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Preface 
 

This is Part Three in the five-part series, "August 11, 1965-April 7, 1968." The Introduction to the series 
can be accessed at https://tinyurl.com/August-11-2020  Part One can be accessed at 
https://tinyurl.com/August-11-1965 and Part Two can be accessed at https://tinyurl.com/Jul-27-1967 This 
installment can be read at https://tinyurl.com/Mar-28-1968 
 
March 28, 1968, was a Thursday. 1stLt. Norman Lane, commander for the 81mm Mortar Platoon, H&S 
Company, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, would begin his last full day, in this Life, at a Marine firebase 
known as Cam Lo Artillery Position, Cam Lo Hill, or simply—in the jargon of the McNamara Line—as 
C-3. The weather during March in the Cam Lo area of operations had generally been favorable. The fall-
winter monsoon season had largely subsided by March, though showers and thunderstorms still seem to 
have been common. Several violent storms with gusty winds had come through in mid-March. The mean 
daily temperature was 80ºF, and the humidity averaged 84%. With the decreasing cloud cover, visibility 
averaged five-to-seven miles. Enemy activity for the month, gauged from the number of battle casualties 
among enlisted Marines in the battalion, was increased significantly from February but nowhere near the 
high level experienced in January. Sometime during that Thursday in Vietnam, Norman Lane would write 
his last letter to his mother, Mrs. Betsy Lane of Memphis. Delivered to her on the day before his funeral 
in Brownsville, Tennessee, the letter gave no warning of danger. 
 
 "He said he was perfectly happy and he was with two of his buddies playing chess. He thanked his 
 grandmother [Mrs. Marion Thornton, of Brownsville] for a box of cookies, and assured her he was 
 safe." 
 
About 9,000 miles from Cam Lo Hill, sunrise in Brownsville and Memphis on that Thursday would come 
thirteen hours after the day had begun in Vietnam. For thirty-year-old Stewart Hall of Brownsville, March 
28 would begin as a normal workday at Hall Plumbing and Electric, where he and his father worked as 
partners in the small town of about 7,000 residents. But in Memphis, sixty miles southwest of Stewart's 
hometown, a major civil rights march was planned in support of the city's sanitation workers, who had 
been on strike since mid-February. The march was being organized by Reverend James Lawson, leader of 
the congregation at Centenary United Methodist Church in Memphis, but the demonstration on that 
Thursday would be led by Reverend Lawson's old friend—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.—president of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and recipient of the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize. This 
would be Dr. King's second visit to Memphis, in behalf of the striking sanitation workers, in ten days. 
And so, on the morning of Thursday, March 28, 1968, Martin Luther King boarded a flight at Newark, 
bound for Memphis.  
 
The plane touched down at around 10:30. King and his aide, Bernard Lee, an SCLC staffer, were met at 
the gate by King's closest friend and right-hand man, Ralph Abernathy. The flight was nearly an hour  
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late. As Hampton Sides writes in Hellhound On His Trail (New York: First Anchor Books Edition, 2011): 
 
 It was a humid spring day, and the sun was just beginning to burn through the morning haze. 
 More than ten thousand people had been gathering in the hot side streets, waiting for King to 
 arrive. . . . 
 
Exactly four weeks had passed since the Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil 
Disorders—the Kerner Commission—had been released. 
 
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 
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 The Kerner Commission Report and the President: February 29-March 31, 1968 
 

Barely two weeks after the report's release, 
Senator Robert Kennedy of New York decided—
in the aftermath of Minnesota Senator Eugene 
McCarthy's dramatic performance in the March 12 
New Hampshire Democratic primary—to become 
a candidate for the Democratic presidential 
nomination (https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968 
pages 11-13). In his formal announcement on 
Saturday morning, March 16, 1968, Senator 
Kennedy included the comment: 
 
 The Report of the Riot Commission has been 
 largely ignored. 

 
The late Edwin Guthman (1919-2008) was a World War II combat veteran and recipient of the Silver Star 
Medal (http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-three page 5). Over 1961-1965 he had worked with Robert Kennedy, 
first as public information director for the Justice Department, and later with Kennedy's 1964 Senate 
campaign; Guthman was also an early spokesman for Senator Kennedy. In RFK: Collected Speeches 
(New York: Viking Penguin, 1993), Guthman and C. Richard Allen attribute one less-well-recognized 
factor from February, 1968, as being "catalytic" in then-Senator Kennedy's decision to seek the 
Democratic presidential nomination: 
 
 On February 29, the United States Commission on Civil 
 Disorders, headed by Illinois Governor Otto Kerner, which 
 Johnson appointed to analyze the 1967 urban riots, released a 
 somber report of America divided, "moving toward two 
 societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal." The 
 White House ignored it. Having erred in Vietnam, the 
 administration now had failed to respond to a challenge 
 Kennedy deemed the country's central moral and practical 
 domestic dilemma. 
 
In March, 2018, the LBJ Presidential Library hosted a one-day 
symposium, "Kerner at 50: The Past, Present and Future of Two 
Americas." The Library's web page (accessed July 18, 2020) describing 
that event does discuss the President's role in establishing the Kerner 
Commission and highlights some of the report's findings—but in 
keeping with the analysis provided by Guthman and Allen in their 1993 
book, there is no mention of any action taken by President Johnson in 
response to the report. 
 
Whatever President Johnson's actual thoughts and/or reasons for inaction on the report's recommendations 
were (see the report, "1968 Kerner Commission report on racial unrest got it right but White House didn't 
want to listen," Fox News, July 6, 2020: https://video.foxnews.com/v/6169670241001#sp=show-clips 
accessed July 19, 2020), here are some of the events and other factors contributing to his own situation on 
February 29, 1968: 
 

https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968
http://tinyurl.com/1968-part-three
http://www.lbjlibrary.org/events/kerner-at-50-past-present-and-future-of-two-americas
https://video.foxnews.com/v/6169670241001#sp=show-clips
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1. The Tet Offensive in South Vietnam had begun in the early morning hours of January 31, local time—
just four weeks before (http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968 page 12). The Battle of Hue had raged on for 
weeks until finally, on February 26, it ended. On Tuesday evening, February 27, CBS News anchor 
Walter Cronkite gave his own commentary on the war in his newscast: "To say that we are mired in 
stalemate seems the only reasonable, yet unsatisfactory conclusion." "If I've lost Cronkite, I've lost the 
country," the President is quoted as having responded. 
 
2. Conferring in late February, Generals Earle Wheeler and William 
Westmoreland had decided on a request of 206,000 additional US 
troops to reinforce the war effort. On February 28, Gen. Wheeler 
had met with the President and had informed him that "the outcome 
[in Vietnam] is not at all clear." February 29 was also Mr. Robert 
McNamara's last day—after more than seven years—as Secretary of 
Defense (http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968 pages 12-13). He would 
be replaced by Mr. Clark Clifford on March 1. 
 
3. The New Hampshire Democratic primary was to be held in less 
than two weeks, on Tuesday, March 12. The President's own 
February polls had indicated that his sole challenger, Senator 
Eugene McCarthy, would receive 18 percent of the vote 
(https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968 page 11). When the March 12 
Democratic tally was completed, however, the Senator would 
receive 42 percent of the vote.  
 
4. As stated by historian George Herring (in America's Longest War: 
The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975, 5th ed., New York: 
McGraw-Hill Education, 2014): 
 
 An economic crisis in mid-March [1968], itself in part provoked by the war, also significantly 
 affected post-Tet policy deliberations. . . . 
  Thus, by March 1968, the United States faced an economic crisis some harried officials 
 compared to the Great Crash of 1929.   
 
During the first week of that March, the decision had been made to draft a speech that President Johnson 
would give (ultimately, on Sunday night, March 31). One of three main themes focused on the pressure 
from the Treasury for an immediate 10 percent surtax raise in the income tax. 
 
5. Finally, in the President's defense, he had declared an "unconditional war" on poverty in his first State 
of the Union address—January 8, 1964 (see photo, page 3). As author Robert Caro describes, in The 
Passage of Power (First Vintage Books Edition, New York: Vintage Books, 2013): 
 
 The program [the "War on Poverty"] he [President Johnson] had announced in the State of the 
 Union was of dimensions so sweeping that with it he was trying to write his name across the 
 whole long slate of American history. 
 
Four pieces of legislation, central to the War on Poverty, had become law over 1964 and 1965 (see Dylan 
Matthews, "Everything you need to know about the war on poverty," The Washington Post, January 8, 
2014: https://tinyurl.com/War-on-Poverty accessed June 6, 2020): the Social Security Amendments of 
1965, which created Medicare and Medicaid and expanded benefits for retirees and some others, the 

http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968
https://tinyurl.com/War-on-Poverty
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Food Stamp Act of 1964, which made the program 
permanent, the Economic Opportunity Act of 
1964, which established the Job Corps, VISTA 
(Volunteers in Service to America), the Head Start 
program, and others, as well as the Office of 
Economic Opportunity, and the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965, which 
established the Title I program subsidizing those 
school districts with a large share of impoverished 
students. 
 
To these, among others, are added the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
But beginning with his April 4, 1967, "Beyond 
Vietnam" speech (see Part Two, page 3), an 
increasingly bitter rift had developed between Dr. 
Martin Luther King and President Johnson 
(https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968 page 13). In a 
March 31, 1968, press conference, Dr. King was 

quoted as having "said outright that he could not support President Johnson for reelection." Following 
President Johnson's nationally televised speech later that night, Dr. King's statement would become moot. 
Four days later, on the evening of April 4, Dr. King would be killed by an assassin's bullet. 
 
Five weeks had passed since the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders had released its 
report. 
 

* * * 
 

Martin Luther King and Memphis: February 1-March 29, 1968 
 
But, in fact, events in the city of Memphis—sixty 
miles southwest of my hometown of Brownsville, 
Tennessee—over the months of February-April, 
1968, were likely as harmful to the implementation 
of the Kerner Commission's recommendations as 
was President Johnson's lack of action 
(https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968). The front-page 
story in the Memphis Commercial Appeal on 
Friday, February 2, opened with this line: 
 
 Two city sanitation employees were crushed 
 to death yesterday [Thursday, February 1] 
 afternoon by a mechanical packing unit on 
 their garbage truck. 
 

The strike by Memphis sanitation workers began—triggered by the deaths of the two workers and fueled 
by long-held dissatisfaction with existing working conditions—on Monday, February 12. As the strike 
entered its second month in mid-March, 1968, a Memphis minister, Reverend James Lawson, had asked 
his longtime friend, Dr. Martin Luther King, to come to Memphis in support of the striking sanitation 
workers (https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968 pages 13-14). Having first spoken in Memphis on Monday,  

https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Feb-2-1968
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March 18, to a crowd of 15,000, Dr. King would return to Memphis on Thursday, March 28, to lead a 
peaceful demonstration and march in support of the strike.  
 

* * * 
 

Thursday, March 28, 1968 
 

On Thursday afternoons after school, and during the summer, I had sold newspapers for the Brownsville 
States-Graphic; this may have started when I was in the seventh grade, but the few exact memories I have 
are from the 1965-1966 school year, when Richard Carlton and I were eighth-grade students at Anderson 
Grammar School. Directly across West Main 
Street from the school lived one of our great 
friends, John Burgess (died in 2005 at age 53), 
who was the son of Doris and Owen Burgess. Mr. 
Owen was the editor of the States-Graphic, and 
Miss Doris worked full-time as head proofreader 
and society editor for the newspaper. William 
Rankin and Doyle Burroughs were the two other 
full-time employees I remember, setting the type, 
running the press, etc. My recollection is that the 
weekly paper went to press after noon on 
Thursdays. By the time the paperboys like myself 
arrived after school, the fresh copies would be 
ready for us to take on our "routes." Home 
delivery via the US mail was virtually guaranteed 
for Fridays in Brownsville, and Friday was given 
as the official publication date. So the issue for Friday, March 29, 1968, had actually gone to press 
sometime after noon on Thursday, the 28th.  
 
Generally speaking, events in Brownsville, Stanton, and Haywood County followed a relatively slow pace 
as would be expected for a small, rural Southern community. But at the bottom of page 1 for the March 
29, 1968, States-Graphic, there was this "News Flash!" (https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968, page 3): 
 
 At the request of Memphis Mayor Henry Loeb, 250 riot trained Tennessee Highway Patrol 
 officers were rushed to Memphis to combat rioters on Main Street, Memphis. 
  In addition Governor Ellington called out the state national guard with members of 
 Company "B" composed of men of Brownsville and Alamo units called at noon Thursday [March 

 28].  
  The Rev. Martin Luther King, one 
 time Nobel Peace Prize winner was leading 
 the demonstrators, who were in sympathy 
 with Memphis garbage workers, now on 
 strike. 
  It is reported King fled back to a 
 headquarters temple when the rioting began. 
  
   * * * 
 
The following time line for the events in Memphis 
on that Thursday, March 28, 1968, is taken from 

https://tinyurl.com/Mar-29-1968
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Hellhound on His Trail, by Hampton Sides (First Anchor Books Edition, New York: Anchor Books, 
2011): 
 
 ON THE MORNING of Thursday, March 28, King boarded a flight at Newark, bound for Memphis. 
 He'd spent several exhausting days in the New York area, drumming up support for his Poor 
 People's Campaign, still determined to wage his "War on Sleep." He tried to catnap on the plane, 
 but he couldn't. 
  Perhaps he was worried about the Beale Street march, set to begin as soon as he touched 
 down in Memphis. . . . 
  Abernathy [Mr. Ralph David Abernathy, Dr. King's "closest friend and right-hand man"] 

 was already in Memphis and would meet 
 King and Lee [Mr. Bernard Lee, a devoted 
 Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
 (SCLC) staffer and aide to Dr. King,  traveling 
 with him from Newark] at the airport. The 
 plan was for King to stay no more than a few 
 hours in Memphis. . . .  
  He worried about Memphis, but he 
 knew that his old friend James Lawson 
 [see page 3] was an ace at organizing 
 these sorts of events, adept at training 
 marshals and disciplining the marchers. . . . 
  The plane touched down at around 
 10:30. . . . The flight was nearly an hour 
 late, . . . It was a humid spring day, and the 

 sun was just beginning to burn through the morning  haze. More than ten thousand people  had been 
 gathering in the hot side streets, waiting for King to  arrive. . . . 
  King looked around and immediately sensed that something was "off" about the crowd. . . . 
 The garbage workers were dutifully lined up, carrying their I AM A MAN posters, but King could 
 sense that this was no  longer the garbage workers' show. The event was all but hijacked by young 
 rowdies who sang and shouted expletives and seemed generally to have come to raise hell. Many 
 thousands were teenagers playing hooky. Cries of "Black power" filled the air. Though it was still 
 morning, people were drinking. A number of kids wore shirts that said "Invaders," a local 
 organization of militants. Some had scrawled their own signs—LOEB EAT SHIT, one of them read 
 [the Mayor of Memphis was Henry Loeb]. 
 One firebrand carried a noose in his  
 hand. . . . 
  King and Abernathy found Lawson 
 and pointedly asked him what was going 
 on. Where were the marshals? Why were 
 all these young folks so riled up? Lawson 
 didn't know, exactly, . . . 
  King and Abernathy briefly 
 considered canceling the march, but they 
 worried this might precipitate the very 
 thing they most feared—a riot. . . . 
 

■ 
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 THE MARCH BEGAN. King, Abernathy, Lee and Lawson 
 locked arms in front, and began walking, as police 
 helicopters whirred overhead. They left Clayborn Temple 
 and slogged along Hernando Street . . . Then they turned left 
 onto Beale, the avenue of the blues, and marched west, in 
 the direction of the Mississippi River. 
  Soon they passed W.C. Handy Park, . . . 
  Though there were still reputable businesses closer 
 to Main, much of Beale had become a drab drag of busted 
 concrete and liquor stores and pawnshops, populated by 
 winos and petty thieves. As King tramped west on Beale, 
 past Handy's statue, separate was most assuredly not  
 equal. . . . 
 

■ 
 
 THE TROUBLE STARTED when King, Lawson, and the others 
 in the vanguard approached the intersection of Beale Street 
 and Main. . . . They turned right onto Main Street and King 
 heard it again. It sounded to him like shattering plate glass—and it was. 
  Some of the younger marchers had taken their placards, ripped off the wooden pickets, and 
 started smashing store windows along Beale. This ignited a chain reaction. Now people hurled 
 bottles, bricks, stones, any projectile at hand. Someone yelled, "Burn it down, baby!" Screaming 
 bystanders bolted in all directions. . . . 
  Then came the looters, dashing into stores, grabbing whatever they could on the run, and 
 dashing back into the chaos. . . . Soon incongruous objects from the storefront windows lay about 
 the sidewalks—a broken violin, a washboard, a naked mannequin. . . . 
  Lawson looked worried. Up ahead, a line of policemen in riot gear blocked Main Street. 
 By their implacable stance, they indicated that the march would go no farther. Some of them 
 fastened on gas masks. . . . 
  Then Lawson said to Lee and Abernathy, "Take Dr. King out of the way." . . . Abernathy 
 and Lee linked arms with King and pushed through the crowds to McCall, a side street. . . . A 
 police lieutenant on a motorcycle rolled up and offered to escort them from the chaos. . . . 
  "Follow me," barked the policeman, and he led them to the Holiday Inn Rivermont, a new 
 high-rise luxury hotel on the city's south bluff overlooking the Mississippi. . . . 
  The rioting on Beale soon spread to other precincts. It took police another hour to gain 

 control of the city. When the mayhem finally 
 smoldered out, scores had sought treatment at 
 local hospitals, and hundreds had been 
 arrested. Two hundred buildings were 
 vandalized, with total property damages that 
 would later be estimated at $400,000. A 
 policeman killed . . . a suspected looter named 
 Larry Payne, shooting the teenager at point-
 blank range with a shotgun. . . . 
  Mayor Henry Loeb, arguing that "the 
 march was abandoned by its leaders," 
 announced on television that three thousand 
 soldiers of the National Guard would soon 
 take control of downtown Memphis to restore 
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 order and enforce a seven o'clock curfew. "We have a war in the city of Memphis," added the fire 
 and police director, Frank Holloman, in a fit of hyperbole. "This is a civil war." . . . 
  King spent the afternoon watching his nightmare unfold on the screen. . . . He'd never been 
 so depressed, never so unable to move or speak or react in any way. For hours, he lay in an almost 
 catatonic daze. . . . 

 
■ 

 
 LATE THAT AFTERNOON, King came out of his shell long enough to do a postmortem on the  
 march. . . . 
  King was sunk in profound doubt 
 about his role and his identity. On the 
 phone, he told one adviser that people 
 would now declare that " 'Martin Luther 
 King is dead. He's finished. His 
 nonviolence is nothing, no one is listening 
 to it.' Let's face it, we do have a great 
 public relations setback where my image 
 and my leadership are concerned." 
  Ralph Abernathy tried to lift King's 
 spirits but failed. . . . "I couldn't get him to 
 sleep that night," Abernathy recalled. "He 
 was worried, worried. Deeply disturbed. 
 He didn't know what to do, and he didn't know what the press was going to say." 
 

* * * 
 

Operation—Memphis: 28 March-3 April, 1968 
 

On May 9, 1968, the Office of the Adjutant General, Military 
Department of Tennessee, submitted an official After Action 
Report summarizing the period of State Active Duty that 
existed for the Army National Guard over March 28-April 
14, 1968. Phase I of this Active Duty covered the first 
National Guard deployment in Memphis, over Thursday, 
March 28-Wednesday, April 3. According to the official 
report: 
 
 Dr. King arrived in Memphis on 28 March and at 1000 
 hours started a march through the city streets to enlist 
 aid and sympathy for the strikers. Shortly after starting 
 the march which had been publicized as non-violent, 
 violence erupted. The march was halted at this spot 
 with most of the marchers dispersing. Dr. King and 
 other leaders, apparently surprised at the developments, 
 returned to the headquarters from which the march had 
 started. Violence continued to spread and was soon 
 beyond the capabilities of local police to contain. 
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 3. ORDER TO STATE ACTIVE DUTY, Phase I - 
 
  a. On or about 281130 March [11:30 a.m. CST, March 28], the Mayor of Memphis, 
 Henry Loeb, called for assistance from Governor Ellington who immediately dispatched a member 
 of his cabinet, representatives of the Department of Safety and the National Guard to the scene. 
 
  b. 281200 units of TASK FORCE ALFA (West Tennessee) alerted. 
 
  c. 281355 TASK FORCE ALFA ordered to proceed to assigned assembly areas in 
 Memphis and report upon arrival to task force CP at the Memphis Armory. 
 
 4. OPERATIONS, Phase I - 
 A plan for civil disturbance operations in Memphis, OPLAN RAMROD, detailed certain missions 
 for the Brigade headquarters and six battalions making up the task force. (lnclosure 1) Operations 
 were generally conducted in accordance with this plan with minor modifications as dictated by the 
 situation. In addition to the task force a trained and equipped anti-sniper platoon and chemical 
 platoon were dispatched from Nashville and  assigned to the task force Commander. Eight 
 Armored Personnel Carriers were also dispatched to the scene. The major functions conducted by 
 the task force consisted of: 
 
  a. Providing security for vital installations. 
 
  b.  Establishing road blocks as required. 
 
  c. Providing protection for fire stations and firemen when engaged in fire fighting. 
 
  d. Providing personnel for Rover Patrols. 
 
 5. SUMMARY OF OPERATIONS, Phase I - 
 Guardsmen committed in this operation were armed with Ml Rifles, 2 clips of .30 Cal ball 
 ammunition and bayonets. Additional .30 Cal ammunition and chemical agents were issued to the 
 patrol leader. They were instructed to leave assembly areas 
 with bayonets on belt and ammunition in pouches, but to fix 
 bayonets and load rifles on order of the leader, dependent 
 upon the situation. . . . 
 
 6. CONCLUSION, Phase I - 
 On 31 March four battalions were released from duty; the 
 Brigade Headquarters and one other battalion on 2 April; 
 and the final (local) battalion on 3 April. Major incidents 
 recorded during this period include: 
 
    001 - Killed 
    037 - Injured (requiring   
     hospitalization)  
    329 - Arrests 
    490 - Fire calls (including 49 false  
     alarms) 
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 7. EVENTS LEADING TO Phase II - 
 Dr. King departed Memphis at 291530 March after promising to return early in April to organize 
 and lead a massive non-violent march to offset the failure of the 28 March incident. . . . 
 

* * * 
 

Operation—Memphis and the Brownsville Connection: 28-31 March, 1968 
 
The 230th Signal Battalion was one of six Tennessee National Guard battalions called to active duty in 
Memphis on Thursday, March 28, 1968. Company B of the 230th was headquartered at the Brownsville 
National Guard Armory. That early spring of 1968, then-Captain Stewart Hall of Brownsville, a thirteen-
year veteran, was Company B commander. Then-PFC Mike English of Brownsville, a student at 
Mississippi State University, had joined the Guard in April, 1967. On July 14, 2014, I interviewed Stewart 
and Mike (died in December, 2014, at age 68) about their experiences and recollections from late March 
and early April, 1968, in Memphis. The following comes primarily from that interview and has been 
reviewed recently by Mr. Hall. 
 
Stewart Hall had entered the Guard after graduating from Haywood High School in Brownsville in 1955. 
Later, then-Specialist 2nd Class Hall received his commission as a 2ndLt. from Tennessee Military 
Institute. Still later, as a 1stLt. in 1967, Hall became commander for Company B of the 230th; he had 
been promoted to Captain, prior to the Memphis active duty. The company was split, with headquarters 
and one section in Brownsville ["B (-)"] and two sections in nearby Alamo ["(+) B"]. SFC James Duke 
was Capt. Hall's full-time technician at the Brownsville Armory. Companies A and C, and Headquarters 
and Headquarters Company (HHC), were based in nearby Humboldt and Jackson. The battalion 
commander for the 230th, based with HHC Co. in Jackson, was George Cathey. 
 
The Tennessee National Guard consisted of three brigades of which 3rd Brigade, based in McKenzie, 
included the west Tennessee units; the 230th and five other battalions made up 3rd Brigade, which had its 
own HHC Co. The brigade, during the Memphis active duty, operated as Task Force Alfa and was 
supplemented with the Nashville anti-sniper and chemical platoons and the armored personnel carriers 
(see page 8). All units of the task force had been alerted by 12:00 noon CST on March 28, two hours after 
Dr. King had joined the march at Clayborn Temple. At 1:55 p.m. these units were ordered to proceed to 
Memphis, to their assigned assembly areas. As it happened, the more than 11,000 soldiers of the 
Tennessee National Guard had carried out a well-planned and coordinated one-day, statewide exercise on 
Saturday, March 9—less than three weeks before the Memphis orders—"to test movement capabilities in 
case of civil disorder." In Memphis alone, approximately 3,600 Guardsmen had gathered in three 
designated assembly areas: the Fairgrounds, the airport, and the Armour Training Center. An earlier After 
Action Report submitted by the Office of the Adjutant General on April 3 summarized the activities of 
this "Civil Disturbance Training Exercise."  
 
Once the noon, March 28 alert went out to the units of Task Force Alfa, all 230th Guardsmen were 
contacted and told to report to their respective armories—in Brownsville and Alamo, Humboldt and 
Jackson. Once at least 75% of the 230th (+) B group had reported in Alamo, that group formed a convoy  
and moved the seventeen miles to Brownsville. A 230th rendezvous point had been arranged at the 
intersection of state Highway 76 and Interstate 40, about four-and-a-half miles south of Brownsville and 
fifty-three miles from the Memphis Fairgrounds. There, all four companies of the 230th—A, B, C, and  
HHC—would arrive in their own convoys and would form one large 230th convoy for travel to Memphis. 
Collectively, Mr. Hall estimated that there were some 750-800 men in the assembly, loaded onto an 
estimated 100 vehicles—e.g., two-and-a-half ton trucks, three-quarter ton trucks, radio vans, and jeeps. 



10 
 

Company B also had the responsibility of going ahead of the main convoy and posting guards on all of the 
interstate overpasses. As Stewart Hall said in 2014:   
 
 It would be so easy for anybody that wanted to disrupt the convoy to walk out on the overpass and 
 drop whatever might be onto the convoy as it passed under. 
 
So two men, one to guard each end, were dropped off at every Interstate 40 overpass, in advance of the 
convoy. As Stewart continued: 
 
 Even [before] the first riot started in Memphis, or the trouble started in Memphis . . . We had made 
 two or three trips to Memphis and practiced. . . . It was strictly procedure. We knew exactly. . . . 
 
Stewart added, that in addition to their recent March 9 exercise in Memphis, there had also been an 
exercise with the 230th in Memphis the previous fall (1967). During the summer of 1967, Guardsmen at 
their two-week summer camp location at Camp Shelby, Mississippi, had been moved to Memphis on a 
standby basis, to prevent a disturbance "threatened by . . . militants." Altogether, Guardsmen in Tennessee 
had received thirty-two hours (four full-day equivalents) of specific riot training in 1967. 
 
And at 1:55 that March afternoon, the 230th Signal Battalion and the rest of Task Force Alfa received 
their orders to proceed to Memphis. For this "Phase I" deployment in Memphis, the 230th went to the 
Fairgrounds. As Stewart Hall remembered in 2014: 
 
 The first time when we went to Memphis . . . We went to the Fairgrounds. We were housed at the 
 Fairgrounds. . . . We went to the cow barn, they called it. It was thirty-four degrees in there that 
 night. I remember I laid down there on my cot and had a little thin Army sleeping bag, and I 
 almost froze. I finally got up. 
 
Both Stewart Hall and Mike English agreed that the 230th had not left their Fairgrounds assembly area 
during the March 28 riot. As Stewart said, the first trip to Memphis was primarily for show, as a deterrent. 
According to the May 9 After Action Report, the National Guard deployment in Memphis reached its 
peak strength of 3,433 men on Saturday, March 30. The 230th was released from active duty on Sunday, 
March 31, 1968; as of Monday, April 1, 1,379 Guardsmen remained in Memphis.  
 
The banner headline for the Thursday afternoon (March 28, 1968; see page 6) Memphis Press-Scimitar 
read: 
 
 Police Break Up King's March After Violence Erupts Downtown 
 
"Portions of Beale, Main In Shambles," read a second two-column headline.  
 

* * * 
 

 
 
 
 
  


