, one white, separate and 
unequal," that had now divided the country, leading to deadly riots over 1965 and 1967 in Los Angeles, 
Newark, and Detroit, and now, in the wake of Dr. King's assassination, in Washington, Chicago, 
Pittsburgh, Baltimore, and other American cities. Norman Lane and Martin Luther King, in their deaths 
over seven days in the early spring of 1968, symbolized those two issues . . . Norman, as a casualty of the 
war, and Dr. King, as a casualty of racial hatred and violence. 
 

* * * 
 

In this series of five stories, I have reviewed the thirty-three-month cycle of violence and civil disorder 
that struck a number of America's major cities, beginning in the Watts section of Los Angeles on 
Wednesday night, August 11, 1965, and continuing in Memphis, Chicago, Washington, and other 
metropolitan areas through Palm Sunday weekend, April 5-7, 1968.   
 
The official reports of both the 1965 California Governor's Commission (https://tinyurl.com/Watts-
Report-1965), cited above, and the 1968 National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders [also known 
as the Kerner Commission; https://tinyurl.com/Kerner-Report-1968 (download only)] are discussed. 
Stories from local news sources from that period and the recollections of some individuals who were 
involved in those events have been combined with excerpts from both Theodore White's The Making of 
the President 1968 (1969. First Harper Perennial Political Classics Edition, New York: HarperCollins, 
2010) and Hampton Sides' Hellhound on His Trail (First Anchor Books Edition, New York: Anchor 
Books, 2011), and with some of my own personal recollections. 
 
A retired professional foreign service officer, with whom I am acquainted here in North Carolina, 
generously took the time to give the draft version a general read. Among his comments, comparing what 
he sees today around the country (and the world) with 1968 (the year he graduated from law school), was 
this remark: 
 
 In my mind's eye, this time is less violent, less confrontational but more encompassing than '68 . . . 
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In looking back on these events from more than fifty years ago, perhaps you as readers can better judge 
life in America today. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Al Claiborne, Professor Emeritus 
Chair, Norman Lane Jr. Memorial Project 
http://www.NormanLaneJrMemorialProject.org 
https://alclaiborne.wordpress.com/ 
https://tinyurl.com/Al-Claiborne-YouTube-Channel 
Cell: (336) 529-2105 
E-mail: alc@csb.wfu.edu 


