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December 15, 2020 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
As midnight approached on Friday night, December 22, 1967, 19-year-old Navy Corpsman Ron "Doc" 
Smith of Odessa, Texas, sat atop the Battalion Aid Station bunker at C-2, a Marine firebase south of the 
Demilitarized Zone separating the two Vietnams. With a borrowed reel-to-reel tape recorder, Doc Smith 
taped a 33-minute Christmas message to send to his mother. He spoke of the six months he had been in 
Vietnam, primarily in the field with Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines--at places like Con Thien 
and the Washout. As outgoing artillery and mortar rounds roared in the background, he talked with his 
mother about the beauty of the starlit sky and of peace on earth. 
 
With Ron's cooperation, you can listen to the full-length, high-quality recording, made 53 years ago, at 
this site: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwZPuVKQ7Ms&t=1419s A complete transcript can be 
viewed here: https://tinyurl.com/Christmas-1967-C-2 
 

* * * 
 
Ron Smith was five years old when he and his family moved from their native Canada to West Texas. 
There the Smiths lived in Odessa, located in the oil-rich Permian Basin, and in 1966, Ron graduated from 
Odessa Permian High School. Almost immediately, he enlisted in the Navy. Interviewed in 1988 for a 
story in the Abilene (TX) Reporter-News, Ron acknowledged, "he really didn't know what he was getting  
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Corpsmen of 1st Platoon, Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines. Left, Tony Milazzo and Ron Smith 
(standing); Bob Wilson and John Graff (kneeling). Circa November, 1967, Vietnam. Right, Ron Smith and Bob 
Wilson (standing, with Al Claiborne in the middle); Tony Milazzo and John Nunn (seated). April 17, 2016, at VMI.
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into when he signed up for medical training." But he volunteered to go to Vietnam, where he would be 
attached to a Marine infantry unit. Thinking back on that decision, in 1988, Ron said: 
 
 I had a very strong affection for this country. It really is the land of opportunity. My family came 
 down here with virtually nothing and it was good to us. I just wanted to serve. 
 
During his pre-Vietnam deployment leave in 1967, Ron prepared himself through a short internship in an 
Odessa funeral home. 
 
In early July, 1967, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines (3/4) was based at Camp Carroll, located about 10 
kilometers southwest of Leatherneck Square. Navy Corpsman Ron Smith joined the battalion there. Ron 
was assigned to 1st Platoon, Kilo Company, 3/4, and a second replacement Corpsman, Bob Wilson, was 
assigned to the Weapons Platoon. On July 13, the battalion would move to Con Thien, the beleaguered 
Marine firebase just south of the Demilitarized Zone.  

     

Leatherneck Square is the rough square 
formed by the Marine positions at Dong Ha, 
Gio Linh, Con Thien (A-4), and Cam Lo (C-
3). Camp Carroll is about 10 km southwest 
of Leatherneck Square. Navy Corpsman Ron 
Smith's story begins at Camp Carroll and 
includes Con Thien, C-3, the Washout, C-2, 
and A-3. 
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In Con Thien: The Hill of Angels, author-veteran 
James Coan describes the scene at Con Thien on 
Tuesday, August 15, 1967:  
 
 Ron "Doc" Smith, a Navy corpsman assigned 
 to 1st Platoon, Kilo Company, 3d Battalion, 
 4th Marines, had just removed his boots to 
 wash out his dirty socks in his helmet when 
 he heard a loud explosion. That dreaded cry 
 went up: "Corpsman, get a corpsman over 
 here!" HM3 [Hospital Corpsman Third Class] 
 Smith, accompanied by another corpsman, 
 Bob Wilson, ran barefooted over to the scene 
 of the explosion. Both corpsmen had been 
 through a lot that summer, but nothing could 
 have prepared them for what they saw lying 

 on the ground beneath a pall of smoke and dust. Two blood-covered Marines lay writhing in pain 
 out in an old minefield. They were combat engineers clearing mines out of an area of Con Thien 
 called "Death Valley" where some Dyemarker bunkers would be constructed.  
      The two Navy corpsmen never hesitated. They made two perilous trips through the deadly 
 minefield to the side of the mortally wounded engineers and carried them to safety. One of the 
 Marines, Cpl. Jerald B. Weaver, died in the arms of corpsman Bob Wilson while expressing 
 concern for his family, asking over and over, "How can my mother make it without me?" The 
 second Marine, PFC Andre R. Latessa, held Navy chaplain Leo "Chappie" Stanis's hand tightly, 
 reciting the Lord's Prayer over and over, while the two corpsmen worked rapidly to save his life. 
 He would later succumb to his grievous wounds.      
 
It would be November 10, 1993, before that episode in the lives of Corpsmen Smith and Wilson would 
reach closure (see the 31-minute video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HgEA8mgaWI0&t=1386s). 
But this was the summer of 1967, and Man, the Killer Angel, was having a very good year. James Coan 
describes the scene on Thursday afternoon, September 7, as Mike and Kilo companies patrolled in the 
vicinity of Con Thien:  
 
 Kilo was within two hundred meters of Mike Company when they started taking incoming as well. 
 Navy Corpsman HM3 Ron "Doc" Smith remembered that terrible day in a letter to his former 
 platoon commander, Peter Wymes: 
 
  We were just "shootin' the shit" when we heard the first gun fire across the DMZ   
  [Demilitarized Zone]. . . . It seems like the screaming started after that first round hit. I got 
  up and grabbed my unit one and Jeffries reached up and grabbed me by the nap of my flak 
  jacket and pulled me down. He said, "Wait, Doc, you're no good to us dead." . . . Every  
  time a round came in there was more screaming for corpsmen. Shrapnel was tearing the  
  limbs off the tree over us. Some of the rounds were so close the impact bounced us a few  
  inches off the ground. After the chopper came in, we were throwing the wounded in like  
  crazy. I went over to where you were and gave you the names and types of wounds for the 
  casualty report. I went to light a cigarette. My hands were shaking so bad I couldn't light it. 
  I was hoping you didn't notice. My fingers were so bloody they were sticking together, and 
  by then, I didn't even care. 
 

HM3 Ron "Doc" Smith, Jeffries, "Mojo" Morales, and 
Rick Satterlee. Late August, 1967, near Con Thien. 
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The 3/4 Command Chronology for that 
September reports a total of 12 friendly 
KIAs and 35 friendly WIAs for that 
Thursday afternoon. One week later, 3/4 
completed its move to the Cam Lo 
complex, which included the C-2 and Cam 
Lo Hill (C-3) firebases and the Cam Lo 
River Bridge. In correspondence from 
December, 2017, Ron added: 
 
 I do remember getting back from 
 R&R in Malaysia in late October. 
 We were at Cam Lo Hill. Shortly 
 after I got back, we moved to the 
 "Washout" [C-2 Bridge]. That was 
 depressing. 
 
Thanksgiving, 1967, came on Thursday, November 23. Ron recalled, in December, 2017: 
 
 I was thinking we had a soggy Thanksgiving dinner at Cam Lo Hill in November of 67 just prior 
 to going to the Washout. Bob Wilson thinks it was C-2 but I am 99.9% sure it was Cam Lo Hill. I 
 remember coming in from a patrol and it was raining like hell. I remember the turkey, etc. floating 
 in my mess kit. Still better than C-rats. 
 
 I have one photo taken at the Washout (see photo, below). I'm actually standing on a covered 
 bunker. Can barely see the tank in the background. 
 
 From C-2, we could see the Washout just down the road from our position. It was a real "s---hole." 

 
Ron had been at the Washout with 1st Platoon, Kilo 
Company, after leaving Cam Lo Hill. At some point, 
apparently in December, he was transferred from Kilo 
Company at the Washout to H&S [Headquarters & 
Service] Company at the C-2 BAS [Battalion Aid 
Station]. Bob Wilson had also completed his field 
rotation. 
 
In January, 2018, Ron described some of the advantages 
of being a BAS Corpsman, as contrasted with life (and 
survival) in the field: 
 

 The BAS at C-2 was manned by H&S Corpsmen who had done their time attached to companies 
 of 3/4: Mike, Kilo, Lima, etc. There was also an HM1 [Hospital Corpsman First Class] by the 
 name of Sandage and also a CPO, Chief Petty Officer, whose name I don't recall. Bob Wilson, 
 Claire, Richardson, Walden, Sears, Rose, Rosa, Gartlin, Graff, were the Corpsmen at the C-2 
 BAS. John Rose was the Corpsman attached to 81s [81mm Mortar Platoon] for a short time at 
 Cam Lo . . . BAS Corpsmen were sent out to provide medical assistance where needed while 
 attached to H&S 3/4. Chris Rosa was on the convoy when they got hit at Mike's Hill so it was 
 always a roll of the dice as to where you might be next. 

Lowe, HM3 Smith, Halliburton, Morales, and Jeffries. 
November, 1967, before going on patrol near Cam Lo vill.  



5 
 

  The best part was we were no longer going on sweeps, ambushes, living in the bush, etc. 
 and at least had a real hooch or bunker with a rubber lady, mattress, and blanket. These were 
 temporary duties depending on the situation; i.e., some of us going to A-3 [another Marine 
 firebase, east of Con Thien], mortars, etc.  
  Each battalion has only one Battalion Surgeon or Doctor. 
 
 In the tape I made for my Mom December 22nd, I mention Dr. Wilson. Bridgeford did join us 
 later. . . . We really liked Dr. Wilson. Not so for Dr. Bridgeford.  
 

* * * 
 
Second Lieutenant Norman Lane had arrived in Vietnam on November 14, 1967, and his promotion to 
1stLt. became effective on December 1. On December 9, he was appointed Assistant Commander of the 
81mm Mortar Platoon, H&S Company, 3/4, and moved to the C-2 firebase, where he shared a bunker 
with several officers and enlisted men, including Navy Lieutenant Craig "Doc" Wilson, the Battalion 
Surgeon. In a letter written the next day, Lt. Lane described C-2 as "a big base (600 men) on top of a big 
old hill. . . . I live in a large underground bunker with big wooden beams. My bed is a shelf with an air 
mattress on it. Under me is the battalion doctor . . ." His comment on the weather was, "It rains a lot." 
 
But on Thursday, December 21, the skies were clear at C-2 (https://tinyurl.com/Dec-21-1967). Someone 
took a photograph of Lt. Lane with Doc Wilson and Lt. Bill Willett, the Commanding Officer (CO) of 
H&S Company. Lt. Willett annotated the photo: 
 
 This is Doc Wilson (middle), Lt. Lane (the 81mm mortar Plt. commander) and me. Notice the 
 weather and clear sky—a very nice day. Taken at C-2. 
 
Sometime that same day, perhaps in his bunker that evening, Lt. Lane wrote a Christmas card for his 
contemporary and cousin, Nicholas Thornton and his wife, Jerilyn: "I'll be in Brownsville next Christmas 
('68). Love to all." 

 
In March, 2016, Ron Smith wrote to me about the Christmas, 
1967, tape recording described on page 1: 
 
 The 81's are mentioned numerous times and I am sure Lt. 
 Lane was directing the fire mission.  

 
   * * * 
 
The next day was Friday, December 22 . . . three days before 
Christmas. The monthly newsletter produced by 3rd Battalion, 
4th Marines, for December, 1967, featured a full-page, 
illustrated transcript of the New Testament Christmas story 
(Luke 2: 8-20) on its first page (see image, left). In his monthly 
column, the Battalion CO, LtCol. Lee R. Bendell, wrote:  
 
 I find . . . assurance and commend to you the familiar words 
 of Psalm 23, "The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…." 
 and Psalm 27:1, "The Lord is my light and my salvation, 
 whom shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life, of 
 whom shall I be afraid?" Perhaps less familiar but pertinent 
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 is Psalm 144, "Blessed be the Lord my strength, which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers 
 to fight. My goodness and my fortress; my high tower and my deliverer; my shield and he in 
 whom I trust…." 
   
 On the occasion of the Birthday of Christ, it is appropriate that we reaffirm our faith and trust in 
 the Lord, thus conquering our fears and anxieties and, hopefully, enabling us to be more effective 
 Marines. … 
 
In his own Christmas story, "At war during Christmas," published in the Abilene Reporter-News for its 
Christmas Eve, 1988, issue, Ron Smith wrote: 

 
 It's been more than 20 years since the 
 Chrstmas of 1967, yet I remember it 
 as though it were yesterday. For that 
 Christmas in Vietnam changed my life 
 forever. 
 
 In December, the Marine infantry unit 
 [Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 4th 
 Marines] to which I was attached as a 
 hospital corpsman pulled into outpost 
 Charlie 2 [C-2]. It was just another hill 
 — a hop, a skip and a boom from the 
 DMZ (demilitarized zone). 
 
 Once again we took up positions along 
 the perimeter to protect the artillery 
 batteries making up this firebase. 
 
 We were all looking forward to a 
 respite, not only from the mud, rain 

 and nasty little critters that bite in the night, but especially from the long hours of patrols, 
 ambushes and sweeps. 
 
 For four months we had endured numerous contacts with large North Vietnamese ground forces 
 and had many losses. The "Siege of Con Thien" was all too fresh on our minds. 
 
 We tried to soothe our nerves and bury our thoughts with conversations of home. The Tet 
 Offensive of '68 was just around the corner. 
 
 While still in the field prior to moving into Charlie 2, I had received a fairly large, somewhat 
 ragged box which contained a three-foot, disassembled Christmas tree. We were on a full scale 
 battalion-sized operation at the time, but I managed to carry the tree strapped to the back of my 
 flak jacket. 
 
 I took a lot of ribbing. The green branches were like porcupine quills, protruding in all directions. 
 It made for great camouflage . . . but for one thing — pine trees were definitely lacking along the 
 DMZ. 
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 Along with the tree came a small, very fragile ornament. It was a figure skater made of glass that 
 had hung on our trees for many holidays past. 
 
 Such a delicate and beautiful thing to be in such a hostile environment. I went to great lengths to 
 protect her. 
 
 Just before Christmas Eve, we began receiving stacks of mail, not only from family, but from 
 children in schools across the U.S. I have always wanted to tell each of those children, as well as 
 their teachers, how much those letters meant to us. They were very comforting and made us feel 
 proud that someone cared. 
 
 We were all suffering from a severe case of homesickness which ran especially deep during this 
 time of year. . . . 
 
 The tree was in the center and was the envy of the platoon. The little figure skater hung close to 
 the top for all to admire.  
 
 The tree represented all that was dear to us — love, home and family. . . . 

 
"And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the 

things that they had heard and seen, as it was told unto them." 
 

* * * 
 

On the day after Christmas—Tuesday, December 26, 1967—3rd 
Battalion, 4th Marines, would move to its new position at a Marine 
outpost called A-3. As Ron described in the Christmas tape he had 
recorded for his mother, only a few days before: 
 
 It's right along the DMZ there. It will be kind of spooky. From what 
 I hear, it's worse than 
 the Washout.  
 
HM3 Ron Smith and four 
other H&S Corpsmen would 
man the forward Battalion 
Aid Station at A-3. And 
while at A-3, Corpsman 
Smith would meet 1stLt. 
Norman Lane, Assistant 
Commander for the 81mm 
Mortar Platoon.  
 
Both men would be based at 
Cam Lo Hill on Friday, 
March 29, 1968. . . . 

BAS Corpsmen at A-3. Burk 
("Spider"), John Graff ("The 
Kid"), Ron Smith ("Just 
Smith"), standing. Davis 
("Ricky Recon"), Williams 
("Neanderthal Man"), kneeling. 
January 4, 1968, at A-3.   

HM3 Ron Smith at Cam Lo Hill, outside the Corpsmen's bunker 
there. Circa late March, 1968. Lt. Lane's 81mm mortar pits were 
located at the base of the hill in the background. 


