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INTRODUCTION

When you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains,. however improbable, must be the truth.

—SHERLOCK HOLMES

(A. C. DOYLE’S THE ADVENTURE OF THE BERYL CORONET)

In 1963, I was a recent high school graduate who had begun working at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport to save money for college; like everyone else alive at that time, I was stunned at the assassination of JFK and confused about the character of the new president, Lyndon Johnson. The only thing widely known about him were stories that magazines such as Look, Collier’s, Life, and Time had recently printed; the stories were generally discomforting because they seemed to produce more questions than answers about the new president.

While working in the main terminal one day in the summer of 1964, Henry Wade, the Dallas district attorney, and his wife approached the counter to check in for a flight to Traverse City, Michigan; Wade’s name had often appeared in news accounts coming from Dallas. They both looked bored and tired after their flight from Dallas but immediately responded when I asked, “Are you the Henry Wade of Dallas?” Mrs. Wade was the first to respond with a smile and an excited “Yes!” Henry also managed a little smile, and nodded; there was at least a streak of shyness about him, which came as a surprise for some reason. Apparently, no one else had recognized them, and neither would I have if I hadn’t seen their tickets. This was before the Warren Report was published, and I resisted the urge to ask Mr. Wade any questions regarding his most important, if fleeting, case; I merely stated my hope that their work (by their, meaning everyone involved in the investigation and adjudication) would soon resolve the confusion and distress that continued to afflict the country. He said thanks, and left with Mrs. Wade to board the airplane.

What I know now, but didn’t then, is that Henry Wade was merely one man of many who were being managed by that same new president to go along with a number of odd requests from Washington, all of which were shrouded in a mysterious blanket of national security concerns related to Kennedy’s assassination. The cold war was reaching the boiling point; in fact, it had remained on high heat since the Cuban Missile Crisis, and people argued over whether Kennedy had handled it well or not. Those who felt he had not thought he had missed an opportunity to invade Cuba and send Castro packing and rid the Western Hemisphere of the Soviet Union and the menace of Communism. When the verdict of the Warren Commission was announced—that the assassination was the work of a single “lone nut”—the continued declaration of the “national security” canard, especially with respect to locking away all the remaining evidence (that which wasn’t already destroyed) for seventy-five years, began to ring hollow: If the crime was such a simple case of a lone nut, a misguided Communist, why exactly was so much of the case being treated so secretly?

What were once considered “facts”—photographs and films, autopsy records, FBI reports, eyewitness testimony—have since been proven to have been fabricated, lost, or distorted. The enormity of the cover-up, beginning with the Warren Commission, reveals the breadth and depth of the pre- and postassassination conspiracies that are emerging now only because of the work done by previous researchers and authors. A number of meticulously documented books have proven that the analysis presented by the President’s Commission on the Assassination of John F. Kennedy—the Warren Commission—was a lie. Some will have difficulty in accepting this premise because there is a natural tendency to want to believe the government, especially a commission of supposedly learned and august men who have served it throughout their lives. For people still experiencing doubt, a careful reading of Gerald McKnight’s Breach of Trust: How the Warren Commission Failed the Nation and Why will disabuse them of any remaining questions about the validity of this point. The majority of Americans (and people around the world) already generally believe that much of the so-called investigation of events conducted by the FBI and the Warren Commission’s imprimatur was flawed; the consensus on this point has only grown since 1964. They were, and are, absolutely correct, despite the decades of deception foisted upon them by apologists for the completely discredited “official” version of events.

For over forty years it has become more and more apparent that much of the evidence originally put forward by the FBI and Warren Commission was invented or modified to fit the assertion that Lee Harvey Oswald was the lone gunman, just as other original evidence has disappeared (including JFK’s brain). Furthermore, the false evidence was developed quickly, in some cases overnight, to prove that Oswald, a man his fellow marines would say “lacked coordination” and call “a very poor rifle marksman,”1 shot three bullets, two of which very precisely hit their moving target, in the space of a little over six seconds—a shooting feat, incidentally, that has never been replicated, even by expert sharpshooters. The proofs of these claims have appeared in numerous books, newspapers, and websites; they contain the kernels of truth that can be harvested and swept into the narrative as conclusive evidence. Each item we cite along the way can be represented as a “dot” on a very large historical matrix; the narrative will connect those dots and lead us to conclusions in a process guided by the Sherlock Holmes epigraph referenced above. Every investigation that preceded mine into the most famous cold case ever, the unsolved murder of the thirty-fifth president of the United States, contributed in some way to the distillation of information and interpretation of facts that are now being presented; I am indebted to all authors of such work, regardless of whether they have been cited here.

It is not the intent of this book to provide a complete list of all the errors, anomalies, inconsistencies, and impossibilities of the Warren Report since that has already been done by other cited authors, but to build upon preexisting research and provide a succinct but comprehensive overview of the entire plot and its cover-up. A cohesive and compelling account that combines the respective findings of earlier works—in a way that includes the best evidence from each of them while replacing the incongruities of discarded accounts—into a “most plausible” single story has not previously been written. Moreover, other books on the subject become so absorbed in the minutia of the crime that they fail to examine the resulting vacuum of “who was the mastermind.” That most of the people who were involved, directly or indirectly, in the events in Dallas are now deceased means it is highly unlikely that the whole truth behind the crime of the century will ever be known; the possibility of such knowledge has been eroded by almost five decades of deceit. Nevertheless, enough circumstantial evidence has surfaced to make a persuasive case. A figurative whole cloth can be woven from these threads of evidence, both empirical and anecdotal; documented facts and reasonable hearsay will be considered. Pending a complete and unredacted release of 100 percent of all secret government files, this is as close to the complete picture as it is now possible to achieve.

John F. Kennedy’s assassination changed the culture and historical direction of the United States. The event plunged Americans into collective shock, leaving all grasping for answers about who would commit such an audacious and unspeakable crime; at this juncture, how citizens viewed the motives and actions of their government took a decidedly more jaded and cynical turn. Suspicions remained of a larger unknown force behind the accused suspect, accompanied by an enormous, albeit suppressed, anxiety, as fear and group paranoia descended upon the American people. An ephemeral void, as though left by the departed spirit of John F. Kennedy, lurked throughout the nation in the days and weeks following his death, the result of lingering questions about an unthinkable possibility. The void eventually morphed into a ghostly, shadowy presence that grew larger and larger as more details of the assassination emerged. The shadows withdrew as the days became weeks and then months while the enigmatic persona of Lyndon B. Johnson became more familiar. LBJ, with his colloquial Texan toughness and coarseness—together with his insecurities and oversized ego, his contradictions—became one of the most distrusted presidents ever known in America.

JFK’s murder has never been solved because the public gave LBJ the benefit of the doubt, while he was alive and for four decades beyond, effectively removing him from scrutiny. That the official government’s accusatory finger pointed in other directions, and that LBJ was the primary pointer, precluded an examination of the most likely candidate, the one true suspect with an actual motive (unlike the hapless Mr. Oswald). Most people realized that the new president had infinitely more motive to kill Kennedy than did Oswald, a man who had said he actually liked JFK.2 But they suppressed this conclusion, because it was dangerous, the implications unfathomable. Johnson got his pass because the alternative was simply an unspeakable thought: The notion that a president could be killed in a conspiracy by others in his administration, especially his own vice president, was impossible for people to confront. That someone so highly placed could possibly be so evil was simply an outrageous idea. Such thinking was so awful, it induced a corollary paranoia. While this mood prevailed throughout the country, Lyndon Johnson presented himself on higher and higher levels as a creditable and earnest politician and was given the deference accorded to senior officials in those days. Reporters were hesitant to write negative personal stories about presidents then (imagine that!) or to critically examine presidential decisions and policies, much less stand up to the president, with a few specific exceptions like Clark Mollenhoff of the Des Moines Register. Most were swayed by the temptation of gaining favorable access to the president and keeping it through self-censorship.

Because most people consider the well-marketed, good side of LBJ (that of a magnanimous, consensus-seeking, backslapping, generous liberal politician) a mitigating factor to his bad side, the natural inclination, aided by a dearth of information about his negatives until now, is to give him the benefit of the doubt. To do so, however, means the malevolent characteristics that shaped his rise in politics, that catapulted him into the Oval Office, and with which he governed as president, are put aside and ignored, much as they have been for almost fifty years. The lies that have already replaced the truth about Johnson will never be cleansed from the American consciousness if they are allowed to continue to usurp the real story about John F. Kennedy’s demise.

The first three books of an eventual four-part series of biographies (the last volume is still being written) by Robert Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson, examine Johnson’s life from boyhood through high school and college; his short stint as a teacher; his time as congressional assistant and head of the National Youth Administration; his election to Congress in 1937; his failed attempt to run for the Senate in 1941; his tainted election to the Senate in 1948; and his years in the Senate thereafter, leading to his election as vice president in 1960. The unparalleled detail with which Caro has documented Johnson’s experiences and the picture it reveals of Lyndon B. Johnson make this series the essential resource for understanding the motives, the morality (or amorality), the obsessive ambition, drive, and narcissistic personality of the thirty-sixth president. Instead of the popular, even charismatic campus figure described in other biographies—written by authors who never interviewed the people who knew him best, who accepted without question the stories of his youth that LBJ manufactured—his true persona becomes clear: He was a crude, condescending, duplicitous, ruthless, and deceitful man not above the use of criminal means to attain his objective. Caro, arguably a man who has studied Lyndon Johnson more than any other person, concluded, among other things, that Johnson could be trusted only to do what would benefit himself; his singular lifetime goal was to be the president of the United States and one who would be considered for all time among the greatest.3 It could even be argued, using conclusions from Caro’s books, that becoming president was much more than a goal—it was a compulsion he didn’t try to control: It was his obsession.

The best possible theory of a “lone nut” scenario was represented by the Warren Report; a comparable, comprehensive scenario for a consensus theory of conspiracy has never previously been written. There are aspects of the story you are about to read that nearly defy belief. But as the story proceeds page by page and chapter by chapter, a common thread will emerge that seamlessly connects one to the other. That thread weaves together people, events, and defining points in Lyndon Johnson’s sixty-four-year lifeline; it follows his continual move up the political ladder that started when, as a young boy following his sometime-delegate father around the Austin Capitol Building, he first tasted the perquisites of political influence and power over others–a taste he became addicted to and relished for as long as he lived. The threads Lyndon Johnson wove as he put his plan together, starting three years before the assassination, are now faded and frayed, but many still remain as evidence of his omnipresence. Many more of them are visible from the day of the assassination through the critical period to the end of the following year, the publication of the Warren Report, and the 1964 election. In fact, when he left the White House, his ultimate base of power, he quickly languished into a pitiful shadow of his former self, dying almost exactly four years later—what would have been the end of his second term, if he hadn’t created the disaster of Vietnam during his first.

As the new president Lyndon B. Johnson became more familiar to the American people, they also found out more and more about his background. Earlier stories about the TFX scandal had circulated for a couple of years and had not yet gone away. The Billie Sol Estes and Bobby Baker scandals had similarly surfaced later, only after Johnson was the vice president and able to insulate himself from his long-term involvement with his former friends-in-fraud. LBJ told his Senate friends that one should not be judged by the actions of others; he maintained that he “hardly knew” these men, Billie Sol and Bobby, even though they were both close friends and longtime associates, and with each of whom he had been criminally engaged, as will be examined in chapter 4. Before the scandals broke, however, Johnson had proudly announced to the whole world that if he had had a son, Bobby Baker would have been him and that “Bobby is my strong right arm. He is the last person I see at night and the first person I see in the morning.” Upon becoming president, the investigations into LBJ’s criminal past were immediately curtailed, and then quietly closed.

The events and actions attributed to Lyndon Johnson were well hidden by him all along his lifetime journey. Through his many enablers—his attorneys, Ed Clark, Don Thomas, John Cofer, and even the famed but flawed Abe Fortas and his extensive staff of aides willing to do anything he asked—Johnson was able to keep himself distanced from the worst of the crimes. But the tendons that connected him to those crimes, from the financial frauds and stolen elections to the murders of anyone who stood in his way, lay just beneath the surface, such that they were even exposed on a number of occasions but caught in time and safely covered back up. In those instances, criminal activities originating in the 1950s, during which he was majority leader of the U.S. Senate before continuing into his term as vice president, started unraveling on the front pages of major newspapers: the TFX scandal, the Billie Sol Estes scandal, the Bobby Baker scandals. All of these played out in the national media of the day, sometimes even making the cover of Life and Time and the other news magazines. The aggregation of these lesser crimes gave Johnson the confidence and resolve that inexorably led to the plot to assassinate John F. Kennedy and put himself into the office of the president of the United States.

Lyndon B. Johnson was given the benefit of the doubt hundreds of times—by his mother first, then his peers in college, his constituents, his wealthy benefactors, his wife, his colleagues in the House and the Senate, and finally by his political appointees* and the judicial system itself, which he found was malleable enough in certain key areas to be controlled through bribery and extortion. His most effective tool was his unique, well-practiced talent for ingratiating himself with others; this as well as the rest of his methods will be closely examined throughout the book. Johnson’s criminal activities, including his brazenly illegal fund-raising controversies and the fraud connected to his elections, culminating in the famous “Box 13” bogus ballots that at the last minute materialized to give him his Senate seat in 1948, will be reviewed. His political future came close to crashing a number of times; one of the closest, which involved the stunningly high-risk legal gambit created by Abe Fortas to get Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black to fix the legal impasse of the 1948 election by awarding it to Johnson on a jurisdictional technicality, will also be examined in detail. Finally, his astonishing accumulation of wealth during the period of his congressional service will be explored, all in the context of how he was able to get people to look the other way as they repeatedly gave him the benefit of the doubt.

Then there were the several early murders to which LBJ has been linked by his former partners in crime and his longtime mistress, with whom he fathered a child. He did not need a pass or forgiveness for these sins because they were swept under the rug; the people who were involved had to wait until Johnson died to step forward, after having kept quiet for years as a result of his intimidation. Even after his death, the silence of news media afraid to expose such dark secrets about someone they had protected for so long kept the secrets locked away. All of his many successes in his criminal conduct led Johnson to believe he was beyond the reach of the law, because he knew he could pull enough strings to avoid getting caught, as he always had. When he became president, he knew he would be in a position to fully control the investigation that would inevitably follow the assassination of his predecessor.

In 1960, Johnson realized that his lifelong dream of becoming president of the United States was finally within his grasp if he planned it well. But he also realized that it would be impossible to achieve through the conventional process according to which he would stand for election to the office. He knew that it would require a few more years of intense planning and the help of some key individuals acting outside their official roles. He also knew that the biggest benefit of the doubt he would ever need had to come from the American people, who were still respectful of their leaders and willing to suspend any natural suspicions they may have had, to give the new president ample opportunity to continue the government as seamlessly as possible. By exploiting their fears, he would gain their confidence in due course, allowing him to be elected in his own right after “proving himself” through the passage of important legislation that he himself had impeded throughout Kennedy’s term; such a triumph would allow him to be portrayed in the months before his own election as a great leader, having just arrived in town on his white horse, ready to fix all the world’s problems.

It is not difficult to understand how Johnson became deluded enough to have vigorously pursued his dream at the expense of the country generally and John F. Kennedy in particular. Time and time again, he cheated at the election box, collected hundreds of thousands (millions in the aggregate) of dollars under the table through kickbacks and bribery, and eventually, according to certain of his associates, ordered the murder of a number of people who got in his way—all to advance his career. The evolution of the LBJ character was a long, slow process entailing the maturation of distinctive personality traits into a singularly unique individual: Lyndon B. Johnson was a nominally educated cowboy gifted with the genius required to formulate complex schemes involving multiple participants; a master psychologist’s skill at seeing inside the soul of others to determine their every weakness; and finally, a charisma that could attract and hold vulnerable men and women, that could impel them to do his bidding almost without regard to the moral implications of their actions—notwithstanding the fact that many of these men and women were seemingly well-grounded people of high moral character; others were not. Johnson’s unique talent, practiced since his youth and perfected by the time he was in Congress, was his ability to take all of his associates as close to the edge of their own ethical margins where each could venture before falling into their own abyss.

Of all the possible candidates mentioned variously in hundreds of books and in all the unpublished theories, the logical starting point might be this: Who was the single likeliest person who made the final decision to take “executive action” and brazenly assassinate the thirty-fifth president of the United States? Specifically, who, among the many enemies of JFK, met all of the following criteria:

a.   Who had the most to gain?

b.   Who had the least to lose?

c.   Who had the means to do it?

d.   Who had the apparatus in place to subsequently cover it up?

e.   Who had the kind of narcissistic/sociopathic personality capable of rationalizing the action as acceptable and necessary, together with the resolve and determination to see it through?

Only one person matches the above criteria completely: Lyndon Baines Johnson, the thirty-sixth president of the United States, who succeeded his predecessor by the most unique method possible. The office of the vice president has never been one to which an otherwise successful politician has aspired; it had always been there only as second place for an also-ran candidate, who might aspire to the presidency in a future term. But Johnson knew that at his age, he didn’t have any future terms to wait out, and when he realized he could not win the presidential nomination in 1960, he aggressively campaigned for the vice presidency, even though JFK had already picked Senator Stuart Symington for the position. Indeed, it can now be posited that John F. Kennedy’s fatal mistake occurred over three years before he died: his agonizing and reluctant decision to accede to the threat of blackmail by Lyndon Johnson and J. Edgar Hoover on July 14, 1960, at the Democratic convention, allowed Johnson to be named as the vice presidential nominee. This action put Johnson next in line to succeed JFK, an essential step in his plot to become president of the United States.

Johnson was uniquely matched to all the criteria noted above, as the most likely person behind JFK’s assassination. In the chapters ahead, it will become clear that he met each criterion set forth in subparts a, b, c, and d below. By the last section of this book, it will be clear that subpart “e” also applies, just as certainly as do the first four:

a. The most to gain.

LBJ’s lifelong dream—obsession, actually—was to become president of the United States. Each time he voiced this dream, his resolve to achieve it increased, and he mentioned it often to others; one can only speculate how many more times he repeated it to himself, but it probably became a daily mantra.

b. The least to lose.

Consider the alternative to LBJ’s not taking action: impending indictments, possible prison time, and the permanent loss of his presidential aspirations, which he viewed as his divine and inevitable destiny. He faced a choice with enormous consequences: either proceed with the plan and go to the White House or drop the plan and go to prison, running the risk of still more of his previous crimes coming to the public’s attention.

c. The means to do it.

There was no shortage of enemies of JFK who would eagerly participate in the objective in their own limited way. Johnson had been a friend to many of them, and their common wish was bound to surface during their social affairs. The conversations he had with his good friend and neighbor of nearly twenty years, J. Edgar Hoover, might have centered on this plan since the point at which he enlisted Hoover to help force Kennedy to accept him as the vice presidential nominee. His many back channels to the highest officials of the Pentagon and CIA, many of whom were increasingly desirous of replacing JFK as quickly as possible, would provide him with the devices he would need to execute the plan and its immediate cover-up.

d. The apparatus in place to cover it up.

Once he was sworn in as president, the entire federal government was his to run. All other governmental entities, including individual local officeholders such as Dallas Police Captain Will Fritz and the district attorney, Henry Wade, were under his control through the basic and natural deference with which people treated the president of the United States.

e. The kind of narcissistic/psychotic/sociopathic/mendacious personality capable of rationalizing the action as acceptable and necessary, as the means to an ultimate end, as well as the resolve and determination to see it through.

Only someone whose conduct was unconstrained by his conscience could generate an act as heinous as the murder of the president. Lyndon B. Johnson was such a person. He had engaged in numerous crimes during his political career, including stealing elections during his college days and even in the inconsequential “Little Congress” through his initial elevation to the Senate in 1948. Subsequently, he became involved with mobsters and was paid off by them for protecting their illegal activities; furthermore, his involvement with convicted con man Billie Sol Estes, who implicated Johnson in several murders, will be shown, in addition to him having had his own hit man, Malcolm “Mac” Wallace. Johnson managed to corrupt the Texas judicial system such that Wallace was given, incredibly, a five-year suspended sentence after being found guilty of first-degree murder. Additionally, two of LBJ’s aides in the White House, Bill Moyers and Richard Goodwin, became so concerned about his behavior that they independently consulted psychiatrists to discuss those concerns; both of them would resign in due course. Barr McClellan, who knew LBJ and worked for him as an attorney, called him “psychopathic” and said, “He was willing to kill. And he did.” Moreover, McClellan also stated that “his criminal career was capped with the assassination of President Kennedy.”4

By lowering the threshold for giving LBJ the benefit of the doubt to an extremely circumspect level, it follows that all of those who have testified against him—or who have been thwarted in their efforts to do so, and the scores of assassination witnesses who were ignored (and/or threatened, injured, or killed) because their testimony was not congruent with the “official” version—should be simultaneously and retroactively validated in recognition of their courage and to compensate for almost five decades of abuse and ridicule. The testimony of otherwise ignored witnesses, like Jean Hill, will finally be given appropriate consideration. The solid evidence that has disappeared—the missing photographs of Oswald in Mexico City, the real autopsy photos of JFK that doctors and photographers have stated no longer exist, everything else that was systematically withheld from the Warren Commission—will be introduced as though it still exists and portrays what credible witnesses have stated it portrays. Evidence that has been fabricated will be scrutinized and examined in a way opposite to what was intended by the perpetrators. It also means that other witnesses, despite their own shadowy backgrounds or the fact that they have criminal convictions (like Billie Sol Estes), will be given the courtesy of at least as much credibility as has been extended to Lyndon Johnson all these years. It is only fair that these men and women, who were caught up in the crimes that he orchestrated over a period of many years, be given the same benefit of the doubt that he was granted over his entire lifetime and for four decades beyond. This kind of focused and critical reexamination of the facts is the only conceivable way to get to the truth of the JFK assassination. Much of the case against Johnson relies upon statements and assertions of specific individuals, including one of his mistresses, a lawyer employed by the Austin law firm that handled his political business, and his partners in crime or the cover-up, some of whom have not previously been given sufficient attention by other authors. The descriptions of Johnson’s behavior contained within are based upon numerous examples cited by historians and others—his peers, friends, neighbors, attorneys, aides, associates, lovers, and a few enemies—together with logical extrapolations reflecting the patterns he established over many years. The stories told by one of the lawyers who worked for him, Barr McClellan, also support this approach because of the compelling case he made regarding the extent of Johnson’s criminal history. While Johnson was never convicted for any of his criminal activities, in 1984 a Texas grand jury concluded that he, his aide Cliff Carter, and hit man Mac Wallace were coconspirators to the murder of Henry Marshall.

But for the obvious impossibility of a posthumous indictment, the historical record of Johnson’s career has never been put into the correct perspective. Instead of being remembered for the evil, conniving man he was, he is still revered by many of the most learned but ignorant educators, the most influential but predisposed news media, the political world’s leaders who refuse to face the enormity of his crimes—in short, in the highest social circles and within government institutions that run the United States of America. His name is on buildings and national parks, the space center near Houston, a big lake in Texas, and a Dallas expressway—all the markings of the beatification of a person being considered for sainthood.

JFK, according to Arthur Schlesinger Jr., once described Johnson’s personality as that of a “riverboat gambler.”5 As chronicled in several biographies, his classmates had long ago called him Bull (for bullshit) Johnson.6 Another of his Texas nicknames was Lyin’ Lyndon.7 JFK once said “that Lyndon was a chronic liar; that he had been making all sorts of assurances to me for years and has lived up to none of them.”8 Robert Kennedy’s description of Johnson, which can be heard on the referenced website, was that he was “mean, bitter, vicious, an animal, in many ways; I think he’s got this other side to him that makes his relationships with other human beings very difficult, unless you want to kiss his be-hind all the time.”9 The fact is, Johnson had many followers willing to do just that and put up with his boorish and obnoxious behavior for many years, and afterwards, they still didn’t regret it. If the reader should become overtaken by a sense of disbelief, that the author has gone off the deep end and no one could have been this bad, it may be helpful to remember, even memorize, the above description of Robert Kennedy’s view of Lyndon Johnson.

In the fullness of time, in this case nearly half a century, many irrefutable truths have emerged; it is essential now, for the good of the nation and the world, to look back at the people and events that led to the assassination from a new perspective. Understanding the political and economic contexts, as influenced by the military-intelligence-congressional complex, and the cold war, anti-Communist attitudes then prevalent, mixed with the fervent hatred in some quarters for John F. Kennedy personally, provides the necessary insight into the dynamics that manifested in Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963, and the many years of cover-up, which still continue. Originally meant to be kept secret for seventy-five years, the slowly unfolding forensic evidence (the ballistic, medical, audio, film, photographic, and other physical materials, and especially the eyewitness testimony from people who would not bow to the pressures exerted by the conspirators) that had been hidden for so many years has slowly leaked out, revealing the unmistakable truth of what happened to John F. Kennedy. Anyone who thoroughly examines these facts and analyzes them objectively, with an open mind, will inevitably conclude at least that a conspiracy existed and a cover-up occurred. Given that premise, a very limited number of men had the power to have possibly carried out these actions. This book shows that only one man had the motive, means, and opportunity to successfully organize the crime of the century, and the corresponding ability to subsequently cover it up. We are only now able to look back at those events from a distance and better understand what happened to us as a country. The horror that was unthinkable then can finally be reconciled with the historical record and an honest but brutal look at the event that shook the world.
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*According to Evelyn Lincoln (Kennedy and Johnson, p. 140), these measured into the hundreds, just on the senatorial staff when he was majority leader; he had placed many others in high positions throughout the federal government’s departments and agencies, including his favorites, the Federal Communications Commission and the Department of Agriculture. Even as vice president, he had coerced Kennedy into giving him unprecedented additional power over patronage appointments throughout the federal government, including all appointments for Texas, a particularly sore point (one of many) which Senator Ralph Yarborough was continually upset about, since that was normally a plum which he would have enjoyed.


PART I

Background


Chapter 1

THE MANIACAL OBSESSION OF LYNDON B. JOHNSON

I’m just like a fox. I can see the jugular in any man and go for it, but I always keep myself in rein. I keep myself on a leash, just like you would an animal.

—LYNDON JOHNSON, DESCRIBING HIMSELF TO A FRIEND.

When he was twelve years old, Lyndon Johnson proclaimed to some friends, “Someday, I’m going to be president of the United States.”1 The other children said they wouldn’t vote for him, to which he replied, “I won’t need your votes,” as if he already knew how to steal elections. As a young man in his early twenties during his college years, he would go to Saturday-night dances dressed in a bright shirt, his hair combed into an elaborate pompadour, where he would strut around and tell anyone who would listen that he was going to be the president of the United States one day—an ambition repeated numerous times to others and no doubt thousands more to himself, as he grew older. In college, he told a fellow student, “Politics is a science, and if you work hard enough at it, you can be president. I’m going to be president.”2 Another time, Lyndon broke up with his girlfriend, Carol Davis, because her father detested the entire Johnson family. Her father forbade her to marry into “that no-account Johnson family,” saying, “Everyone in Blanco County knew that Lyndon’s grandfather Sam had been ‘nothing but an old cattle rustler—one generation after another of shiftless dirt farmers and grubby politicians.’” Johnson retorted, “To hell with your daddy. I wouldn’t marry you or anyone in your whole damned family … And you can tell your daddy that someday I’ll be president of this country.”3

Eventually, securing the presidency became a deeply ingrained obsession. Given the poverty of his family and his nominal education, he would have to explore every possible way to achieve his goal; he would not need the conventional path as long as he could use other, quasi-constitutional, means. Even when he was a child, qualified observers saw troubling character traits within him that portended the kind of extralegal methods that would characterize his political life. His grandmother on his mother’s side, Ruth Baines, regarded him as a disobedient delinquent and had considerable skepticism about Lyndon’s future. “More than once,” Lyndon’s brother, Sam Houston Johnson, recalled, “she told my folks and anyone else who would listen, ‘That boy is going to wind up in the penitentiary—just mark my words.’”4 Lyndon apparently did not disagree with her, saying as he recalled his youth, “I was only a hairsbreadth away from going to jail.”5 This nascent criminality grew stronger until it was LBJ’s central attribute.

Despite the realities of his impoverished family, Lyndon always liked to portray them as pillars of their community. J. Evetts Haley, a contemporary Texas historian, in 1964 noted Johnson’s “genius of warping time and coincidence to his political purpose,” citing as one example his frequent exploitation of the community, Johnson City; Johnson claimed it was named after his family, though it was not.6 He would often introduce himself as “Lyndon Johnson from Johnson City,” his way of implicitly communicating the status accorded to his family for being founders of the town; after he left Texas for Washington, he would use the same technique, yet stretch the lie even further to leave the impression not only that his family founded the town but that they were of some special aristocratic lineage. As Johnson’s most prolific biographer Robert Caro confirmed, if anyone asked Johnson directly whether there was a connection, “he would confirm that impression, saying that Johnson City had been founded by his grandfather, a statement that was, of course, not true.”7

Lyndon had learned this bit of skullduggery from his father, Sam, who had moved his family to Johnson City so he could claim the same thing. He was actually the town drunk; he owed everyone there and was in debt until the day he died.8 After using up all the credit he could muster in Johnson City, he ventured to other towns in which to charge his purchases; he would open up new accounts and rack up more debt in various stores, until they cut him off. Truman Fawcett, the son of a drugstore owner in Johnson City, said that “he’d save a little cash money and put down some money on his bills here. But he couldn’t ever catch up … He was a man who didn’t pay his bills.”9

Even many years after Johnson’s death, some of his congressional aides during the 1930–1950s still believed the Johnson hyperbole about how his forebears were the town’s founders was true: In his oral history recording at the Johnson Library, Horace Busby stated, “Johnson had awfully strong class feelings. They were not of someone from the under class feeling strongly against the upper class; it was the fact that Johnson [felt]—this is my interpretation of it, and this applied when he was president—that there were an awful lot of people from the upper classes elsewhere who did not understand he was from the upper class in Johnson City. I mean, it was aristocrat against aristocrat”10 (emphasis added). This stunning comment, from someone who worked with Johnson so closely for so many years, clearly shows that Johnson’s delusions had spread to certain of his credulous subordinates. After all that time with Johnson, Busby was not aware of the poverty, the near starvation of the family, or the filthy house in which LBJ grew up. (A childhood friend of Johnson’s told Robert Caro of how he ate dinner once at the Johnson house and was served a few scraps of bread with a little bit of bacon, which was “rancid.”)11 It is instructive as to how so many of Johnson’s closest associates during his presidency—men like Marvin Watson and Jack Valenti—had still not fully understood their mentor many years after his death; the reason, of course, was their own credulity in believing anything Johnson said, despite the fact that his compulsive lying about everything, even when he didn’t have to lie, was well-known by them and everyone else who knew Johnson.

As for his mother, Rebekah, the regular folks in Johnson City had always felt she was pretentious—uppity, perhaps—and not quite as sophisticated as she liked to portray herself. She felt that her education put her above the menial housework required of a country lady. The inevitable result, of course, was manifested in the description of the Johnson home repeatedly heard by Robert Caro in his interviews with people who knew the family: “Filthy, dirty. It was a dirty house!”12 Lyndon was a precocious tyrant who gave his mother ceaseless demands, turning his mother into his personal servant. He would demand, “Where’s my shirt? Where’s my britches?”13 The reason for Rebekah’s challenges in keeping a clean and orderly house and her capitulation to Lyndon’s demands was that she had inherited genes that had been shaped by two generations before her; she was the third generation of a family that had suffered severe, incapacitating depression. Her son Lyndon B. Johnson would be the fourth.14

The Onset of Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Depression”

Lyndon Johnson was usually brash and aggressive with others, but he began to experience moods, sometimes lasting for several days before he rebounded to his normal self, during which he would become very quiet and hardly say anything to anyone.15 These episodes of loneliness would plague him for the rest of his life, leading him to rely on others to accompany him during their onset, in some cases having them promise they would stay near him while he slept. Johnson’s slips into and out of the depressive phase of his condition were classic examples of manic-depressive cycles.16 His basic character traits emerged as a child and stayed with him thereafter; another of these was his narcissistic, abnormally self-centered nature. He exacted attention from everyone around him, one way or the other, and according to his classmates, he wanted them to acknowledge his superiority. His tremendous ego had started annoying people by the time he was eleven. The above traits were the initial signs of a person afflicted with what is now referred to as bipolar disorder.17

His relationship with and treatment of his staff, now acknowledged in the more honest biographies of him, was often characterized by arrogance, derision, and condescension. For reasons that could only be understood by a person holding a doctoral degree in psychology, they allowed themselves to be manipulated by Johnson in a way that is contrary to the training most self-respecting people get from childhood. The character deficiencies apparently held by all of his subordinates—traits which were obviously instantly detectable by Lyndon Johnson from the first interviews he had with them—allowed them to willingly participate in wholesale unethical, immoral, illegal, or unconstitutional actions, all for the pleasure of their paranoid and delusional boss.

In most cases, Johnson had to work up a violent outburst before he began berating his staff, either to them directly or when he attacked their competence to someone else. In at least one instance—the conversation he had with Bobby in the Oval Office as he quietly told Kennedy that he would not be selected as the vice presidential nominee—Johnson “urged him to stay at Justice, with its ‘outstanding staff.’ His own staff, Johnson said, wasn’t much. He couldn’t really count on Valenti, Jenkins, or Reedy. Moyers was good, but ‘his most useful function was rewriting what other people did’ … Kennedy was appalled. Johnson was bad-mouthing people who were devoting their lives to him.”18

Dr. Bertram S. Brown, the psychiatrist who had seen a number of presidents and presidential aides, said, “Johnson’s humiliation of his employees was a way of exercising his power … Johnson was a megalomaniac … He was a man of such narcissism that he thought he could do anything.”19 Eventually, Johnson’s behavior apparently disintegrated so far that even his top advisers noticed it. According to Anthony Summers, “Two senior aides, Richard Goodwin and Bill Moyers, became so alarmed by the president’s state of mind that, secretly and unbeknownst to each other, they turned to psychiatrists for advice.”20 In a letter to The New York Times, Richard Goodwin revealed years later, “We were describing a textbook case of paranoid disintegration, the eruption of long-suppressed irrationalities … The disintegration could continue, remain constant, or recede depending on the strength of Johnson’s resistance.”21 Other Johnson assistants, like former press secretary George Reedy, observing his behavior on a daily basis for an extended period, believed the president was a “manic depressive.”22

Left unattended and unchecked by the people around him due to the fear of unleashing one of his uncontrollable and violent rages, his condition would culminate in his becoming psychotic in 1966.

Lyndon Learns the Art of Manipulation

In 1923, at age fifteen, before his father fell ill, lost his seat in the legislature, and began a slide into indebtedness, unemployment, and drunkenness that had already cost them their farm, he called Lyndon and asked him to come to Austin so he could buy him a suit. Lyndon saw an opportunity to lay an intricate plan to manipulate his father into buying not just some cheap seersucker suit, but the finest suit in the store. Knowing how his father was highly concerned with appearances, never wanting to look poor, he asked his friend Milton Barnwell to drive him to Austin, not just once, but twice: The first trip was to find the suit he wanted, a cream-colored twenty-five-dollar Palm Beach suit that he tried on to ensure it looked good on him. He then told the salesman that when he returned the next day with his father, the salesman must pretend Lyndon hadn’t been there and then told him how he must showcase this particular suit and what he should say. The next day, Barnwell drove Lyndon back to Austin, where they met his father at the store; Lyndon’s plan worked perfectly since Sam wouldn’t dare ask to see a less expensive suit. He didn’t appreciate the situation he had been put into, but he couldn’t ask the clerk to see cheaper suits, and so he agreed to buy Lyndon the one he wanted.23 Lyndon’s preference for conspicuous clothes was consistent with his lifelong struggle as a manic-depressive. In a school where everyone else wore blue jeans or overalls, he was the only one who showed up daily in slacks, a white shirt, and tie, dress he occasionally augmented with a yellow silk shirt and ascot, or “the only Palm Beach suit and straw boater in town.”24 Lyndon’s ability to lay intricate plans to accomplish his long-range objectives had only begun. It would be honed and perfected throughout the next fifty years of his life, even reappearing on the date he selected to be the last day of his life.

Johnson also began learning his skills of persuasion as a boy, following his father around the capitol and mimicking his style of “physical conversation,” according to which Sam would rest his hand on the other man’s lapel or around his shoulder and put their faces nearly nose to nose as they talked. He copied the way his daddy strutted and schmoozed and blustered with the other politicians in Austin as he began tasting the power of elective office. Men who knew him then recognized his early training, and they commented about it: “He was so much like his father that it was humorous to watch.”25

But while Lyndon was copying his father’s political style, the deepening economic recession would open a chasm between them that would never be healed. As late as 1920, the price of cotton had dropped from forty to eight cents per pound, and the crop itself was decimated by hot weather, yet Sam Johnson tried to keep up appearances; the local paper reported that “Hon. S. E. Johnson and his little son Lyndon, of Stonewall, were among the prominent visitors in Johnson City on Wednesday of this week. Mr. Johnson has one of the largest and best farms in this section of Texas, and has been kept quite busy of late supervising its cultivation.”26 In truth, by Lyndon’s twelfth birthday that year, Sam Johnson’s farm was on the threshold of being foreclosed upon; the “big land deals” and his cars “were nothing but a front.”27

The disintegration of Sam’s career affected Lyndon psychologically; the reports of Lyndon’s rejection of his father after Sam had become caught up in the collapse of the agricultural markets in 1920, forcing the sale of the farm in 1922, suggest that he was suddenly now very embarrassed by what followed: the complete collapse of his father’s political career in 1923. Sam had turned down big money bribes that year to throw support behind legislation he had proudly sponsored called the “blue-sky bill”; it was intended to protect farmers from being swindled by “high-pressure salesmen” peddling phony oil stocks and was popular among his constituents. Lyndon’s sister Josefa used to say to her friends whenever they wanted Sam’s permission for something, “Let’s get him talking about the Blue Sky Law. Then he’ll be in a good mood and he’ll say ‘all right.’”28 The virtual collapse of Sam’s health followed the loss of the farm and his solvency, leading to bleak years of indebtedness, drunkenness, and the near starvation of his family; all this was seven years before the start of the Great Depression.

Lyndon’s rejection of Sam at this point suggests that he saw his father’s noble actions regarding the blue-sky law as being the cause of all the family’s financial problems and the collapse of his political career. It was a lesson which he clearly never forgot: When the choice involved questions of morality, Lyndon Johnson consistently chose the more pragmatic and profitable, less noble avenue throughout his lifetime.

Lyndon Johnson Goes to College

After his father’s political, financial, and physical collapse, Lyndon took off with a couple of other Johnson City boys to make a new life in California; after a few fruitless years there, Johnson decided in 1927 to return home and enroll in college at the Southwest Texas State Teachers College in San Marcos. That was the first year the college would graduate its first fully accredited class. The state considered it a third-class college, and professors were therefore paid less than the scale for high school teachers; it was hard for the school to attract good faculty because of the low pay, and most who taught at San Marcos were there because they couldn’t find a job anywhere else, just as the students were there because they couldn’t afford to attend anywhere else.29

How intensely Lyndon Johnson’s former classmates at San Marcos hated him was stunning; Robert Caro spent several years interviewing people who knew him during those years and concluded: “By the time the researcher completes his work on Lyndon Johnson’s college years, he knows that one alumnus had not been exaggerating when he said, ‘A lot of people at San Marcos didn’t just dislike Lyndon Johnson; they despised Lyndon Johnson’”30 (emphasis added).

When he arrived at San Marcos, he begged his cousin, the captain of the football team, to allow him to stay in a rent-free apartment above the college president’s garage, from which he got to know the president.31 Clearly, the single most important thing Lyndon learned in college was how to control powerful men who were flattered by his exceedingly deferential, sycophantic treatment of them. During his years there, he became more and more skillful at manipulating people, both those in superior positions as well as those below him, through bestowing favors in some cases and trickery, bribery, or outright deceit in others.

In his later years he used the same techniques on other powerful men, politicians who had themselves bullied and blustered their way to the top of their respective careers in the Congress and Senate of the United States. As he learned how and when and to whom to apply this natural and inherited talent, he began to manipulate the faculty and administrative staff of his college, whose president, Cecil Eugene Evans, he found to be particularly vulnerable. Chapter 8 of Caro’s first book, titled Bull Johnson, vividly describes this talent. Prexy Evans was an aloof man who generally avoided talking to students, except for Lyndon Johnson. He responded strongly to Johnson’s sycophancy and gave him a series of jobs, starting with gardening and groundskeeping that culminated in working as his personal assistant.32 Prexy Evans was the man upon whom Johnson practiced what would become his patented “Johnson treatment.” He was excessively deferential to Evans and would run errands for him or his wife without their even asking him to do so. By learning their likes and dislikes, their mannerisms and habits, he was able to become practically a personal servant to them while remaining on the college’s payroll. He would go into town early in the morning to retrieve a newspaper so that Evans could read it with his breakfast and accompany Mrs. Evans on shopping trips to carry her packages or groceries. Doing these favors led to quick promotions, including “inside jobs” such as janitorial work, ordinarily given only to athletes. Within five weeks of his arrival at the college, he was working inside the president’s office in a newly created position that had never existed before.33

Author Caro quoted a Johnson college classmate, Mylton Kennedy, describing Lyndon Johnson’s unctuousness: “‘Words won’t come to describe how Lyndon acted toward the faculty—how kowtowing he was, how suck-assing he was, how brownnosing he was.’”34 Caro found that many of the people who knew Lyndon Johnson from the San Marcos period intensely disliked him for the same reasons, a feeling as much to do with how he was such a brazen sycophant to those above him as it was about how condescending he was towards his fellow students. Johnson’s cringing obsequiousness toward Evans became one of his hallmark character traits that especially manifested around powerful men in superior positions. He knew instinctively that in the San Marcos arena of 1927, the most powerful man in town or on campus was President Evans, and he had to get as close to him as possible in order to target his next quarry. Johnson volunteered to do anything and everything Prexy Evans required, including running errands for him and his wife, flattering him at every opportunity, and generally treated him as though he was the most brilliant, erudite man in the world; his efforts to befriend this lonely, marginally intelligent, and otherwise nondescript man paid off. When he got to Washington, he would use the same techniques to ingratiate himself among the most powerful people in the nation: Speaker of the House, Sam Rayburn; Senator Richard Russell; and President Franklin Roosevelt.35 Johnson had become a powerful force in San Marcos by the time he departed the campus, even though many of the people he left behind could not stand the man they had nicknamed Bull (for bullshit) Johnson because of his chronic habits of lying and deceit.36

The yearbook at San Marcos, the Pedagog, contained a section called “The Cat’s Claw” that mocked certain students’ foibles. In the 1928 edition, Lyndon Johnson was singled out for particularly harsh treatment: a picture of a jackass replaced Lyndon’s photo with a caption that said he was a member of the “Sophistry Club … Master of the gentle art of spoofing the general public.”37 A humor column in the campus newspaper, the College Star, established the following definition: “Bull: Greek philosophy in which Lyndon Johnson has a MB degree.” One of his classmates explained, “Master of Bullshit—that’s what MB means … He was known as the biggest liar on the campus. In private, when there were no girls around, we called him ‘Bullshit Johnson.’”38 The 1930 edition of the Pedagog, released during his senior year, was equally vicious on Johnson and loathsome of his mentor President Evans. Evans wrote that “a number of pages … aroused bitter resentment among our students,” even though only one student, Lyndon Johnson, resented them. Johnson talked with Evans, and shortly thereafter, Evans ordered his secretary, Tom Nichols, two deans, and several professors to locate every copy they could find and cut out the offending section. By the time they were done, it had been removed from virtually all copies of the yearbook.39

The above activity occurred forty-odd years before researchers began looking for glimpses of the Johnson persona at San Marcos; it was as though Lyndon Johnson knew he would eventually receive such scrutiny and needed to act then to shape his reputation and future legacy. He could not allow the assessment of his fellow students to persist and be discovered later by people investigating his past. The destruction of the San Marcos yearbooks was an early marker for measuring the length of his focal point into the future, and represented the starting point of the planning he undertook to become president.

Lyndon Johnson Goes to Washington

After graduating from San Marcos, Johnson spent a year in Houston teaching and coaching at Sam Houston High School, where he liked to talk politics with other teachers and the students on his debate teams. While he was beginning his second year there, a newly elected congressman, Richard Kleberg, gave him a job as an administrative aide. Johnson lived meagerly in a run-down hotel and worked long hours for his congressman, who exercised virtually no power since he had the least seniority of any member.40 Kleberg was the grandson of the founder of the King Ranch, an enormous two-thousand-square-mile empire that included whole towns within it. As a fabulously rich Texas cowboy, his interest in Washington politics was peripheral at best; he was a playboy and spent more time at the Congressional and Burning Tree golf courses or the polo grounds than inside the Capitol building. He usually spent his morning sleeping off the previous night’s poker and bourbon parties and often did not show up to his office in room 258 of the Cannon Building. His detached view of his responsibilities afforded his new aide ample opportunity to fill the vacuum created by his absence.41 Lyndon Johnson was thrust into his job as a congressional aide with no training on even the fundamentals of the position; he could not type and he did not know how to dictate a letter, or how to respond to the hundreds of incoming letters seeking assistance from some federal agency or bureau. He had to learn the role on his own, using his wile and whatever tools he could muster from the congressman’s office.

Congressman Kleberg delegated to Lyndon Johnson practically all of his own responsibilities; since Kleberg would not even read the mail, Johnson did that too and took whatever action he felt was necessary. Upon learning from other secretaries the way around the federal bureaucracies, he slowly made contacts in key agencies, expanding his telephone list every day until he could at least keep up with the mail, even though his limited dictation skills made him take a long time to accomplish it, having to resort to handwriting the letters he wanted the secretary to type. As his confidence level increased, so did his chutzpah; he began impersonating Congressman Kleberg on the telephone whenever he needed another congressman to do something he felt was particularly important.

Johnson’s New Aides

Johnson eventually brought two of the students he had taught in Houston, Gene Latimer and L. E. Jones, to Washington to work as secretaries under him; importing young men from Texas allowed him to exert more control over them than the alternative of simply recruiting Washington-area assistants. To avoid putting them on the district’s clerical payroll allotted by Congress—keeping most of that for himself—he secured positions for them in the House Post Office, which paid $130 per month.42 They were required to work in the post office from 5:00 a.m. to noon; after a thirty-minute lunch, they worked for Lyndon the rest of the day, usually until eight or nine o’clock but often until 11:30 p.m. or later. Latimer, then only eighteen years old, was working eighteen-hour days, barely getting by on his post office salary and the pittance Johnson allowed him from the district’s payroll, $91.66 per month. He kept the office open on weekends and would only let Latimer and Jones have free time after 3:00 p.m. on Sundays.43

Johnson’s demeaning treatment characterized his relationships with his aides, who in most cases nevertheless remained loyal to him. As soon as Latimer came into the congressman’s office, promptly at twelve-thirty every day after a fast sandwich and drink, Johnson would rip into the mail sacks, barking out instructions to this former debater who so admired his boss. They developed a regimen by which Johnson would tell Latimer in a few words how to reply to each letter: If Johnson said to “butter them up,” Latimer knew that meant to lay it on thick; if Lyndon wanted to tell someone how much he liked them, he would say, “You’re the greatest guy in the world.” Latimer says, “I did get to be a master of laying it on, all right.”44 Johnson trained Latimer to respond to letters with just a few words of instruction—“Say yes. Say no. Tell him we’re looking into it. Butter him up”—and Latimer would prepare a letter on his typewriter as though Johnson had written it.45 Lyndon dictated letters requiring a more detailed response to Jones in another room. Johnson didn’t want to distract Latimer, whose “typewriter was supposed never to stop.”46

As the volume of mail increased with the economic collapse of the Depression, other congressional offices sent mimeographed or pro forma responses, or simply didn’t reply at all, and fell still further behind. But Congressman Kleberg’s office answered every possible letter, because Lyndon Johnson was convinced that doing so would avoid the fate awaiting those congressmen who had lost touch with their districts. Johnson became consumed with the notion that every letter was critical to keeping Kleberg, and thus himself, connected to every constituent in the district. Consequently, he insisted on personal responses to be sent the same day a given letter was received, and on perfection in the typed correspondence; errors would be marked up and the document sent back for retyping. If a response entailed contacting some other department or agency, then that letter had to be sent the same day as well. When his assistants thought they were finished after hours of nonstop typing, Johnson would bring another pile of top-priority letters, the responses to which had to be completed before they left for the night.47

In every other congressional office, a constituent’s request for assistance would require that statements and justifications be produced before the matter could be referred to the appropriate agency. Requests from the Fourteenth District of Texas were forwarded to the agency that could comply and pursued vigorously, especially requests from veterans for a disability pension, even if the case had been previously heard and denied because of the absence of a connection to a war injury. Johnson would telephone his contacts at the Veterans Administration, and if he was denied, he would procure the veteran a lawyer and file a formal written appeal. Johnson would often accompany the lawyer to the following hearings, but due to his obsession with secrecy, he would request the stenographer to be instructed not to take down his remarks. Latimer would often see the typed minutes of the hearing and see the same sentence, “Mr. Johnson spoke off the record,” and know what was coming next—that the decision would be reversed in favor of Johnson’s “client.” Referring to these outcomes, Latimer said, “It was almost unheard of to get someone ‘service-connected’ [status] after it had been denied, but the Chief did it. Many times.”48

Johnson called Latimer “son,” and Latimer called him “chief.” Latimer admitted he had never called Johnson by his first name and seemed astonished at the very thought he could have been so impertinent.49 Latimer feared but also idolized Johnson, and acted as though he were completely under Johnson’s control. Johnson could convince Latimer to perform any of his requests, that they were simply essential, the right thing to do. If Latimer ever fell out of line, Johnson would make him feel so bad that Latimer claimed he wanted to shoot himself and that it was unforgivable to let Johnson down.50 He would experience a series of nervous breakdowns and “recurrent, severe bouts of alcoholism.” He understood their cause: “‘The work broke me,’ he says.”51 Despite the extreme pressure exerted by his boss, he invariably returned to Johnson’s offices, because he felt he could not do anything else. Gene Latimer became the model for the kind of aide Johnson would value: one who would unconditionally accept whatever orders were given to him without regard to issues of ethics or legality. That is what Latimer meant when he said that Johnson could talk you into anything and make you feel it was right.

Latimer was the more malleable of the two clerks working for Johnson in the 1930s. L. E. Jones was much more independent, but Johnson had appealed to his ambition and promised to help him achieve his dreams if he worked hard for him. But Johnson did this in a demeaning way, actually ridiculing the college education that Jones had worked so hard to achieve. Johnson took pleasure in critiquing Jones’s letters, slashing across them with his pen, making rejections; Johnson thought they were “too literary”: “Is that what they taught you at college, LE? Dumbest goddamned thing I ever read.”52 Jones was a neat, clean, and prim fellow who was disgusted by any kind of crudeness. Nevertheless, Johnson made him take dictation from him while he sat on the toilet; though Jones resisted, Johnson insisted, and he stood in the doorway with his head and nose averted and took dictation. This procedure started with Jones and later became the ultimate form of condescension with which Johnson could treat his subordinates, a powerful way to remove their dignity and assert his authority.53 Richard Goodwin, a Kennedy aide who continued serving under Johnson when he became president, confirms that Johnson required subordinates and even peers to conduct business while he defecated in the bathroom throughout his career, in the Senate, the vice presidency, and even into the Oval Office.54 But such repulsive behavior didn’t end there; he was often observed by others as he scratched his rear end or crotch, picked his nose in meetings, or pulled his pants down to show his hernia operation when women were present nearby.55

Johnson’s Condescension to Reporters, Others

Johnson’s treatment of his first assistants on Capitol Hill became typical of how he would treat others throughout his career as a congressman, senator, vice president, and as the president. He would employ other methods to demean colleagues, reporters, and politicians, one of which was to call their attention to his manhood; he was apparently endowed with a larger-than-average penis that he referred to as “jumbo” to his friends as a young man.56 One day, he offered to compare the length of his penis with that of any of the male journalists at the Johnson ranch. “I’ll match mine against any of yours,” he said.57 On another occasion, in a moment of exasperation with persistent reporters who wanted him to explain why the United States was at war with Vietnam, he opened his pants, withdrew his penis, and shouted, “This is why!”58 Evidently, he thought exposing himself would be sufficient to appease his audience, who were so stunned that they walked away and forgot the original question. Johnson also enjoyed taunting reporters, businessmen, and politicians into joining him for a session of skinny-dipping in the White House pool to demonstrate who was superior, if he felt they may have bested him in terms of intelligence, college alma mater, wealth, looks, political savvy, connections, or any other aspect.59

People in Washington were generally shocked by Johnson’s aggressiveness and single-minded intensity. His ironfisted resolve enabled him to achieve his goals regardless of obstacles. Contributing to the manic aggressiveness and fierce ambition were the paranoia, loneliness, and insecurities Johnson tried to hide.60 Few people perceived his depressive periods, or how sullen and morose he would become, but one of his staff members once observed that “‘Lyndon had a side to him. He could get very low. When he got real quiet it was bad,’ sometimes ‘very bad.’”61 George Reedy, Johnson’s former press secretary, admitted that Johnson’s drinking, self-pity, and paranoia reached such depths that his staff often had to hide these tendencies from outsiders, acting as buffers to avoid exposing to the world just how peculiar he was. Reedy noted that during his agonizing depressed days spent holed up in bed, he still drank and spent a lot of time simply looking up at his bedroom ceiling and lashing out at anyone entering the room. Bill Moyers, worried about Johnson’s mood, described a similar scene: “‘He would just go within himself, just disappear—morose, self-pitying, angry.’ While lying in bed with the covers pulled over his head, the President said that he felt he was in a Louisiana swamp, getting sucked under.”62

Congressman Lyndon Johnson

When the congressman representing Austin and the Tenth Congressional District died on February 22, 1937, the candidates to replace him—senior politicians holding various offices, such as the late congressman Buchanan’s trusted manager, C. N. Avery; the district’s state senator, Houghton Brownlee; and Austin’s mayor, Tom Miller—politely deferred entering the race pending a decision by the widow Buchanan on whether to run or not. Lyndon was virtually unknown in the Tenth District, as Blanco County had been moved into that district only two years before, so he had no base there in 1937. Lyndon sought his father’s advice on how to proceed, knowing that his lifetime goal of becoming the president depended upon him winning this seat. Sam advised Lyndon to announce his candidacy as soon as possible, since Mrs. Buchanan was “an old woman … too old for a fight.”63 Johnson immediately announced his candidacy, and Mrs. Buchanan bowed out of the race. A special election—not a party primary, but a “sudden death” vote after which the winner would become the congressman regardless of party—was scheduled with eight names on the ballot, including a number of older, more experienced local politicians who faced off against twenty-eight-year-old Lyndon Johnson (whose campaign would constantly refer to him as being “almost thirty”).64 Johnson quickly assembled a campaign organization determined to have his poster nailed to every fence and telephone pole in the county. He told his boys that he wanted his picture in every paper in the district, so that “you can’t wipe your ass on a piece of paper that hasn’t got my picture on it.”65 During a long and bitterly fought campaign, he aligned himself with Roosevelt, worked himself sick, and spent, according to Ed Clark, Lyndon’s sponsor and fund-raiser for the rest of his political career, between $75,000 and $100,000—the most expensive congressional race conducted in Texas history at that time. While his opponents concentrated on the cities and larger towns, Johnson focused on the most rural parts of the district, driving down long winding country roads, stopping at every general store to politick the owner and any farmers who were around. He correctly figured such a strategy was the only way to win with so many competitors in the race; their division of the “easy votes” in the cities seven ways allowed him to triumph by a margin of over three thousand votes out of about twenty-nine thousand cast.66

Johnson’s overzealousness during his early years in Congress caused considerable friction with other congressmen; he broke unwritten rules, one of which related to a luncheon every Wednesday that was supposed to include only the members of the Texas delegation: two senators, twenty-one representatives, and Vice President Garner. Once per month, guests could attend; the other three luncheons were supposed to be closed to outside visitors, but Johnson, through his connection with Sam Rayburn, regularly brought guests to them anyway, despite the other members’ bitter reactions. Johnson also preemptively announced to thousands of Texans the granting of major projects in congressional districts other than his own, before the member representing the affected district could do so. To his fellow Texas congressmen, including Dick Kleberg, his former employer, Johnson was simply usurping credit for successes he had nothing to do with. They began treating the new congressman with barely checked contempt, their animosity exacerbated by Johnson’s overbearing personality, the way he strutted through the House dining room as if he were a famous Hollywood celebrity, smiling and nodding to his fans as he meandered through the tables, talking too loudly to whoever would reciprocate as other congressmen rolled their eyes and muttered under their breaths.67

Upon taking his congressional seat, Johnson inherited a major dilemma involving the construction company owned by Herman and George Brown, who would become some of his strongest backers. His predecessor, James P. Buchanan, had approved the start of construction on a huge government project, the Marshall Ford Dam, but the House Rivers and Harbors Committee had never voted on it, nor even held a hearing on its merits. Appropriations were not supposed to be made until a project was authorized; the only “authorization” had been an informal approval from President Roosevelt, who casually told Buchanan “he could have his dam” after Congress recessed for the year. Buchanan then persuaded the comptroller general’s office to allow work to begin since he had received Roosevelt’s verbal approval and Harold Ickes initiated the necessary order. When Johnson became congressman, the Brown & Root Company had already invested $1.5 million in equipment and preliminary work on the dam; shortly afterward, it was discovered that the federal government did not and under state law could not own the land upon which it was being built. Johnson’s first congressional victory, with help from his lawyer-consultant Alvin Wirtz, was pushing Roosevelt to override what had been thought to be insurmountable legal ownership issues through a presidential order. In this manner Johnson repaid Brown & Root for their early support: the Marshall Ford Dam was the company’s first major project, and it netted them $2 million.68

As soon as the legal issues were resolved and the appropriations resumed, the Browns clamored to make the dam higher, at an additional cost of $17 million, using the argument that the original height was inadequate for effective flood control; why this shortcoming was not considered earlier was never explained. Again using the able Alvin Wirtz’s help, the original 190-foot-high dam would no longer be classified as a flood-control but as a power dam. That the flood-control portion of the dam—the additional seventy-eight feet—was not yet built would enable the Bureau of Reclamation to legally pay for it. But a gap remained of over $2 million that Wirtz’s legal creativity could not eliminate. Johnson found a more creative lawyer, Abe Fortas, who rewrote the entire plan so that the initial 33 feet over the original 190 was classified as “dual use”—flood control and power generation. As a result, a third agency, the Public Works Administration, would pay for it.69 The above legal morass would not be the last or most important that Fortas would be asked to solve, as will be noted below. The resolution to the Marshall Ford Dam cemented Johnson’s long and fruitful relationship with the Brown brothers and their company, which would eventually become part of the corporation known as Halliburton.

Johnson inherited a poor staff when he arrived at Congress; two of his assistants were knowledgeable but undependable alcoholics. He immediately sought to correct this situation and looked for young Texas men, mostly recent graduates, especially campus newspaper editors and student leaders from the University of Texas in Austin. His first hire was John Connally, and the others that followed were mostly friends or acquaintances of someone who had already joined Johnson’s staff in Austin or Washington. Walter Jenkins, who was invaluable to Johnson’s career, came because he had worked in Connally’s campaign for student body president. After following John to Washington, he started as a policeman at the Supreme Court and volunteered in Johnson’s office after-hours. Johnson would arrange to place men in other government jobs, on other payrolls, where he could evaluate them at arm’s length and use them as intelligence sources while admonishing them to avoid becoming known as “Johnson men.” Such a practice would allow him to test their willingness to comply with his demands, especially that they work long hours for free as volunteers in his office. Though they worked for agencies such as the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) or the Agriculture Department (USDA)—two of his favorites for placing his people—Johnson made it clear to them that they were beholden to him for those jobs and he expected favors to be returned; they knew that their future careers were tied to his success.

Horace Busby came soon after Walter Jenkins, and later Jake Pickle, George Reedy, Cliff Carter, Bill Moyers, and Malcolm Wallace. Wallace, like Connally, had been president of the student union at UT. Unlike the conservative Connally, however, Wallace was a socialist—in fact, a Marxist. His psychological issues quickly become apparent as his association with his boss developed. Wallace exemplified how Johnson would exploit the weaknesses he perceived in other men; in this case, the results would be deadly for a number of people on the wrong side of Lyndon B. Johnson.

Johnson’s World War II “Service”

After Pearl Harbor, Lyndon Johnson decided his political career would benefit from a stint in the navy. He visited Admiral Chester Nimitz, a Hill Country native, who signed the forms necessary to install Johnson as a lieutenant commander, even though he had no training or experience to justify such a position. He originally wanted to be assigned a job in Washington but went to Undersecretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal to procure orders to conduct an inspection tour of West Coast training programs with his administrative assistant, John Connally, who had enlisted in the Naval Reserve. Johnson’s lack of training caused his failure to salute an admiral. His reflection was characteristically self-absorbed: “I did not fully appreciate that my uniform completely concealed my status as a congressman … the fact that I looked like any other junior officer and … was expected to salute my superiors.”70 Perhaps Johnson felt the admiral had erred in not saluting him, Congressman Lyndon Johnson. Johnson spent several weeks in Los Angeles where one of his financial supporters, who was counsel for Paramount Pictures, arranged for Johnson and John Connally to attend screenings and parties and long sessions with a Hollywood photographer and voice coach to help Johnson improve his speaking style and posing skills; meanwhile, dispatches came in describing the fighting going on in such places as the Bataan Peninsula and the Makassar Straits.71

Apparently, the contrast between Johnson’s wartime experiences and the battles being waged in faraway places caused his mistress, Alice Glass, to become disillusioned with his character. After five months of politicking and partying on the West Coast, Johnson tried to legitimize his responsibilities by securing an overseas assignment; his secretaries back in Washington had been telling his constituents that though his present location was unknown, he was en route to the war zone in the Pacific. He was finally dispatched with two other congressmen as “observers,” a capacity that made them useful to General Douglas MacArthur in relation to his own political necessities; evidently, Johnson subjected MacArthur to his famous treatment at some point, given the bounty he would bring back to Washington.

Johnson arrived early in June in an area of northern Australia that was considered a combat zone. Commander Johnson, like the other observers, accompanied a squadron assigned to bomb an enemy airfield. The mission of June 9 was code-named Tow Nine and involved eleven twin-engine bombers known as Martin B-26A Marauders of the Twenty-second Bombardment Group from Port Moresby, New Guinea. Their target was Lae airdrome, an important Japanese installation on New Guinea’s northern coast. At this point, two completely different stories of Johnson’s short ride in a Marauder emerge. The first is Johnson’s own, which was subsequently reshaped into an account (The Mission, by Martin Caidin and Edward Hymoff) that was published in 1964 just as he was preparing his run for the presidency. Caidin was an already-established aviation writer, best known for books on space exploration and WWII in the Pacific; Johnson had doubtlessly heard of his books and apparently commissioned him to create another one.

The second version of Johnson’s ride on a Marauder couldn’t have differed more from The Mission, but considering that it was told by veterans who were actually there, it is the more believable story. The following quotations regarding the story of Johnson’s mission, and the Silver Star controversially awarded to him, were taken from the B-26 Marauder Historical Society’s website:72


The fact is LBJ never got within sight of Japanese forces. His mission, like so much of his life, was a lie … The exact origins of the contrived decoration remain unknown. Major General R. K. Sutherland, MacArthur’s chief of staff, made the award in MacArthur’s name on June 18, 1942, just nine days after the alleged episode. The following day Brigadier General W. F. Marquat wrote Johnson, filling LBJ’s request for a signed copy of the citation. In his cover letter, Marquat stated, “Of course, your outstanding bravery in volunteering for a so-called suicide mission in order to get a first-hand view of what our Army fliers go through has been the subject of much favorable comment since your departure. It is indeed a great government we have when members of the Congress take THOSE chances in order to better serve their fellow men in the legislative bodies. You surely earned your decoration and I am so happy about your having received the award.”

Clearly, the perception of Johnson’s valor as characterized in General Marguat’s letter was not shared by aircrews at the sharp end. Far from the “suicide mission” the general alluded to, 22nd Bomb Group airmen had a far more realistic attitude toward Lae. Records and combat veterans attest that the group lost twice as many aircraft over Rabaul, the naval-air bastion on New Britain, as at Lae. Colonel Leon G. Lewis, USAF (Ret), who flew with Lieutenant Hayes in Shamrock, recalled, “The targets, Lae and Salamaua, were milk runs; on the other hand, Rabaul was a tough mission. We were not aware at the time of Lyndon Johnson’s write-up for the Silver Star; they were scarce for aircrews.”

The decoration remains a sore point with many 22nd Bomb Group veterans. The Hare’s crew chief, retired Master Sergeant W. H. Harrison, said, “As to the strangeness of LBJ’s Silver Star … no other crew member aboard 1488 received one.” Equally adamant was the Hare’s regular gunner Robert Marshal, who said, “We didn’t know (LBJ) was awarded the Silver Star until the book came out. We didn’t like it. If he got it, then so should everyone else on the mission.” In truth, if any decoration was awarded the various observers on the mission, it should have been the Air Medal. Ordinarily presented for five or more missions, it was regarded by aviators as an “I-was-there” award; a means of setting apart those who have performed a combat function. Award of the Silver Star—even had Johnson’s citations been accurate—was an insult to every man who earned the medal. (emphasis added)



The two leading biographers of Johnson, Robert Caro and Robert Dallek, commented on Johnson’s Silver Star in a CNN report, The Story of LBJ’s Silver Star, by Jamie McIntyre (CNN military affairs correspondent) and Jim Barnett (CNN producer):


Robert Caro: The most you can say about Lyndon Johnson and his Silver Star is that it is surely one of the most undeserved Silver Stars in history. Because [even] if you accept everything that he said, he was still in action for no more than thirteen minutes and only as an observer. Men who flew many missions, brave men, never got a Silver Star … I would say that it’s an issue of exaggerations. He said that he flew on many missions, not one mission. He said that the crew members, the other members of the Air Force group, were so admiring of him that they called him Raider Johnson. Neither of these things are true.

Robert Dallek: What I concluded was that there was an agreement, a deal made between LBJ and Gen. MacArthur. And the deal was Johnson would get this medal, which somebody later said was the least deserved and most talked about medal in American military history. And MacArthur, in return, had a pledge from Johnson that he would lobby FDR to provide greater resources for the southwest Pacific theater … It matters that the record is accurate because it speaks volumes about the man, about his character, about his place in history, about judgments that historians make on him. Is he to be trusted?



When Johnson returned from his war experience, he initially told others that he didn’t deserve the medal, claiming that he wouldn’t wear it. He even wrote a letter of formal refusal, stating “I cannot in good conscience accept the decoration” and had the letter typed, ready for his signature, but it was filed away, unsigned and never to be mailed.73 Instead, he arranged to have the Silver Star presented to him in public, several times. He purchased a jeweler’s quality battle ribbon emblematic of the Silver Star at a store in Washington and wore it often in public appearances; once at an American Legion post in Fort Worth, he had the commander pin it on him while “a crowd of Legionnaires cheered and Johnson stood before them, head bowed, face somber, hardly able to blink back the tears.”74 To make sure people recognized it, he would place his left hand on his lapel and pull it forward and back, waving it, as he extolled his own heroic and patriotic, death-defying actions during his twenty-minute airplane ride.

Joe M. Kilgore, a Texan who worked for Lyndon Johnson for twenty years, finally realized that Johnson would believe only that which he wanted to, that Johnson often mistook his delusions for truth. Some instances, such as his grandfather’s supposed death at the Alamo, were relatively harmless; others, like his belief that he and he alone knew how to beat back the Communists in Vietnam, were highly destructive.75 According to Kilgore, Johnson went from feigning surprise at receiving the Silver Star, and uttering doubts about whether it was deserved, to complaining that it was “only” the Silver Star; he came to believe he had been shortchanged and should have been granted a superior medal—the Medal of Honor: “He believed it totally.”76 Johnson’s propensity to become convinced that the lie was the truth, no matter what, would manifest over and over throughout his career.

The Johnson Recruits—Class of 1948–49

Johnson recruited three of his men during the tumultuous year of 1948, concurrently with the infamous campaign that culminated in his successful theft of the election to the Senate. Johnson met Cliff Carter in 1937 and got to know him further in 1946 when Carter became involved in Olin Teague’s congressional campaign. Apparently Carter had impressed Johnson because two years later, as Johnson prepared for his Senate campaign, he called Carter to ask him to be the campaign manager for the Sixth District; thus, their association began in May, 1948. Carter furnished an oral interview explaining how he was appointed to a position of U.S. marshal he not only did not solicit but did not even want:77


Then he won the Democratic nomination and went on to win the election as United States Senator in November, 1948. And on June 8, 1949, he called me one morning—8 o’clock in the morning—and said he wanted to submit my name for nomination as United States Marshal for the Southern District of Texas. I don’t think up to that minute I had thought more than sixty seconds in my entire life about a United States Marsha1—what a Marshal did—and I thanked him and told him that I was grateful for his consideration, but I really couldn’t undertake the job … Mr. Johnson said, “Hell, I’m not going to take an answer of no on that. I’ll call you back this same time in the morning … So, I’ll call you back in the morning. I don’t want to hear the word no.



Carter found someone else to manage his bottling plant as he took the appointment and went on the government payroll, all while working as a “volunteer” for Johnson, who put his key men on other payrolls to minimize his own; Carter said that Jake Pickle, who was running the overall campaign, told him, “Now, what I ought to do is get you on some company’s payroll where you’ll be doing this traveling for them and actually attending to this work.”78 Carter refused to allow the campaign to cover his expenses, telling Pickle, “I was doing this because I believed in Mr. Johnson; that I was an amateur and that I wanted to retain my amateur status. I didn’t want to be paid for any of it.”79 Carter said that Johnson seemed to him to be planning his presidential candidacy since he first met him in 1937, and specifically “talked to him about that in the 1948 campaign when he was running for the Senate.”80 Johnson had clearly identified useful aspects of Carter’s character by then—undoubtedly his 100 percent devotion and willingness to perform any task assigned to him were paramount—and had already decided that he would fit well into his organization. In 1954, Johnson made him the campaign manager for five districts and would rely on him for certain expected future tasks that would require delicate but forceful assertiveness.

Horace Busby and Malcolm Wallace joined the Johnson campaign about the same time as Carter; in fact, it was Carter who brought Wallace to Washington DC, introducing him to Johnson at Johnson’s home on 30th Place. Johnson had placed Wallace in the Agriculture Department, and by 1951, Wallace had passed an FBI background check and obtained work as an economist. But as with all the other men installed in government positions by his mentor, Wallace was serving primarily as a Johnson man. Mac Wallace and Horace Busby were not only classmates, but fellow radical leftist-socialists and campus activists; both were members of the exclusive Friar Society. They were involved in the same issues during the late 1940s, including the widely reported protests against the firing of the president of the University of Texas, Homer Rainey, a socialist who had been heavily attacked by conservative Texans. When President Rainey was dismissed by the board of regents because of his liberal persuasions, Busby used The Daily Texan to organize a campus rally for Rainey. At this rally, the student body president, Malcolm Wallace, led a march to the state capital and then a small group of students to the governor’s office, forcing the governor to temporarily leave town. During this period, Busby and Wallace shared the same liberal political beliefs, and both were members in some of the liberal campus clubs and organizations. They also had in common the appearance of both their names in numerous Texas newspapers being read in Washington by Congressman—soon-to-be Senator—Lyndon B. Johnson, who used such news items to recruit men to come to Washington. Busby, as the student editor of the Texan, received two letters from Johnson complimenting him on his editorials. When he received an offer from Johnson to come to Washington, he said that John Connally urged him to accept it: “The Congressman is regarded on the Hill, has been regarded almost from the beginning of his career, as having nearly always one of the two or three best staffs in Congress. You don’t lose any respect on the House side of Capitol Hill working for Lyndon Johnson, because people just assume that you’re good.”81

Johnson felt that his staff owed him 100 percent loyalty for having the honor of working for him. When any of them went into the military, he expected they would return to work for him, and if they didn’t, he took it as a personal insult. Walter Jenkins was the first to return to Johnson’s staff; according to Horace Busby, while Johnson was sulking about his employees, he said that he thought Jenkins was okay, but not as good as Connally had been:82


Walter was one of his boys and had gone off in the army and became a major … and was back and was working like a dog trying to win the Congressman’s approval and he just didn’t count. He knew he had a very able assistant, almost a genius assistant, but that still wasn’t good enough. Well, what he really wanted was another John Connally … He was going to get him another John Connally.

But he [Johnson] kept on sulking. It was clear he was still sulking … he was walking around the room and his hands were always poked deep down in his pants pockets, and he was jiggling his keys and change … When he was thinking, that was the way he thought. He’d walk around the room looking up at the ceiling and jiggling the change in his pocket. Again, John (Connally), being the most sensitive of the group to these nuances of mood, said, Well, what else is eating on you? Is there something else you want? It took a little coaxing, but he finally came out with it. There was something else he wanted. And he said, “As long as I have been in Washington, I have observed one thing. That the men who go far there, and there’s never been an exception to it, they always have some little fellow in their office who sits back in a corner. He doesn’t have to have any personality, doesn’t have to know how to dress, usually they don’t have their tie tied right, a button off their shirt”—typical Johnson, running on at this—“nicotine stains on their fingers, no coat, all like that. But they sit back in the corner, they don’t meet any of the people that come in the office. They read and they think and they come up with new ideas, and they make the fellow smart. I’ve never had one of those, and I want one.”



Horace Busby’s recollection of Johnson’s interest in having his own “little fellow in the corner” makes for interesting conjecture over which of his many congressional aides fit that particular role: Certainly not Connally, probably not Jenkins, and obviously not Wallace; was Busby himself, in the early years, of that genus? Clearly, the original fellow in the corner Johnson brought to Washington, while he was still an aide to Congressman Kleberg, was Gene Latimer.

The import of the last few paragraphs cannot be overstated: Lyndon Johnson had created certain niches for each of his assistants, whether they were on his own payroll or in other government agencies, such as the Congressional Post Office, the Federal Communications Commission, or the Department of Agriculture. One such niche was to mold other men—John Connally, for example—into his own likeness. Another was performing in the role as Johnson’s unofficial chief of staff: Walter Jenkins and, after he was discarded, Bill Moyers, though neither had ever held such a title. After Moyers unceremoniously left, Marvin Watson replaced him. The niches he had in mind for Cliff Carter (chief bagman and assistant criminal facilitator) and Malcolm “Mac” Wallace (hit man extraordinaire) were special; there would be no need for successors because they were put in positions from which they could never leave.

When Johnson became a member of Congress, he recognized that the personality traits he had exploited in Prexy Evans were evident in the fearsome Speaker of the House, Sam Rayburn. Most other congressmen or congressional staffers were afraid of him, but Lyndon was determined to become friendly with Sam Rayburn. Lyndon Johnson found that Rayburn reacted much the same to his sycophancy as Prexy Evans had, and began inviting the Speaker to Sunday breakfasts, after which Lady Bird would scoot them into the living room where she stacked all the major Sunday newspapers next to the overstuffed chairs, so they could spend hours reading and commiserating while she cleaned up and washed the dishes. Speaker Rayburn began staying longer and longer as he became closer to the earnest young congressman. Rayburn’s friendliness was understood by those who had seen the way Johnson treated him, which was identical to how he treated Prexy Evans back in San Marcos. The other congressional secretaries found one of Johnson’s gestures particularly unbelievable: When Johnson met Sam Rayburn in the corridors of the Capitol, he would bend over and kiss him on his bald head.83

The traits that Lyndon Johnson exhibited during his youth and in college defined his congressional years: His domination of those below him, combined with obsequiousness toward superiors, together formed an overall art of manipulation that he refined, perfected, and practiced masterfully during his years in the Senate.84 Johnson always taught his young assistants to read the body language of the people they communicated with: “Watch their hands, watch their eyes,” he told them. “Read eyes. No matter what a man is saying to you, it’s not as important as what you can read in his eyes … The most important thing a man has to tell you is what he’s not telling you,” he said. “The most important thing he has to say is what he’s trying not to say.”85

A congressional aide with whom Robert Caro talked revealed Lyndon Johnson’s ambition to win the political game, to accrue more power, stature, money, and influence. The aide admitted there was nothing whatsoever altruistic about Johnson’s motives; he did not care about any of the causes he espoused, certainly not civil rights for minorities, whom he disparaged and ridiculed. The aide felt that the political arena required believing in contemporary issues, regardless of which view one might hold; a man had to believe in something. But, Lyndon Johnson “believed in nothing, nothing but his own ambition. Everything he did—everything—was for his ambition”86 (emphasis in original). Moreover, the attitude of many people on the Hill toward Johnson was one of antagonism in reaction to the condescension and sycophancy he alternately displayed, depending on whether the person he needed something from was below or above his level. Charles Marsh’s daughter, who watched Lyndon unashamedly fawn over her father while he was, “behind his back, sleeping with her mother … was reminded ‘every time I saw Lyndon’ of ‘a Uriah Heep from Texas.’” A number of Senate staffers independently used the very same analogy, the very same character, to describe Johnson.87

Throughout his years in the House of Representatives, Johnson yearned to take the next step to the Senate, so that he would then be within reach of the presidency. During the four decades of his life to that point, he retained his obsession to become president. Now, in early 1948, at age thirty-nine, he would tell his friend Welly Hopkins, “By God, I’ll be President someday!”88 He knew the 1948 Senate election represented an opportunity that no obstacle could prevent him from realizing: not money, the vagaries of the election process, the rules and controls over handling ballots, or least of all, the absence of a sufficient number of votes. Votes could be bought, counts of ballots adjusted, the process managed to ensure victory. Lyndon Johnson was ready for the Senate.

Stolen Elections

Johnson’s storied history of stolen elections dated to his college years and continued while he served as an aide to Congressman Kleberg, when he won a race for the “Little Congress.” He stole thousands of votes when he first ran for the Senate in 1941, but unfortunately for him, he had not stolen enough, and thus lost the election. That experience apparently taught him a lesson, because seven years later he stole untold thousands of votes to secure a seat in the United States Senate.

Three days after the balloting, the 1948 election was about to be called for Johnson’s opponent, Coke Stevenson, who was leading by 113 votes out of roughly 1 million cast after a long and hard-fought campaign. Suddenly, another ballot box was discovered in the south Texas town of Alice, the home of the Duke of Duval County, George Parr. He was in complete control of everything that happened there as well as in several surrounding counties, including Jim Wells County, where Alice was located. Aided by a couple of Mexican pistoleros working as bodyguards, Parr ruled Alice with an iron fist and acted as the county political boss. Johnson pushed him to help Johnson win the election regardless of the risk of returning to the penitentiary. In the process of winning, Johnson stole tens of thousands of votes; the final 202 were merely the last ones needed to put him over the top, going farther than anyone else had ever ventured. Robert Caro wrote that “even in terms of a most elastic political morality—the political morality of 1940s Texas—his methods were immoral.”89

George Parr had previously favored Coke Stevenson, a former Texas governor, but reportedly switched to Johnson because he had a brother in trouble and needed a politician with more influence and the willingness to use it for illegal purposes. The Stevenson forces attempted to investigate the newly found “Precinct 13” ballots by checking the polling lists inside the boxes with the original ballots, but managed only a fast look at them, memorizing a few of the names, before they were locked away. Recriminations flew, but the Democratic state executive committee upheld LBJ’s nomination—and soon thereafter, the last-minute ballots mysteriously disappeared. Johnson’s attorneys, Ed Clark and Don Thomas, presented a petition to Judge Roy Archer in Austin, two hundred miles from Jim Wells County, to issue a restraining order to Governor Stevenson so that Johnson would “keep his rightful seat in the United States Senate.”

Judge Roy Archer of Austin was securely under Edward Clark’s control, whereas Judge Lorenz Broetter of Alice was not.90 Johnson and Clark’s first action was to sign an affidavit that Judge Broetter could not be reached, even though the claim about Judge Broetter’s unavailability proved to be a lie. Johnson’s lawyers presented the aforementioned petition to Judge Roy Archer in Austin; time was of the essence, as it was reported that “had the action in Judge Archer’s chambers been delayed more than an hour, it is highly likely that the Jim Wells Democratic Committee would have met, thrown out Box 13, and restored the electoral decision in Stevenson’s favor.”91 Johnson’s legal chicanery later prompted an article in the then widely read national magazine Collier’s which noted that the political maneuvering


raised a serious question, not alone of honesty and fair play, but also the more serious fact of swearing to a falsehood (that the “resident judge of Jim Wells County … cannot be reached in sufficient time,” and that therefore “a restraining order without notice to the defendants … should be granted’) when Johnson knew it was a lie. Just why Judge Archer was beguiled into signing this order in chambers, without notice, thus perverting the vast powers of a District Court to handcuff a victim while ruthless political hijackers mauled and stripped him clean, is a question still unanswered. Maybe it was the legendary Johnson charm and personality. Maybe the decision stemmed from the law of heteronomy rather than the law of Texas. Judge Archer alone has the answer.”92



In two counties in the area, fires had “accidentally” destroyed poll records: in Duval County, a Parr enterprise employee “had grown nervous over the vast disparity between the election returns and the poll taxes issued—about two to one—and had taken the lists home for safekeeping. There, his wife, in her commendable zeal of housecleaning, had apparently consigned them to the fire. Thus the attempt to get at the actual voting in Duval ended in futility, in complete frustration.” In Alice, the poll list turned up missing, after “Commissioner Smith impounded the County’s ballot boxes and found them empty. ‘Why?’ Obviously, it was suggested, the industrious Mexican janitor, ignorant in the premises, must have emptied the boxes and burned the ballots.”93

Though the Stevenson men only glimpsed the inside of the ballot box, they noticed a number of clues that the ballots were fraudulent: the poll lists for “Box 13” were completed in alphabetical order, and in blue green ink (even though the rest of the lists were completed in black ink); all the signatures were in the same handwriting; and several of the names designated people who were deceased, many of whom had been for several years,* and still other people listed, upon interrogation, claimed they hadn’t voted at all.94 The last man to vote before the 202 were added to the list stated that the election officials were locking the doors immediately after he entered the building. Altogether, evidence that the Johnson campaign perpetrated voting fraud was overwhelming, going well beyond the Box 13 issue; there were actually thousands of miscounted or nonexistent votes: “Not eighty-seven votes ‘changed history,’ and not two hundred, but thousands, many thousands,” in fact, according to the research done by Robert A. Caro.95

For three more weeks the legal wrangling continued, with the Johnson lawyers manipulating the process to keep the boxes closed, while the Stevenson men argued that they should be opened and inspected to determine whether fraudulent votes had been insinuated into the total. Johnson’s injunction effectively kept Coke Stevenson from seeing the poll and tally lists, though such access was his constitutional legal right. Johnson’s ten lawyers, including John Cofer, Ed Clark, Don Thomas, Alvin Wirtz, and former governor James V. Allred, fought Stevenson’s lawyers. His team, including another former governor, Dan Moody, then secured their own injunction to keep Johnson’s name from being printed on the ballot for the general election, at least until October 3, when the ballots had to go to the printer.96 The federal judge from the United States District Court, T. Whitfield Davidson, proved to be an honest and untainted judge, a major frustration for Lyndon Johnson and Ed Clark. Before the formal start of the trial, Judge Davidson appealed to Stevenson and Johnson to avoid the taint that would follow them into the general election if the trial proceeded, suggesting that they agree to put both names on the ballot along with the Republican candidate, and the voters would decide whom they wanted to represent them. Stevenson immediately assented to this plan; meanwhile, a surly Johnson pushed his way out of the courtroom, uttering simply, “No comment.”97

Johnson knew that in a general election against Stevenson there was no way he could win. Without that Senate seat, his chance to pursue his ultimate goal would disappear and his political career would be over. His lawyers tried to convince him that conservative voters would split their votes between Stevenson and the Republican candidate, leaving a wide berth for him to win. According to Luther Jones, when Lyndon met with his ten widely respected and learned lawyers to hear them deliver their advice, he “just hit the goddamned ceiling!”98 Having ten of the best lawyers money could buy tell him to accept the judge’s compromise was an outrage to him. Behind the closed doors of the conference room, Johnson raged at his lawyers and lashed out at the court and judge. That he had taken tremendous risks—to buy votes, bribe election officials, and agree to future favors demanded by George Parr for his last-minute “fix”—exacerbated his fury. And he had convinced himself that none of his illegal actions were even pertinent anymore: “This is a free country! I won it fair and square, and you want me to trade it away?”99 For him to crow about the fairness of his victory after the enormous fraud he had perpetrated (and was desperately trying to hide) vindicates what his aide George Reedy would say about Johnson’s veracity: “Whatever Johnson tells you at any given moment he thinks is the truth.”100

After attempting to stall the hearing of witnesses, John Cofer pleaded with Judge Davidson to dissolve the Stevenson restraining order on the basis that it was just a delaying tactic. The judge ignored that request and began hearing the witnesses, one of whom pointed out that the certificate that indicated the vote for Lyndon Johnson was 965 had obviously been changed: the number 9 had originally been a 7.101 Witnesses stated that the numbers had been altered to be in Johnson’s favor in several other counties as well.102 Ballot Box 13 was discovered to have been inadvertently lost and then found three days after the election. Johnson’s attorneys had already convinced the Democratic Party’s executive committee that investigating the votes was “contrary to law,” which became the position they adopted in court, where they bizarrely argued that regardless of whether or not Stevenson had been wronged, the law was powerless to right that wrong. The judge rejected this reasoning and asserted there was a legal remedy for every legal wrong, and that there must always be a tribunal wherein the remedy may be determined and subsequently enforced.103

The options were closing for Johnson, who feared having a campaign of write-in ballots. Opening the ballot boxes—an obvious danger which the Johnson forces tried to prevent—would have revealed evidence of a much more extensive fraud.104 The judge decided to appoint three masters in chancery, who were officers of the court with power to subpoena witnesses and evidence, to hold hearings in the three counties and to submit written reports by October 2. This development was not good news for Johnson, who knew that substantial investigations would uncover his criminal activity. What would the judge think of the overall results of all precincts in Duval County, where over 99 percent of registered voters (4,662 out of 4,679) allegedly voted, 99 percent of their votes (4,622 out of 4,662) supporting Johnson while only forty were recorded for Stevenson? What if the investigation revealed not just 202 fraudulent votes in Box 13, but thousands more; would it not be obvious that Johnson himself was behind it all?105

Enter Abe Fortas. When Johnson realized that the attorneys he had employed would fail him, he contacted Fortas—who had helped Johnson circumvent regulatory rules impeding the Marshall Ford Dam a decade before—who promptly flew to Austin. After the lawyers described the dilemma, Fortas said he could envision one possible scenario for Johnson, though it was a very large gamble: The only hope for Johnson was to take the case to a single circuit court judge and ask for a stay of the injunction on jurisdictional grounds, and do so with a weakly presented, unpersuasive plea presented to a judge predisposed to rule against Johnson—essentially the opposite of what any other lawyer would have prescribed. Fortas presented the perfunctory appeal to a Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals judge, who was almost guaranteed to reject it out of hand, on September 24; meanwhile, the rest of the legal team initiated delaying tactics to subvert the investigation by the three masters in chancery. The masters’ subpoenas had been issued but practically all of the election officials, upon whom U.S. marshals were supposed to serve the subpoenas, had left town and, in several cases, had gone to Mexico. The marshals also found that much of the evidence had disappeared, including the poll lists from the infamous Box 13. One copy had been taken by an election judge, Luis Salas, in his car and left there while he visited the Baile Espanola bar in Alice, Texas. While he was inside, the car was ransacked; Salas said, “They stole everything.” Salas was a former pistolero under George Parr who took the stand to announce that both copies of the poll and tally lists he had been responsible for were gone; the other he had simply “lost.” Additionally, Salas denied having told anyone how many votes were reported and the allegation that two hundred more had been added.106

The Fortas gamble, if successful, would quickly yield an unfavorable ruling that could be sent immediately to Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black, who could hear the case as a single justice; Fortas thought Justice Black would rule for them, because he knew that Black, a former member of Ku Klux Klan, would ultimately prefer to see Johnson, not Stevenson, in the Senate; Justice Black knew Johnson personally and the two were of like minds. Attorney General Tom Clark, whose son, Ramsey, would eventually be named as Johnson’s choice to replace Bobby Kennedy as attorney general, reportedly interceded with Black to assure that it was handled favorably.107 In short order, Justice Black issued “a sweeping order on behalf of Johnson, staying Judge Davidson’s temporary injunction and ending the Fort Worth hearing, where the iron curtain tactics of South Texas were on the verge of being proven in federal court.”108 Judge Davidson, in adjourning court, said that “‘the United States Supreme Court has altered my opinion, but it hasn’t changed my mind’ … He also remarked that Black’s order was unduly hasty ‘and probably unlawful,’ given that this was not a dispute in a general election, but in a State primary over a party nominee, where even the Senate was without power to act.”109

The pattern according to which witnesses and evidence alike vanished was manifesting in other counties; clearly, an attempt to stall if not prevent the investigations altogether had been orchestrated. Stevenson’s attorney, former governor Moody, made a key mistake by presenting the case as one of fraud on Lyndon Johnson’s part—despite clear and convincing evidence of such fraud—without addressing the more fundamental issue of court jurisdiction. Fortas had made jurisdiction the only issue to be addressed by the appellate court and beyond there, by Justice Hugo Black, arguing that “election contests were ‘irrevocably and incontestably vested’” in Texas state law and should not be supervised by a federal court. Another Johnson lawyer, Alvin J. Wirtz, warned that if the Stevenson injunction was not overturned, no Democratic names would appear on the November ballot, leaving only that of the Republican candidate—an untenable result.110

Finally, Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black decided, as predicted by Abe Fortas, that the federal courts had no jurisdiction over the merits or conduct of state elections. Justice Black’s response to Moody’s contention that the federal courts were the only recourse was that the Senate itself was in the best position to judge the qualifications of its own members.111 Justice Black’s stance was later affirmed by the Supreme Court, which rejected Stevenson’s petition for a trial on the merits of the case. The gamble—fueled by the numerous brazen illegalities of the election, wagered on the thinnest slice of esoteric legal theory, and performed in opposition to the will of the voters—paid off, and Lyndon B. Johnson went to the Senate, his springboard onto the presidential election ticket twelve years later. As author and historian J. Evetts Haley put it, Justice Black’s ruling “over-rode a distinguished Circuit Federal Judge who had held that the full Court of Appeals should hear Johnson’s petition, and had set an immediate date to do so. It peremptorily denied justice to Governor Stevenson and nearly half a million Texans who had voted for him. It brazenly abridged the Constitution and the Bill of Rights and the limitations on jurisdiction. But perhaps most terrible of all, it sanctioned corruption as public policy. There is nothing in American history like it.”112 The “celebrated 1948 election”113 described in Jack Valenti’s autobiography must have referred to the party after Justice Black’s decision, according to which the young Abe Fortas scored arguably his greatest feat ever: ensuring that his man, Lyndon B. Johnson, became a senator regardless of the will of the people, who had voted overwhelmingly for Johnson’s opponent, Coke Stevenson.

Thus ended the effort to decide the 1948 senatorial election case on its merits; had a comprehensive investigation been completed, along with a corresponding airing of the facts, Johnson would have wound up in the Big House instead of the White House. The Davidson-appointed masters were forced to stop their work before the fraud could be completely exposed. But facts that did emerge attest that Lyndon Johnson’s election to the Senate was tainted by thousands of fraudulent votes; no one will ever know exactly how many. From that point on, Lyndon Johnson would continue up the senatorial ladder, positioning himself to run twelve years later for the presidency in 1960; his failure at the Los Angeles Convention would be only minor, an anticipated detour until he assumed the next best position as the vice presidential nominee, which formed the only route he could take toward his ultimate goal. In an ideal and perfect world, Johnson never would have become a senator, much less the majority leader of the Senate, but that he did enabled him to exponentially increase his political power; eventually, he would appoint federal judges who were thereafter indebted to him and inclined to listen when he gave them future direction.

Ronnie Dugger, the journalist and author, reported that when he was interviewing Johnson in the White House, Johnson presented a photograph of a car with a 1948 Texas license plate and a small can with a “Precinct 13” label surrounded by five men, including George Parr’s cousin, Givens Parr, and Ed Lloyd, the Jim Wells boss. Dugger asked Johnson about the men and occasion, but Johnson said nothing more, offering only a knowing grin.114 Clearly, that picture reminded Lyndon Johnson of one of his greater triumphs: his blatant theft of the 1948 election through the most conniving, fraudulent scheme ever devised, which not only produced more phony ballots but arguably the most brazen and outrageous judicial miscarriage of justice involving election fraud in history. Knowing that his “victory” was entirely because of a legal technicality over a fuzzy jurisdictional issue and his lawyers’ manipulation of the judicial system, rather than a verdict based upon fairness and equity, his grin represented an in-your-face retort to those Texas voters who had the wisdom not to vote for him.

Twenty-nine years later, in 1977—well after he was safely out of Johnson’s reach—Luis Salas, the former election judge and pistolero for George Parr, decided to confess his role in the 1948 election fraud. The columnist Hugh Sidey lamented that Johnson was merely one of many politicians “who have come out of the seamy regions of American life and used the devious rituals learned to gain power, but have also held a certain reverence for the system and its goals. Ultimately they may have produced more good than their critics.” Sidey also wrote about Salas’s belated confession:115


There were indignant headlines last week over the story from Luis Salas, a former election judge and Parr crony, on how L.B.J. made it into the Senate on stolen votes. Salas, now 76 and bent on a spiritual cleansing, claimed to recall a meeting back in 1948 near the town of Alice, Texas, as the votes were being counted. Lyndon was there pleading for 200 more votes, according to Salas, and George Parr ordered them faked and stuffed into ballot box No. 13. Johnson triumphed in that primary election over former Governor Coke Stevenson. The Salas narrative suggested strongly that the protests were smothered because the fix was put in all the way up through Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black and President Harry Truman … “Of course, they stole that election,” said one former aide. “That’s the way they did it down there” … As for Lyndon’s showing up in Alice to ask for 200 votes, all those old Johnson hands, from John Connally on down, just scoffed. The idea that a man of Johnson’s skills would place himself at the scene of the crime was ridiculous. “He was more devious than that,” insisted one friend with relish.



Hugh Sidey’s diffidence, nearly thirty years after the stolen election, towards Johnson illustrates the way many of his colleagues rationalized his known contradictions with their own desire to maintain cordial relations with him in order to keep their access to the White House. Mr. Sidey acknowledged Johnson’s conniving, duplicitous and criminal ways, but seemingly gave him a carte blanche pardon, since after all, he had done some “good things” too, when he wrote:


All these twists and turns, the mixing of deceit and truth, the use of corrupt means for noble ends, seem to have inhibited serious assessment of Johnson so far. Around Washington last week there was a thought or two that maybe Johnson, already so suspect, would have less distance to fall than some who had left office on loftier notes.



It was this rationalization of the “noble ends” that had allowed Johnson to become president despite the scandals that nearly drove him out of the vice presidency, and—were it not for the power of his position after November 22, 1963—subsequently avoid impeachment as the president. But it wasn’t only journalists who gave Johnson their collective “nod” for him to proceed; it was the entire nation, still in shock at JFK’s murder, that kept giving him the “benefit of the doubt.” To do otherwise meant that terrible national secrets would have to be exposed and by then the people of the United States were caught up in a new scandal and its aftermath; there was no time to continue dwelling on the previous crisis.

The Kennedy-Johnson ticket won the election of 1960 in eleven states through massive voter fraud, without which the Republican candidate, Richard M. Nixon, would have won the presidency eight years earlier than he eventually did.116 The voter fraud in the 1960 general election will be explored further in later chapters.

Black Bag Finance and Political Payback

The more honest biographies of Johnson prominently feature his solicitation and extortion of campaign funds and the corresponding political favors and paybacks. In some cases, these stories are obliquely mentioned, then quietly dismissed and ignored as simply the mundane reality of the U.S. political scene. That the actions contained therein were transparently illegal has apparently not tarnished the solid reputation that remains among many of the educators, historians, and contemporary politicians whose judgments determine membership in the pantheon of past presidents.

One such incident came to light years afterward as a result of a SEC lawsuit involving a Gulf Oil lobbyist Claude Wild Jr., who testified about a Gulf Oil commitment to furnish Johnson $50,000 for his personal use; Wild delivered the money, in cash in plain envelopes, to Walter Jenkins, Ed Clark, Cliff Carter, John Connally, or Jesse Kellam.117 When asked how much money Gulf had contributed, Ed Clark, Lyndon’s attorney, responded, “I knew of about two hundred thousand. And Gulf was only one oil company—and there were non-oil businesses in Texas, too.”118

In 1956, the columnist Drew Pearson managed to acquire copies of an investigation into Johnson’s financial misconduct, including IRS records that showed that George and Herman Brown’s company, Brown & Root, paid their employees bonuses with the understanding that they were to immediately deposit them and then send the same amount to one of Johnson’s campaign funds.119 Pearson cited numerous examples of this scheme; for example, an employee named Randolph Mills at the Victoria Gravel Company, a subsidiary of Brown & Root, received a check for $2,500 that he deposited before immediately paying out the same amount to J. Frank Jungman, Lyndon’s Houston campaign manager.120 In another case, Edgar Monteith, a Houston attorney, received several checks in 1941 that he and his partner, A. W. Baring, treated as revenue for their firm and then sent to the Johnson campaign as reimbursement for campaign expenses. Drew Pearson further wrote that “when asked specifically about the matter, Lyndon told the IRS that he ‘had never heard of Monteith,’ much less of his financial support, though Monteith was the brother of a former Houston mayor.”121

Still another example of Johnson’s illegitimate power can be traced to Brown & Root having been given a contract to build subchasers and destroyers, which was eventually worth $357 million, despite having no experience whatsoever in shipbuilding. After landing the largest navy contract in history, paving the way to expand his construction business into shipbuilding, George Brown observed, “We didn’t know the stern from the aft—I mean bow—of the boat.”122 Before Johnson went to Washington to act as Brown & Root’s personal emissary and “rainmaker,” their company was practically bankrupt and Herman lived with his wife in a tent;123 shortly after Lyndon went to Washington, thanks to Herman and the Austin attorney, Alvin Wirtz, the contracts began to flow so quickly that the company became highly profitable and one of the largest independent government contractors; in 1962 it was acquired by Halliburton.

At some point during his Senate years, Johnson decided to separate his illegal business transactions into two groups: those he had to manage personally and those he could delegate to his sidekick, Bobby Baker, for which he would collect a “skim” that would be too small in nature to occupy his mind and time. Major decisions, such as Brown & Root favors, high-level appointments, awards of defense contracts and legislative initiatives, would be under his control.

Johnson’s Connection with the Mob and other Miscreants

Among Johnson’s clients were hoodlums and tainted labor leaders who belonged to a group known as the Mafia, the very existence of which was denied by the famed director of the FBI. One of Johnson’s longest-term Mob contacts, Jack Halfen, had run a gambling syndicate in Houston while conducting payoffs to the Mob of $100,000 per week before being imprisoned for income tax fraud in 1954. During his trial, Halfen refused to reveal who else he’d been paying off, but he later acknowledged that he’d had business dealings with Lyndon Johnson, stating that over a ten-year period in the 1950s he had given Johnson $500,000 in cash and campaign contributions, and that Johnson, in return, “repeatedly killed anti-rackets legislation, watered down bills that could not be defeated and curbed Congressional investigations of the Mob.”124 Johnson was even given credit for the fact that Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver, despite holding hearings on organized crime in many cities during the 1950s, never made it to Texas. Johnson continued taking money from mobsters even after he had become president: “During a 1964 cocktail party at Teamster headquarters that [former administrative assistant to Maryland Senator, Daniel Brewster, Jack] Sullivan attended, Brewster and Teamster boss, Jimmy Hoffa, walked off to talk privately on the terrace overlooking Capitol Hill. Afterward, Brewster told Sullivan that Hoffa had asked him to take $100,000 in cash to presidential aide Cliff Carter. The payoff was meant to enlist Johnson’s support in blocking Hoffa’s prosecution for jury tampering and pension fund fraud, for which Hoffa was ultimately convicted. A few days after the party, Sullivan testified that Teamster lobbyist Sid Zagri came into Senator Brewster’s office and gave Brewster a suitcase full of money. Sullivan then accompanied Brewster to Cliff Carter’s office and waited in the car as Brewster went into the office with the suitcase and left without it.”125

Johnson expropriated campaign funds flowing through the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee for his own campaigns, those of other senatorial candidates he wanted to control, and in general, for his own personal and unreported use—abuses that were eventually reported in Life magazine, ironically in its issue of November 22, 1963, the same day Kennedy was assassinated. The article described a senator who caught Johnson and Baker shortchanging him: “One western candidate was bitter in 1958 when Baker offered him $3,000 in cash; he happened to know that the donor had handed in $25,000 and that $12,000 of it was earmarked for him. ‘You’re doing all right. You don’t need it,’ Baker bluntly told him when he protested.”126

When he was first “elected” to the Senate, Johnson established a close relationship with the twenty-year-old Senate page Bobby Baker, as revealed by Baker himself: “The drawling voice on the telephone said, ‘Mr. Baker. I understand you know where the bodies are buried in the Senate. I appreciate it if you’d come by my office and talk to me.’”127 Baker would become more than an aide or protégé to Johnson; their relationship, as will be seen in later chapters, would become so close that Johnson would say that if he had a son, Bobby Baker would be him. In the same spirit, Baker named two of his children “Lyndon” and “Lynda.”128 Johnson would eventually use him to do much of the dirty work that his financial corruption and connections to the mob entailed. According to a researcher, Peter Dale Scott, “While working for Johnson, Baker became the epitome of Washington wheeler-dealer sleaze. Repeatedly, he fronted for syndicate gamblers Cliff Jones and Ed Levinson in investments that earned super profits for himself and another military–industrial lobbyist, his friend Fred Black Jr. In exchange he intervened to help Jones and Levinson obtain casino contracts with the Intercontinental Hotel system. (Before Fidel Castro’s expropriation of privately held property, Jones and Levinson, both associates of Meyer Lansky, owned the casino in the Havana Hilton.)”129 These investments did not result from Baker’s random prescience but from his access to insider knowledge and from financial payoffs through the CEOs of such companies as Mortgage Guaranty Insurance Company of Milwaukee (which sold Baker stock at 50 percent of current market price, for which Baker’s original investment of $28,750 increased to $495,000 in 1962).130 Baker admitted he had advanced knowledge of a favorable Treasury Department ruling that would allow the company to exclude half of its earnings from income taxes, though he quickly explained that he “had no hand or influence in that ruling.”131 Baker would become, along with Walter Jenkins, John Connally, Cliff Carter, and Ed Clark, one of the many “bagmen” and intermediaries Johnson would rely upon to obfuscate his relationships with criminals.

Author Peter Dale Scott has pieced together in meticulous detail the extended relationships between men at the lower levels of the hierarchy headed by Lyndon Johnson, the ultimate dispenser of political influence, and his closest associate, Bobby Baker. The next tier in the triangle of influence connected Baker, Clint Murchison, and James Hoffa directly to Carlos Marcello, the Mafia chieftain of New Orleans, and his and Hoffa’s longtime lobbyist, Irving Davidson,132 “a dapper Washington public relations man who did business with government officials in Israel and Latin America.”133 Davidson was deeply involved in Baker’s scams, procuring thousands of dollars in “finders fees arrangements for Baker’s services: for example, Murchison paid Baker to secure a government contract for a meat-packing company he owned in Haiti, while he worked on defending Jimmy Hoffa.”134 Baker would later intercede for Murchison to reverse a Department of Agriculture ruling prohibiting the importation of unsanitarily processed meat from Haiti to Puerto Rico.135 Apparently, the prospect of spreading botulism among the citizens of that American territory was insufficient reason to impede the profit taking of Baker’s, Johnson’s, and Hoover’s friend and benefactor, one of the wealthiest of the Dallas oilmen, Clint Murchison.

Johnson’s home for twenty years was in a quiet, exclusive neighborhood in Northwest Washington, nestled in the four blocks between Connecticut Avenue and Rock Creek Park at 4921 30th Place.136 Among his neighbors were J. Edgar Hoover across the street, Fred Black next door, Bobby Baker the next street over, and the king of Washington lobbyists, Irving Davidson, around the block. In 1961, Johnson bought the mansion known as the Elms owned by Washington socialite Pearl Mesta—the “hostess with the mostess ‘sic’” known for her lavish parties featuring artists, entertainers, and Washington political figures, at 4040 52nd Street NW—when he became vice president.137 Within the next several months, Baker and Black both sold their houses and moved next to the Johnson’s so they could be neighbors again: “On one side was [Baker’s] friend and business partner Fred Black. On the other side was his longtime mentor, Lyndon B. Johnson.”138

Davidson was connected to everyone in Baker’s influence-peddling empire, as well as Jimmy Hoffa and a number of people in organized crime. He once boasted, “I’m a great admirer of Mr. Hoover, and I did have access. We used to have parties before the Redskin games … and Hoover always came to them. He was a darned good friend. I lived around the corner from him, three quarters of a block. I’d go over and say hello to him and Clyde Tolson.”139 Irving Davidson was one of the first Washington superlobbyists; his clients ranged from the Coca-Cola Company to the CIA and third world dictators, including the Somozas of Nicaragua, the Duvaliers of Haiti, and the Trujillos of the Dominican Republic.140 As the registered lobbyist for the Teamsters Union, he was “deeply involved in a Murchison business deal that provided funds for Lyndon Johnson’s bagman, Bobby Baker.”141 He represented both Carlos Marcello and Clint Murchison and would also participate in the Teamster Union’s effort to prevent Jimmy Hoffa from going to prison, an initiative that eventually led to Hoffa being pardoned by Richard Nixon, another close friend of Davidson. But from 1961 to 1963, Davidson handled illegal bribes and payoffs for Lyndon Johnson with his old neighbors, Bobby Baker and Fred Black, while being simultaneously protected by his other friend and neighbor, J. Edgar Hoover.142

The tentacles of these relationships can be traced throughout the United States: to Las Vegas, from Baker to his associates, Eddie Levinson and Ben Siegelbaum, to former FBI agent turned Mafia lawyer Robert Maheu and Johnny Rosselli; to Miami, from Rosselli to Santos Trafficante; and to Dallas, from Murchison, H. L. Hunt, and Mafia boss Joseph Civello, to several policemen, as well as Dallas County Sheriff Bill Decker and Jack Ruby.143 In neighboring Fort Worth, W. C. Kirkwood hosted Hunt, Murchison, Rayburn, and Lyndon Johnson at his sprawling complex named the Four Deuces.144 Moreover, several of these men—Rosselli and Jack Ruby in particular—were linked to the Chicago Outfit and Sam Giancana, their lawyer, Sidney Korshak, and finally to the financier, Henry Crown, who happened to be the major stockholder (20 percent) of Fort Worth’s General Dynamics Corporation,145 which will be among the subjects of later chapters.

Johnson’s relationship with Carlos Marcello was critical; finances flowing from illegal slot machine profits and bookies using the Marcello racing wire services throughout Texas were a major part of the foundation of Johnson’s rise to the top of the political empire.146 The connections these groups had will be traced, in later chapters, to other men, including Meyer Lansky, who was among the few top crime figures never wiretapped or bugged by the FBI, even as Robert Kennedy’s Justice Department aggressively pursued Mob figures throughout the United States.147 The reason for the FBI’s reticence had less to do with insufficient cause than it did with the Mob’s coercive power over the vulnerable director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover.

Johnson’s “Rags to Riches” Broadcasting Business

The primary source of Johnson’s accumulation of vast personal wealth, beyond his relatively modest income as a congressman and senator, were the radio and television broadcasting stations he had acquired, beginning with the Austin radio station KTBC in 1943 for $17500. In his book Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His Times 1908–1960, Robert Dallek chronicled how Johnson grew this initial investment into a multimillion-dollar family corporation by the 1950s: He used his position and contacts at the FCC to obtain licenses, additional radio and VHF television stations, approvals for increasing the stations’ broadcasting power, and in general, to expand his operation without regulatory interference. During this time, Lyndon was the acknowledged power behind the ascendancy of the radio and television broadcasting businesses, though he consistently denied it and tried to credit their growth to Lady Bird. Likewise, he insisted, and his minions at the FCC complied, that no records of his involvement ever be found in any of the agency’s files. His repeated denials of having any influence over the media properties the Johnsons owned were categorically debunked by Robert Caro in Means of Ascent.148

George Reedy, Johnson’s former press secretary who helped perpetuate the myth that it was Lady Bird who ran KTBC-TV, remarked, “Occasionally, the LBJ energy would lead him to intervene in the internal administration of his wife’s radio station … It really was hers and even in a community-property state he had no right to do so. But no one would seriously have considered stopping him even on occasions when the intervention brought the station close to disaster. That happened frequently … his presence shook the entire staff and often brought key personnel to the verge of a mass walkout.”149 Perhaps Mr. Reedy was deluded into thinking Lady Bird ran the broadcasting business and simply never knew otherwise. The real story of Johnson’s acquisition of KTBC radio—at the time, operating out of a small building with a studio, a control room, and three small offices, essentially bankrupt because of the FCC’s continuing resistance to approve its requests for expansion of its weak signal on the high end of the dial—was that Johnson himself had influenced the highest echelons of the FCC to drive the station out of business to prime his coming to its rescue, buying it for a highly discounted price just before its collapse. After months of denying the station’s requests for greater broadcasting rights, then denying the application of a syndicate of new owners headed by J. M. West, a prominent Austin businessman and publisher, to purchase the station for $50,000, the FCC, on February 16, 1943, approved the Johnsons’ bid to purchase the distressed property. The story was later reported by Life magazine’s Keith Wheeler and William Lambert in their 1964 series titled “How LBJ’s Family Amassed Its Fortune,” and more extensively revealed how the business was run primarily by Johnson, quoting men who said they had witnessed “the aggressive personal role” he had played in the acquisition and expansion of the broadcasting holdings:150


For some reason the FCC steadfastly refused to approve the sale. Although West died, the syndicate continued its efforts to buy. Just before Christmas in 1942, 34-year-old Congressman Lyndon Johnson invited a local businessman, E. G. Kingsbery, who was a member of the syndicate, to his Austin office. Kingsbery recalled that during the meeting Johnson reminded him that an appointment to Annapolis for Kingsbery’s son, John, had been obtained through L.B.J.’s good offices. Then, according to Kingsbery, Johnson brought up KTBC and said: “Now, E. G., I’m not a lawyer or a newspaperman. I have no means of making a living. At one time I had a second-class teaching license but it has long since expired. I understand you’ve bought the radio station. I’d like to go in with you or to have the station myself.” Kingsbery first put Johnson in telephone contact with the attorney for the syndicate and then advised the congressman to “make his peace” with J. M. West’s heirs. “Lyndon told me,” said Kingsbery, “he was going up to the West ranch to talk business, and he did and he came away with KTBC.”151



Unlike J. M. West, the Johnsons had solid connections to the New Dealers running the FCC, including the commissioner himself, Clifford Durr. Lyndon even had Lady Bird ask for Durr’s advice on whether it would be a good investment. He urged her onward, apparently swayed by Lady Bird’s concern that Austin needed more liberal political influences to combat such events as the vicious attacks on President Homer Rainey of the University of Texas. KTBC was then called a “sundowner” station because it was limited to daytime broadcasts and therefore not affiliated with any networks; it could not compete with the other Austin stations or the much stronger signals from those based in San Antonio.152

Through the help of Johnson’s friends—Speaker Sam Rayburn and lobbyist Tommy Corcoran, to whom many of the top officials of the FCC were indebted for their jobs—the FCC shifted its attitude toward KTBC immediately after Lady Bird Johnson submitted her application to buy it.153 Within months of acquiring the radio station in 1943, the Johnsons applied to the FCC to move the station’s frequency to the lower end of the dial (590) and operate twenty-four hours a day, changes that would expand its signal well beyond Austin to thirty-eight surrounding counties. Whereas the previous owners had unsuccessfully tried to accomplish the same improvements for many years, the Johnsons’ requests were granted within three weeks. Beforehand, they managed to recruit a popular radio announcer from Dallas, Harfield Weedin, to become manager of their new station, overcoming his reluctance with the promise that the station would be greatly expanded: Lyndon Johnson told him, “Look, the frequency is going to be changed. We’re going to go full-time. I have it in the works right now.”154 As soon as the broadcasting changes were approved and implemented, the station was received by listeners much more clearly and until late in the evening. By 1945, approval was obtained from the FCC to increase its power fivefold, from a thousand to five thousand watts, expanding the geographic radius of potential listeners to sixty-three counties.155 Johnson traveled to New York and called on the president of the CBS radio network, William S. Paley, to ask for an affiliation that would allow Johnson’s station to carry the network’s famous nationally broadcast shows, an arrangement that would thus attract more advertisers and enable him to charge higher advertising rates. Previous attempts by another Austin radio station, KNOW, to secure a CBS affiliation had been rejected for years on the basis that the network’s San Antonio affiliate could be heard in Austin. But after Johnson’s visit, Paley and Frank Stanton, the CBS director of research, reexamined the situation and found there was plenty of room for an affiliated station in Austin.156

The turnaround in the FCC’s attitude was complete. The Life magazine exposé documented the Johnsons’ startling success winning FCC approval for everything they wanted, from the time the little radio station was purchased through the conveyance to them of a unique television monopoly in Austin, Texas, that existed until 1972, when the Johnsons sold it for $9 million:157


All of its requests have been acted upon favorably and with dispatch by the agency—beginning with an early application to increase its power and the length of its broadcasting day. The choicest plum of all fell in 1952 when KTBC [TV] was granted the right to broadcast over Channel 7, the only VHF (very high frequency) channel allocated to the Austin area by the FCC. This single outlet contracted to carry programs of all three major TV networks—CBS, ABC and NBC—with whom affiliation is the open sesame to success. True, the FCC also assigned to Austin three prospective UHF (ultra high frequency) channels; but at that time almost no TV receivers existed to pick up a UHF signal. Many sets can receive UHF now, but no one has moved to build a UHF station in Austin. Since KTBC holds the network contracts, it retains on one VHF channel, an effective telecasting monopoly in a city of 186,000 and its environs. (emphasis added)158



Whereas similar stations in comparable cities charged only $325, in 1964 dollars, as a network base rate for broadcast time, Johnson’s television station was charging $575. Such a monopoly did not exist anywhere else in the country. One of the Justice Department’s primary duties was, and still is, ferreting out instances of monopoly power under the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890. Johnson’s skills at manipulating people resulted in stunning successes, as illustrated by this bureaucratic dichotomy: He was being granted monopoly power by one federal government agency while holding at bay the one charged with dissolving such power.159 Bobby Baker described how Johnson coerced an NBC network executive to pay his station the highest rate scale for nationally broadcast commercials: “‘But senator,’ Johnson was told, ‘your market isn’t big enough down there. The local affiliate is paid according to its share of the audience. Yours just isn’t large enough to qualify.’ ‘I say it is’ Johnson retorted. ‘I know how you fellows work—you can do anything you want to. Well, want to!’ The network officials thought it over and decided they wanted to.”160

Johnson’s use of political influence to expand his business would cement a lifelong association with Austin attorney Ed Clark, who would become the most powerful attorney in the state. Clark had induced the owner of a statewide chain of grocery stores, and the vendors he purchased from, to advertise on KTBC. In exchange for his patronage, Johnson intervened with the OPA, the wartime government agency that rationed various commodities, to allocate the store an extra 150,000 cases of grapefruit in 1944. Clark also arranged for General Electric to advertise on the station and even sponsored the popular World News Today program. His other lawyer friend Alvin Wirtz signed on Humble Oil, which selected KTBC to carry their broadcast of football games. Johnson persuaded the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to approve a $1,250,000 loan for the Jaques Power Saw Company so that the latter could advertise on his radio station. It was well-known that the best way to secure some favor from Lyndon was to advertise on his radio station.161 During 1942, before the Johnsons bought the station, the monthly advertising revenue had been $2,600 per month. After the Johnsons’ purchase, the revenue rose almost immediately, and by December 1943 it was $5,645. In 1944, it was $13,500; in 1945, it was $15,300; and in 1946, $22,700 per month. By 1946, revenue totaled $272,500. Lyndon Johnson powered the station’s ascendancy, selling not merely the groceries and appliances advertised on his radio but political influence.162

During his vice presidency, the above scheme would begin backfiring on him, as will be seen in chapter 4, when his Senate aide and protégé Bobby Baker would coerce kickbacks, channeled through the purchase of advertising time on KTBC in Austin, from an insurance salesman doing business in Maryland, who had no business activities in Texas. Insurance agent Don Reynolds would testify to the other illegal activities he witnessed, including that Baker collected “large amounts of cash, from $10,000 to $13,000 at a time,” on behalf of Johnson.163 Unfortunately for Reynolds, his testimony was taken on November 22, 1963, after which the investigations into Johnson’s illegal schemes were quickly scuttled.

Johnson as a Freshman Senator

Soon after Johnson returned to Washington as the newly “elected” Texas senator, he demonstrated both his willingness to give big political paybacks to his financial benefactors and propensity for savagely attacking political opponents, in his 1949 campaign to oust Leland Olds, the veteran chairman of the Federal Power Commission. Olds’s record as chairman was impeccable, and his work was completely in accordance with the congressional standards established for the commission, but because of his effectiveness as a commissioner, he was not liked by certain influential men in Texas who felt he was a threat to their ongoing acquisition of untold fortunes. For this reason, he was to lose his position, meager wealth, home, and financial security. He eventually died as a virtual pauper, all thanks to Lyndon B. Johnson.

The story is still relevant—in fact it is essential to understand Johnson’s ruthlessness—because it illustrates Johnson’s single-minded determination to ruin people if they did not submit to his will. In this case, Olds didn’t accept the unwritten requirement to go easy on Johnson’s benefactors—owners and managers of behemoth power companies—who preferred regulatory rules that favored themselves over the interests of ordinary citizens and power consumers. It is ironic that Johnson would take credit throughout his life for how he had fought for those same power companies to electrify the rural parts of his district in the 1930s and 1940s, yet in 1949, when the power companies had finally complied, largely because of the efforts of Leland Olds more than any other man alive, Johnson would savagely attack the real architect of the program.

As a newly elected senator, Lyndon B. Johnson immediately began planning his campaign to oust Leland Olds, whom The New Republic had called “the central force and will” of the commission.164 For months, Johnson devised a project that would ensure Olds would be bushwhacked in a process that Olds had assumed would be a routine approval of his third term on the commission. Once the hearings and subcommittee debate commenced, Olds was unmercifully attacked for his writings twenty-some years earlier, in which he had advanced the idea that public interests were superior to the corporate interests of the power companies. This material was turned against him, and now he was accused of having Communist leanings and running the commission like a “commissar,” then purposely given very little time to comply with requests for huge amounts of old records and information. Thus, a man who was in fact a very effective administrator was called “a traitor and a jackass and a crackpot … Johnson [would] sneer at him and demand that he answer the question ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and stop hedging and dodging.”165 He repeatedly interrupted Olds when he tried to explain his earlier position, “demanding that he either ‘repudiate’ or ‘reassert’ them.” It was a vicious and brutal attack on a man whose exemplary work history provided no substantive reason for having his nomination rejected.

Yet another equally compelling point must be made about Johnson’s methodology; he had prepared for months to ambush Olds, ensuring his target would have no warning and no real opportunity to respond. Johnson meticulously planned the attack, selecting members for the subcommittee who would be susceptible to charges of Olds’s supposed radicalism, scheduling hearings to make it impossible for Olds to assemble the records he needed for an adequate rebuttal, and conducting the hearings in a way that gave opponents as much time as they wanted while severely restricting Olds’s proponents. To avoid completely burning his bridges with liberals who supported Olds, he made sure they attended only the sessions for which most of the other subcommittee members—those he needed to convince of Olds’s supposed Communist background—had scheduling conflicts; on these occasions, Johnson appeared much more magnanimous and gracious to his prey. But when pro-Olds witnesses testified, he became impatient and pressed them to quickly wrap up their testimony; he repeatedly pulled out a large stopwatch and stared at it, and made sure they saw it.166

Johnson’s hearing schedule coincided with a meeting of the International Petroleum Association of America in Fort Worth. When the telegraph came describing how the freshman Texas Senator Lyndon B. Johnson, the subcommittee chairman, had taken on President Truman’s veteran nominee for reappointment to the Federal Power Commission and won a unanimous vote, 7–0, for rejection, the eight hundred attendees jumped with jubilation, breaking into wild hoorays and loud rebel yells.167 During the debate in the full Senate, as Johnson was crucifying Leland Olds, sprinkling his accusations with terms like “Marxist” and “commissar,” he would extend his hand to his quarry in the corridor outside the hearing room, saying, “Lee, I hope you understand there’s nothing personal in this. We’re still friends, aren’t we? It’s only politics, you know.”168 Many of the ninety-six sitting senators who might have otherwise voted for Olds simply walked out, because they did not want to support a man accused—rightly or wrongly—of being a Communist. When the votes were cast, only sixty-eight senators remained on the floor: Olds’s renomination was defeated, fifty-three to fifteen.

Practically all of the leading liberals in Washington, from Eleanor Roosevelt to Tommy “the Cork” Corcoran and Joseph Rauh, felt disgusted and betrayed. Even James Rowe, who had been a Johnson supporter for years, was stunned: “He grabbed onto the goddamned Commie thing and just ran with it and ran with it … Ran it into the ground for no reason we could see.”169 (It is little wonder that, only a decade later, the Democrats opted not to select Lyndon B. Johnson as their nominee for president; and when Kennedy chose him to be his running mate, liberals were predictably shocked and angered). President Truman—no great fan of Johnson after this episode—appointed someone who was more acceptable to Johnson and his benefactors: Mon Wallgren, who proceeded to reverse regulatory policies that Olds had worked years to accomplish. In 1952, Fortune magazine called Wallgren “quite possibly the least effective chairman, or even member, the FPC has ever had … A lazy fellow [and] too preoccupied with politicking to pay proper attention to FPC business.”170

Exactly three weeks after John F. Kennedy gave Lyndon B. Johnson the nod to become the vice presidential nominee of the Democratic Party, on August 5, 1960, Leland Olds died a broken man. He was destitute, abandoned by his oldest friends, who did not want to be associated with someone publicly labeled a Communist sympathizer; his wife, Maud, never recovered from the attacks. According to their daughter, Zara Olds Chapin, her mother had accompanied her father to the hearings and heard various witnesses attacking him as a commissar, jackass, and crackpot, watching the newly minted senator sneering at him and alternately acting very solicitous, then patronizing, and next obsequious, constantly changing from one mode of attack to another. Zara would lament that her mother “died hating Lyndon Johnson. Until the day she died, she could hardly say his name.”171

But Lyndon was ecstatic about his success: The fight against Leland Olds had paid off, and from then on he could count on the unanimous support of key Texas power brokers including Ed Clark and even more importantly, the oilmen, with their bottomless money barrels necessary for him to realize his dreams. Their backing made the ambush of Leland Olds worth the cost to him of the support of the liberal wing of his party; he knew such a loss would only be temporary. And he was in the most happy, euphoric mood as any of his aides had ever witnessed. His aide, Warren “Woody” Woodward, wrote to Horace Busby, “It is a real pleasure to be around him when he is feeling this way.” Johnson wrote to his poker-playing friend Justice William O. Douglas, “This has been one of the finest years—perhaps the finest—of our lives.”172

A few months later, in February 1950, another newly elected senator would begin using similar techniques against many people who had done nothing to deserve such outrageous treatment. Joseph R. “Tailgunner Joe” McCarthy’s behavior was likely influenced by what he witnessed during Leland Olds’s October 1949 confirmation hearings. McCarthy saw that great power and notoriety could be obtained through public humiliation of government employees who could be portrayed as card-carrying Communists, whether or not they really were. Congressman Richard Nixon (R-CA) evidently noticed this tactic as well. Both McCarthy and Nixon molded their confrontational styles on the grand master of reckless, vicious, and irresponsible accusation: Lyndon B. Johnson. According to one of Johnson’s aides, Horace Busby, “McCarthy was scared to death of Johnson. Johnson thought McCarthy would someday come up with a big exposé about Johnson’s past association with communists in the thirties, which he had many. McCarthy was too scared of Johnson as a skillful politician ever to bring any of that stuff up. He never did, and wisely so. He could never have made it credible. So he, you know, you couldn’t be in Washington in the thirties without knowing people who later turned out to be in some cell.”173 Busby’s words leave little doubt about whom McCarthy learned his techniques from.

Johnson’s strength was manipulating men and women, a skill he practiced on the president of his college and perfected throughout his career. He was innately talented at forming psychological blueprints of his targets, categorizing their strengths and weaknesses, backgrounds, and characteristics such as intelligence, attitudes, and prejudices. According to author David Halberstam, Johnson “could catalogue the strengths and weaknesses of every man [in Congress]. The strength of a man put him off, but his weaknesses attracted him; it meant a man could be used. Whereas Kennedy had been uneasy in the face of another man’s weakness, it embarrassed him and he tended to back off when a man showed frailty, to Johnson there was a smell of blood, more could come of this.”174 Senator Hubert Humphrey, who eventually served as Johnson’s vice president, addressed this topic in an oral history interview he did for Joe Frantz and the LBJ Library:


Johnson was like a psychiatrist. Unbelievable man in terms of sizing up people, what they would do, how they would stand under pressure, what their temperament was. This was his genius. He used to tell me many times, “You’ve got to study every member of this body to know how they’re really going to ultimately act. Everything about them, their family, their background, their attitudes, even watch their moods before you even ask them to vote.” He was a master of human relations when it came to that Senate.175



Humphrey elaborated upon the above in another oral history conducted by Michael Gillette:


Johnson always was able to take the measure of a man. He knew those that he could dominate; he knew those that he could outmaneuver. Right off the bat he sized you up…. Johnson knew how to woo people. He was a born political lover. It’s a most amazing thing … what I mean is he knew how to massage the senators. He knew which ones he could just push aside, he knew which ones he could threaten, and above all he knew which ones he’d have to spend time with and nourish along, to bring along, to make sure that they were coming along.176



What Humphrey didn’t say, though he must surely have known, was that the real key to Johnson’s mastery of other people’s future actions was his knowledge of their past secrets; and the key to that kind of hidden information was his access to to J. Edgar Hoover’s most personal and confidential files.

In later years, Johnson demonstrated his process to two of JFK’s famed advisers. Robert Dallek’s account references John Kenneth Galbraith’s story about how Johnson spent a whole morning with Arthur Schlesinger, examining “every member of the Senate—his drinking habits, his sex habits, his intellectual capacity, reliability, how you manage him. Arthur said, ‘Most informative morning I ever spent. Never got a word in edgewise.’ Not long afterward, Johnson told Galbraith, ‘I’ve been meeting with your friend, Arthur Schlesinger. Really had a very good meeting. We had a long talk. He’s a right smart fellow. But damn fellow talks too much.’”177 Hubert Humphrey saw that Johnson’s efforts culminated in dirt on every sitting U.S. senator: “He knew all the little things that people did. I used to say he had his own private FBI. If you ever knew anybody, if you’d been out on a date, or if you’d had a drink, or if you’d attended a meeting, or you danced with a gal at a nightclub, he knew it! It was just incredible! I don’t know how he was able to get all that information, but he lived and breathed and walked and talked politics … He was just totally immersed in it.”178

Lyndon Johnson’s other great skill stemmed from his Texas upbringing and forms a common trait of many people who live there, especially in the area known as the Hill Country outside of Austin, who often harness country colloquialisms to generate vivid descriptions. For example, instead of saying, “Appearances can be deceptive,” a Texan might remark, “Just because a chicken has wings doesn’t mean it can fly.” Author J. Evetts Haley, himself a native of the Lone Star State and familiar with the art of crafting the perfect Texas idiom, provided other examples, about how Lyndon fit in so well to the political scene in Washington (“He took to the techniques of influence and pressure like a kitten to a warm brick”) and how, after Speaker Sam Rayburn had taken Lyndon under his wing, his “career began to glitter like burnished brass.”179 Robert Caro described the Johnsonian lexicon: Instead of calling a special interest group weak, or a House-Senate joint committee a meaningless legislative exercise, Johnson would say the former was “not much stronger than a popcorn fart,” and the latter was “as useless as tits on a bull.”180 Johnson’s skill was such that he could craft such an expression instantly, on the fly, to describe whatever the situation might require.
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