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TO MARK, BROOKE, JOE III, FRICK, and CLAUDIA

May your children give you the same pride and joy you have given me and May each of you experience the exhilaration and exhaustion of spending yourself in a worthy cause


        INTRODUCTION

        

        WE ARE LIVING IN LYNDON JOHNSON’S AMERICA

        Love him or loathe him, it is widely recognized that Lyndon Johnson was a President who knew how to make Washington work—even among those who didn’t like how he made it work and what he made it work on.

        It is now considered a major accomplishment for a President to pass one or a few major bills over a four- or eight-year term: welfare reform for Bill Clinton, No Child Left Behind for George W. Bush, Affordable Care for Barack Obama. Between 1964 and 1969, President Johnson submitted, and the 88th, 89th, and 90th Congresses enacted, hundreds of legislative initiatives—in education, health care, environmental and consumer protection, civil rights, immigration reform, housing and urban affairs, the arts and humanities, criminal justice, and many other areas. Those Great Society laws and policies not only continue to shape our nation, they also fuel its public controversies and form the subject matter of our public policy dialogue  to this day.I

        Today many—perhaps most—citizens doubt that Washington can work at all. They oscillate between despair and cynicism about a nation’s capital paralyzed by partisan politics, dominated by special interests, tied in knots by Lilliputian lobbyists, and driven by polls, with the President and the House and Senate devoting inordinate attention to raising money for the next election.

        Against this worrisome backdrop, the history of Lyndon Johnson’s years offers a remarkable tale of triumph. His administration oversaw an extraordinary advance of progressive government despite the tragedy of the Vietnam War, and it achieved striking success despite the frightening turbulence and violence that accompanied the civil rights movement, antiwar protests, and roiling cultural revolutions in sexual conduct and drug use.

        Indeed, we are living in Lyndon Johnson’s America. In these early years of the twenty-first century, his Great Society programs continue to touch the life of every American more than the programs of any other President—from conception to death, from urban center to rural outpost, from east to west and north to south, in schools and colleges, in community health clinics and great medical centers, even in the air we breathe and the water we drink. His initiatives affect the theater, opera, and dance companies we patronize, the public television we watch, and the public radio we listen to. He wrought changes that altered what happens in voting booths, jury rooms, and immigration offices. His consumer laws influence how most of the food we eat and products we buy are produced and marketed.

        The social revolution he sired and the national government he shaped still top the charts for political hailing and haranguing in the nation’s capital, state legislatures, city councils, and town halls. Whatever one’s view of Lyndon Johnson, the impact of his Great Society has been, and for many years is likely to continue to be, penetrating and pervasive.

        This book is about how this infernally complex, driven, and driving President—a man of deep personal insecurities and dizzying mood swings—did it: how he mastered the bone-crushing politics of civil rights and antipoverty wars; how he used every waking minute of his presidency and every lever of power, sometimes brushing aside traditional separation of powers; how he mixed arguments, flattery, favors, and veiled (and not so veiled) threats to persuade congressional, business, labor, education, health care, and religious leaders to support his proposals (or at least accept them, however grudgingly).II This is the story of how LBJ stepped around or over those who opposed him, sometimes using tactics that would make Machiavelli blush. It is a story of how he did it all, with laserlike focus on completing the work that Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman left unfinished and with the goal of achieving a largely peaceful social and economic revolution.

        This is also, as accurately as I can tell it, a personal story of one of the most compelling and controversial—and perhaps the most complicated—Presidents this nation has ever seen. Historians will study, analyze, and debate Lyndon Johnson for decades to come. While we await their work, I have written to provide what historians often lack in trying to assess earlier Presidents: an eyewitness account, a real-time close-up of a President’s world from someone who lived and worked in his presence, almost 24/7, for several exhilarating, exhausting, and often exasperating years.

        With the recent release of the Johnson tapes, the smash hit play All the Way on Broadway starring Bryan Cranston as LBJ, and numerous fiftieth-anniversary commemorations and critiques of the Great Society programs in the media, Americans are coming to appreciate that Johnson’s initiatives are so entwined with their lives that, as The Washington Post reported, “It’s hard to imagine the country as we know it without them.”1

        So now, with a half century of hindsight, it’s time to reexamine the accomplishments of this mercurial, hyperkinetic chief executive. In this new introduction to my 1991 memoir of my years in the Johnson White House, I’ll first review the vast scope of Great Society legislation—programs that touch and improve the lives of every American today. Then I’ll discuss some of the ways Johnson marshaled the power to realize his social and economic revolution. Who knows? Perhaps Johnson’s path will one day serve as a road map for current and future leaders.

        THE GREAT SOCIETY TODAY

        For the past half a century, the tragedy of Vietnam has so clouded the public and scholarly vision of Lyndon Johnson that it has been difficult to see what his domestic achievements actually mean for America. That disastrous war, coupled with a fear of being called “liberal” as the country became more conservative, has led leaders of his own Democratic party, even some compatriots who voted for his Great Society programs, to relegate Lyndon Johnson to near invisibility for much of the past fifty years. Many recent Democratic leaders have avoided mentioning his name in their speeches, political campaigns, and conventions. That silence has given LBJ’s conservative critics an open field to score repeatedly with unanswered denunciations.

        Moreover, LBJ was a force of nature with seemingly a thousand faces, a big-eared Texan calloused by growing up in the raw poverty of the hill country with no running water or electricity. He was a politician who literally went nose to nose to overwhelm someone he was trying to convince, a great storyteller with a raucous sense of humor. All that made him an unforgettable character, but one ready-made for caricature rather than portraiture—not only by political cartoonists but also by political reporters and television commentators.

        But the release of hundreds of hours of his taped conversations reveal a shrewd, adept, and committed President—and now at the half-century mark his oft-derided Great Society programs are still flourishing, many of them expanded by his successors. A new look at the hundreds of laws he put in place and how they’ve changed our country and everyday lives is prompting a reevaluation of not only his presidency but also his personality, as well as a recognition of his enduring influence.

        The programs he hammered into the legislative steel of our democracy have survived his painful war. But the fallout of that war will always hover over his presidency with endless “what-ifs” and “how much furthers” his Great Society programs might have reduced poverty, increased opportunity, or extended the penetration of the federal government into our lives, had there been no Vietnam. Piercing through the fog of that war, the nation has begun to recognize how this intense, inspiring, and infuriating leader of vast ambition for his country and for himself made government work and etched so many indelible marks on our world. Lyndon Johnson may well be the strongest link in the great chain of the nation’s progressive traditions, certainly up there with Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, as he made seemingly impossible dreams of progressives come true—and then some.

        Even harsh critics have acknowledged his significance in progressive history. South Dakota Senator George McGovern, Lyndon Johnson’s bitterest opponent on the Vietnam War, declared to a 2012 gathering, “With the exception of FDR who had four terms in the White House, LBJ was the greatest president of the twentieth century.” McGovern affirmed that LBJ made a “terrible mistake” on the Vietnam War but noted that the historical records show that Johnson inherited it and wanted no part of it. “He just didn’t know how to get it off his back.”2

        John Kenneth Galbraith, another stinging critic of Johnson on Vietnam, said nonetheless of his presidency: “The initiatives of Lyndon Johnson on civil rights, voting rights, and on economic and social deprivation must no longer be enshrouded by that war.”3

        Consider LBJ’s education laws, which marked the first real entry of the federal government into education since the Morrill Land-Grant College Act in Lincoln’s time. Head Start serves some one million preschool children a year.4 The 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act provides resources to more than fifty-six thousand lower, middle, and high schools in every state.5 The same law supports bilingual education programs for immigrants in more than seventy languages6 and special education for handicapped children and those with learning disabilities. LBJ’s Higher Education Acts opened college, and the consequent economic opportunities, to anyone with the brains and ambition to go there. Two-thirds of college students take advantage of the loan, grant, and work-study programs established in those laws and their progeny.7

        In health and medicine, LBJ’s landmark Medicare provides health care for fifty-two million senior and disabled Americans, and Medicaid for sixty-six million low-income patients,8 thus improving the quality of their lives and relieving them—and their families—of the burden and anxiety of wondering how, or if, they can afford necessary treatment. These initiatives pay the bill for two-thirds of the elderly living in nursing homes.9 Some nine thousand Community Health Centers provide access to health care for millions of needy individuals.10 Heart, Cancer, and Stroke Act programs have established citadels of medical excellence in cities across the country; health professions legislation has provided funds to increase the number of doctors, nurses, and other health professionals.

        LBJ’s Food Stamp program (today called SNAP, Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program) helps feed more than forty million poor families.11 His School Breakfast program, started in 1966, today improves health—and attendance and grades—of ten million children in more than eighty-nine thousand schools and preschools.12

        The Immigration Reform Act of 1965 shapes America’s demography in the twenty-first century. By scrapping the shameful restrictive quotas of the National Origins Act of 1924 that favored white Western Europeans, that law gave universal meaning to the Statue of Liberty’s welcoming words, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” It opened our gates to millions of Mexicans, Central and South Americans, Asians, Africans, and Southern and Eastern Europeans, creating the most multicultural nation in world history. From the early 1960s until 2012, the percentages of legal immigrants from Latin America climbed from 9 to 53 percent; from Asia, up from 5 to 28 percent; and from Africa and other places up from 1 to 5 percent, while the percentage of immigrants from Northern Europe and Canada dropped from 85 to 14 percent.III 13

        Often regarded as the signature achievements of LBJ’s years in office, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Voting Rights Act of 1965, and Fair Housing Act of 1968 opened up a new world for blacks and other minorities. The lasting reach of antidiscrimination measures also includes women (added in the House to the 1964 Act).14 Great Society bail reform and fair jury legislation influence federal and state criminal justice systems. Robert Caro, LBJ’s most meticulous and demanding biographer, concludes that “with the single exception of Lincoln, he [Johnson] was the greatest champion with a white skin that they [all Americans of color] had in the history of the Republic. He was . . . the lawmaker for the poor and the downtrodden and the oppressed . . . the President who wrote mercy and justice into the statute books by which America was governed.”15

        It’s difficult to overstate the changes those laws have wrought. Take just Voting Rights. When enacted, there were five black members in the House of Representatives and one in the Senate. By 2014, there were forty-three in the House, three in the Senate, and a President in the White House. In 1964, there were three hundred black elected officials in the nation; in 2014, there were more than eleven thousand blacks elected to state legislatures, city and county offices, law enforcement, and education posts.16 And in 2014 in Mississippi, it was the African-American vote that saved incumbent Senate Republican Thad Cochran.

        Beyond legislation, in the 1965 Howard University commencement address, LBJ unfolded one of his most contentious initiatives—which to this day scratches like a fingernail on a blackboard and splits the Supreme Court:

        Freedom is not enough. . . . You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, “You are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been completely fair. . . . This is the next and the more profound stage of the battle for civil rights.17

        Thus was born the concept of affirmative action, Johnson’s conviction that it was essential as a matter of social justice to provide the tutoring, the extra help, even the occasional preference, if necessary, to those who had suffered three hundred years of discrimination in order to give them a fair chance to share in the American dream.

        Less known, and largely ignored at the time, was Johnson’s similar campaign to place women in top government positions. The White House telephone tapes reveal him hectoring cabinet officers to appoint women to top jobs. Historian Patricia Zelman, in her book Women, Work, and National Policy: The Kennedy-Johnson Years, credits Johnson with creating “an affirmative action reporting system for women, surely the first of its kind . . . in the White House.” LBJ proposed legislation to provide equal opportunity in promotions for women in the armed forces. Signing the bill in 1967, Johnson noted, “There is no reason why we should not some day have a female Chief of Staff or even a female Commander-in-Chief.”18 We now have a number of female generals and admirals—and, waiting in the wings, a potential female Commander-in-Chief.

        Though rarely acknowledged as such, LBJ is arguably the patriarch of our contemporary environmental movement, as Theodore Roosevelt was of an earlier environmental crusade. LBJ put plenty of laws on the books: Clean Air, Water Quality, and Clean Water Restoration Acts and Amendments, Solid Waste Disposal Act, Motor Vehicle Pollution Control Act, Aircraft Noise Abatement Act, and Highway Beautification Act. The 1968 Wild and Scenic Rivers Act protects more than two hundred rivers in thirty-eight states;19 the 1968 Trail System Act established more than twelve hundred recreation, scenic, and historic trails covering fifty-four thousand miles.20 These laws are critical to the quality of the water we drink and swim in, the air we breathe, and the trails we hike.

        Even more sweeping than those laws is LBJ’s articulation of the underlying principle for a “new conservation” that inspires both today’s environmentalists and the opponents who resist their efforts:

        The air we breathe, our water, our soil and wildlife, are being blighted by the poisons and chemicals which are the by-products of technology and industry. . . . The same society which receives the rewards of technology, must, as a cooperating whole, take responsibility for control.

        To deal with these new problems will require a new conservation. We must not only protect the countryside and save it from destruction, we must restore what has been destroyed and salvage the beauty and charm of our cities.21

        LBJ’s environmental commandment—that there is an obligation to restore as well as preserve, and that those who reap the rewards of modern technology must also pay the price of their industrial pollution—not only sparked his spate of environmental laws but also provided the rationale for later laws creating the Environmental Protection Agency and the Superfund.

        LBJ’s revolution affected urban America as well. His Urban Mass Transit legislation gave San Franciscans BART, Washingtonians the Metro, Atlantans MARTA, and cities across the country thousands of buses and modernized transit systems. The 1968 Housing and Urban Development Act still helps finance housing, including home ownership, for millions of families.

        Johnson’s much maligned War on Poverty was effective and continues to this day. During his term in office, the poverty rate dropped from 20 to 12 percent.22 Today Medicare and the increase in the minimum Social Security benefit that he drove through Congress are largely responsible for pushing the poverty rate among seniors down to 9 percent in 201223 from 35 percent in 1960.24 Eleven of twelve programs begun in LBJ’s Office of Economic Opportunity still operate.IV

        Lyndon Johnson is hardly considered a champion of the arts and media. Yet among his lasting contributions are the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, the Renwick Gallery (taken over by the Smithsonian in 1967), the American Film Institute (founded in 1967), and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars (enacted in 1968).

        Johnson established the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, which were designed to bring music, drama, literature, and the visual arts to even remote hamlets. The Endowments have helped found or support some 1,800 theater companies, 800 nonprofit symphony orchestras and chamber groups, 440 dance companies, and 140 opera companies in every state.25

        In 1967, LBJ proposed and convinced Congress to establish the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which has spawned 350 public television stations26 and 897 public radio stations27 that millions view and listen to each day. And how much more transparent is government because of the Freedom of Information Act he signed in 1966, which has enabled reporters and public interest groups to obtain documents that Executive Branch officials would prefer to keep secret.

        As Pulitzer Prize–winning art and architecture critic of The Washington Post Philip Kennicott put it, “Johnson did something unprecedented in American history: He put art, culture and beauty on the same footing as roads, rights, commerce and security. . . . The calculated brilliance of the Johnson cultural legacy is how closely it mirrors his other legislative priorities.”28

        LBJ’s presidential years bridged the vast morphing of the nation’s commercial life from corner grocers, local banks, neighborhood pharmacists, and small retailers to supermarkets, national food producers, international financial institutions, and gigantic drug and department store chains, as well as the emergence of huge corporations like auto companies and manufacturers of home appliances.

        To help harried individuals cope with this new world of complex agreements and cleverly designed and marketed products, LBJ put in place a wide range of consumer protection measures that we take for granted today: Truth in Securities, Truth in Packaging, Child Safety, Highway and Auto Safety, Tire Safety, Mine Safety, Flammable Fabrics, Product Safety Commission, the National Transportation Safety Board, Truth in Lending, Wholesome Meat, Wholesome Poultry, and Wholesome Fish laws.

        Whether one applauds or attacks the Great Society, when Lyndon Johnson left the government in 1969, it was a political, institutional, economic, and social reality. Its programs are woven into the fabric of our lives and esteemed by most citizens even though few know their origin.

        Johnson certainly enlarged the scope of government. He inherited a federal bureaucracy that operated fewer than fifty domestic programs. His legacy was one operating some five hundred such programs. Today’s federal government is deeply involved in education at every level, bringing to the country a more complete national health insurance system, continuing to enforce voting and other opportunities for minorities, providing economic assistance for the poor and a critical source of cash maintenance for millions of older and other citizens, and regulating national corporations and state and local governments as they provide financial, transportation, environmental, and social services.

        With such wide-ranging changes in our laws and social programs inevitably come problems. So along with his vast legacy of legislative changes, Lyndon Johnson has left another legacy: unremitting controversy. Among the most trenchant topics of debate are how much government is too much government and whether the Great Society legislation has centralized too much power in the Executive and Legislative Branches in Washington.

        Lyndon Johnson certainly meant to tilt the balance of power to the White House, not only vis-à-vis the other branches of the federal government but also vis-à-vis the states, cities, and counties. He saw this shift as essential in order to deal with the hard rock of resistance to his civil rights and antipoverty measures (and, of course, it fit nicely with his personal penchant for power). In fact, his Great Society programs have also enhanced the power of Congress (something he likely would have regarded as collateral damage). Thus, a lasting legacy is that not just the presidency but the Congress as well has become, for good or for ill, a locus of power, displacing somewhat the states, cities, and institutions whose relative power has declined.

        As a result, the failures of the President and the Congress loom larger because their powers—and our expectations—have become greater. Whatever one’s view of “big government” in Washington, most Americans, the media, and the political community accept it as a reality. Today the nation’s capital is the go-to place where one after another of us, and the lobbies that represent us, seek presidential or congressional intervention for one commercial, charitable, or cultural purpose after another.

        LBJ knew many of the programs he instituted would create political pressures to continue and maintain their benefits once they were under way. Indeed, he saw that as giving a voice to the poor and minorities. But he’d been in Washington long enough—more than thirty years—to realize that as times changed there would be pressures—and a genuine need—to amend and improve his programs. Change can be infernally difficult (which is one of the reasons Johnson is regarded as such an effective president). It has proved so both for advocates of Great Society programs and their opponents (see Ronald Reagan’s incessant verbal assaults on poverty programs and the fact that they survived his presidency and even grew during it).

        The successes of the Great Society have brought new problems, many quite unexpected. Medicare and Medicaid have injected the government into a host of ethical problems and religious convictions: with the extension and explosion of the elderly population, end-of-life issues, even euthanasia and assisted suicide, for example, and with the sexual and medical revolution, controversies about funding abortion and contraception and who gets whose organs in transplants. Pumping money into higher education with few incentives for efficiency has inflated tuition costs; easier college loans have led to a crush of debt for many graduates. The concept of affirmative action to spur economic and educational opportunities for African Americans has led to demands to continue and expand it for Asians, Hispanics, and women. And to end the list without completing it, states balk at the federal government’s penchant for corralling their resources to help finance federally mandated programs.

        LESSONS FOR FUTURE PRESIDENTS

        What, if any, lessons do Lyndon Johnson’s example (or this book, for that matter) offer for Presidents, politicians, political observers, and regular citizens who yearn to “make Washington work”?

        Of course there are major differences between the Washington of today and the capital of the 1960s. During LBJ’s presidency, there was no Internet, no cable television, no instant news. Nor was there the modern technology of cell phones, YouTube, Twitter, and other social media to spread wildfires of commentary on a presidential policy moments after it is announced. The costs of political campaigns were not in the billions of dollars, pressing Presidents and those in office (or those who hope to be) to spend so much vital time raising money.V 29 The Majority and Minority Leaders of the House and Senate had more power than they enjoy today, and committee chairs were potentates in the 1960s. Perhaps the most troubling difference is that there were trust and civility between the branches and the leaders of both branches; in LBJ’s day a handshake between a White House aide or cabinet officer and a congressional committee chair was considered as binding as a signed contract.

        The early twenty-first century has been marked by bare-knuckled and fractious political partisanship. But in the 1960s, LBJ faced a furious and entrenched array of Senate and House Southern Democrats who felt betrayed by his energetic push for civil rights. He confronted angry riots in Los Angeles, Detroit, and Newark, and, after the King assassination, in a hundred cities across the country. He was involved in an increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam.

        True, Lyndon Johnson brought to the presidency an extraordinary wealth of experience in the ways and means of politics, Congress, and the nation’s power elites. But Presidents have to govern in their own time, whatever the cultural idiosyncrasies and technological advances, opportunities, and challenges, and in their own styles with whatever personal experience and history they bring to the Oval Office. Even with these differences and the unique characteristics of every president, there are some valuable lessons for the future.

        Perhaps the most important lesson is that we are a Presidential Nation, and the key to a legislatively productive Congress is strong Presidential Leadership.30 Such leadership is essential if the nation hopes to see once again the mobilization of a majority 435 representatives and 100 senators to move legislation forward, with the minority, however reluctantly, accepting the vote. Only strong presidential leadership can bring order to 535 men and women of different ages, races, faiths, ethnicities, life experiences, and priorities, and from all sorts of jurisdictions, representing constituents with widely varied (if not conflicting) interests, needs, and opinions.

        No President in the last century understood this more clearly than Lyndon Johnson. No President more effectively meshed the events of his time with his knowledge of the Congress to achieve his legislative, social, and economic goals. Few, if any, entered the Oval Office with such a vibrant view of what must be accomplished, or as he once pointedly put it, of “what the hell’s a presidency for.”

        Lyndon Johnson understood in the marrow of his bones that this is a Presidential Nation, and he knew what that meant for domestic policy as has no other President, not even his idol Franklin Roosevelt. FDR certainly saw the potential of the presidency as the power center of American government; Lyndon Johnson exploited that potential brilliantly and exponentially—and, when he thought it necessary to “do the right thing” as he saw it, relentlessly and ruthlessly.

        Another lesson for future presidents is the importance of laserlike focus: genuine, tenacious, even obsessive commitment. I wrote this book before the Johnson tapes were released, but a critical takeaway for listeners of the tapes is the absence of small talk. The reason for virtually every LBJ conversation was to get someone to do something—vote for a bill, roll back a price, settle a strike, take a job—and from his vantage point to measure another’s level of support or opposition, locate a point of weakness, weave a few of someone’s suggested changes into a blanket commitment of support, express abundant affection to an ally, instill fear in an adversary.

        For LBJ, civil rights and poverty were moral issues. In his essay “Lyndon Johnson, the Great Society, and the ‘Twilight’ of the Modern Presidency,” Sidney Milkis writes that “what is often overlooked is how the fight for civil rights reform saw Johnson’s mastery of the legislative process joined to moral leadership—how LBJ used the presidency to pique the conscience of the nation.”31

        Lyndon Johnson was single-minded and tenacious in pursuing his objectives. He knew what he wanted to do with his presidency and he went after it with all his energy and caginess. When in early 1964 aides urged him not to press in a presidential election year for the Civil Rights Act to end discrimination in public accommodations and employment, he famously snapped, “What the hell’s a presidency for?” and charged forward to get his bill passed.32

        Johnson understood that persuading all sorts of people to do (or not to do) something and gathering needed votes in the Congress from the Oval Office are round-the-clock jobs. No opportunity can be passed up; every moment must be grasped. I was once asked by Pulitzer prize– and Tony-winning playwright Robert Schenkkan, “What did Lyndon Johnson do for recreation in Washington?” Stumped for a moment, I finally responded, “Nothing. He worked all the time when he was in Washington.” (I shouldn’t have hesitated; in three and a half years working in LBJ’s White house, I had less than two weeks off.)

        In November 1964, Senate Republican Minority Leader Everett Dirksen called to congratulate LBJ on his landslide victory over Barry Goldwater. Johnson didn’t simply accept Dirksen’s accolade; he used the moment to stalk his legislative bear. Dirksen said he needed surgery at Walter Reed Army Hospital, but he didn’t want to schedule the procedure right away if the President planned to meet with the congressional leadership. After telling Dirksen to have the surgery, LBJ said, “Isn’t it wonderful, Everett, that you and I get all this medical care from the government. We can do the same thing for our senior citizens if we pass Medicare.”

        Dirksen chuckled and said, “Now, Mr. President . . .” but before he could finish his sentence, Johnson presssed further: He was going to send a Voting Rights Act to Congress and hoped to have Dirksen’s support, essential to break the inevitable filibuster by Southern Democrats. When Dirksen expressed doubt that he could ever go along with such a bill, LBJ said, “Everett, if you come with me on this bill, two hundred years from now there’ll only be two people they’ll remember from the state of Illinois: Abraham Lincoln and Everett Dirksen.”

        Presidents need to find some way to work with their opponents in Congress, however obstreperous they may be. Lyndon Johnson, perhaps the most liberal chief executive in the nation’s history, knew how to work with the entire Congress, especially Republicans and Democratic conservatives. Leading the Congress requires a lot more than schmoozing (though plenty of that). The President needs to respect, enjoy, and know intimately the members of both parties.

        To be effective, presidents have to know an individual politician’s need of the moment. Is it a picture with the President, an invitation to a state dinner, a letter to his son or daughter, a dam, a contract, an appearance at a fund-raiser, a position for a constituent or campaign contributor, credit for an idea or law? There is nothing corrupt or even inappropriate about such considerations; they comport with Harold Lasswell’s definition of politics as “the science of who gets what, when, and how.”33

        A President needs an instinct for not only what politicians appreciate but also what they fear, what sticks to use when carrots fail. An effective President employs the stick only after this carrot or that has failed to persuade a member to agree with his position. Effective Presidents are careful not to make lasting personal enemies, mindful that today’s antagonist may be tomorrow’s ally. As Johnson used to tell us when we’d get angry at an antagonist, “In politics you don’t tell someone to go to hell unless you can send him there.”

        Presidents need operational intelligence—not just intellectual intelligence—to know everything about people and political forces. LBJ was always learning, measuring, and assessing members of Congress (and just about everyone else). He talked a lot, but even when he was talking, he was also absorbing his listener’s reaction, listening to his listener’s response and even to the silences between the sentences of any response, measuring his listener’s body language and facial expressions for clues that might advance his cause.

        LBJ insisted that those of us on his senior White House staff (six people; LBJ’s total White House staff never exceeded fifty, compared to well over one thousand today) treat Republicans Everett Dirksen and House Minority Leader Gerald Ford with the same deference, attention, and accommodation we accorded Democrats Mike Mansfield, the Senate Majority Leader, and John McCormack, House Speaker.

        Whenever LBJ saw any of his staff talking to each other at a White House reception, he reprimanded us: “You should be working. You have plenty of time to talk to each other. You talk to these members [of Congress], find out what they think, what they want, what they need.” Special Counsel Harry McPherson wrote in his book A Political Education: A Washington Memoir that with LBJ we all became experts in “the nonintellectual arts of personal politicking.”34

        Johnson considered it impossible to overstate his appreciation to those in Congress who helped him pass a bill. When he signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, LBJ did not give the first presidential pen to Martin Luther King as most expected. He ostentatiously gave it to Everett Dirksen, whose support had been essential to breaking the Southern filibuster.35

        From long experience, Johnson understood the importance of compromise to progress; indeed, he embraced it when it was unavoidable. Essential to LBJ’s success in passing the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was a compromise devised by Representative Hugh Carey (D-N.Y.) that allowed Catholic schools to receive aid for nonsectarian books and equipment (a provision the U.S. Supreme Court held constitutional thirty-five years later in 2000). When the bill passed, LBJ asked House Speaker John McCormack to delay sending it to the White House so that he could sign it on Hugh Carey’s birthday.

        Of course, Presidents must recognize that not all is hugs and kisses with members of Congress. When Lady Bird returned from a trip to Connecticut, where she had seen the magnificent painting and sculpture collection of Joseph Hirshhorn, she told her husband that Hirshhorn was willing to donate his entire collection to the United States. But there was a hitch: He wanted the museum that housed his collection to bear his name. Rhode Island Senator Claiborne Pell, the aristocratic descendant of the original lords of Pelham Manor who chaired the relevant congressional committee, loftily opposed naming it after an American Jew of Latvian descent. In calculated exasperation during a meeting with Pell, LBJ said, “Claiborne, I don’t care if it’s called the Horseshit Museum. I want all the American people to be able to see this sculpture, and that’s only going to happen if we name it after him!” Shocked and embarrassed, Pell agreed to report the bill out of his committee.

        Idaho Senator Frank Church, in nettling LBJ about the Vietnam War, kept citing Walter Lippmann, at the time perhaps the most influential Washington columnist, as a source of his analysis of the situation. Finally LBJ cracked, “I’ll tell you what, Frank, the next time you want a dam on the Snake River, call Walter Lippmann.”

        When one day I alerted President Johnson that a secret grand jury was about to conduct a criminal investigation of two senators, I had no idea how he would react. Would he ask the Justice Department to lay off? The President told me to have Attorney General Nicholas Katzen­bach let the senators know, “as a courtesy,” that they were under investigation, but to keep the investigation going until we could get their votes on a couple of key bills. “After that,” Johnson said to me, “tell him to do whatever’s right. But keep this grand jury going until we’ve gotten their votes on our legislation.”36

        Early in his presidency, Robert Caro wrote, Johnson defeated “a seemingly innocuous measure, involving the sale of wheat to Russia, that would have curtailed the President’s authority in foreign affairs.” Fearing that the bill had been introduced because conservatives, emboldened by their victories over Kennedy, were confident that they could defeat a President, he was determined to kill the bill decisively, murder it, to show them that members of Congress could not run over him as they had Kennedy; things had changed. When the bill went down overwhelmingly, Johnson said, “ ‘At that moment the power of the federal government began flowing back to the White House.’ ”37

        A successful president must be ready and willing to join with forces outside Washington to shape public opinion on a broad scale. To me the most powerful and instructive example is the arrangement LBJ made with Martin Luther King to muster support for his voting-rights legislation, poignantly revealed in the tapes of their conversations that were not available when this book was first published and recounted later in the only text I have added to this edition of my book.

        Opportunism—grasping the importance of the moment to achieve one’s goals—is another characteristic of an effective president. Lyndon Johnson was opportunistic from the first moments of his presidency. Promptly after taking office, he repeatedly asked the people and the Congress to “Do this for President Kennedy,” or said, “This would be a wonderful tribute to John Kennedy.” LBJ used the assassination to muster support for programs that he had been cobbling together in his head for decades, going back to his days in the late 1920s teaching poor Mexican kids in Cotulla, Texas, as head of the National Youth Administration in that state, and as a Texas congressman who vigorously supported Roosevelt’s New Deal.

        Even in the tragedies of his Nightmare Year, 1968, and with more than half a million soldiers fighting the unpopular Vietnam War, Johnson sought political and legislative opportunity. He had pressed the Congress for more than two years to pass his fair housing bill. There was little hope of House passage. Big-city representatives, normally civil rights supporters, were besieged by middle-class white Jewish, Irish, and Italian constituents determined to keep blacks out of their neighborhoods. From the tragedy of King’s assassination on April 4, 1968, Johnson saw the opportunity to salvage a national fair housing bill—and he used King’s death to get it.

        Johnson knew that most laws, and especially complicated ones, are not self-executing, that often enactment of a law is just the beginning, not the end. Both political parties, as well as institutional leaders of various political persuasions subject to a new law, need some sense that their voices have been heard in order to enable a President to execute them effectively. Senator Fritz Mondale of Minnesota said that whenever he suggested some piece of legislation to LBJ, the President’s first question was, “How can we make this a bipartisan deal? That’s what Johnson did in his time.”38

        The contrast between the way Lyndon Johnson and Barack Obama handled their health initiatives spotlights the significance of this point. Obama passed Affordable Care on a straight party-line vote; only Democrats voted for it and all but one Republican voted against it. LBJ insisted on accepting compromises in order to get as many Republicans as possible to vote for Medicare and Medicaid. Otherwise, he said, they’d kill us in Appropriations Committees, their governors would thwart Medicaid, and their allies in large corporations would resist. Thus, even facing the brutally contentious requirement of the ’64 Civil Rights Act that hospitals receiving federal funds had to be desegregated and physicians threatening not to participate, the programs got off the ground smoothly. Obama’s contrasting result: Affordable Care had an almost fatal launch and continues to suffer nagging opposition from federal and state conservative Republicans who feel no stake whatever in the law and have nothing invested in its passage.

        Defenders of President Barack Obama’s unhappy dealings with Congress cite the recalcitrance of right-wing congressional Republicans as an unprecedented and unique challenge. They might well consider, however, that Tea Party Republicans are no more intransigent than the die-hard segregationist Democrats who in LBJ’s day controlled the key committees of the Senate and House. They and their right-wing Republican allies were vehemently anti–civil rights and pro-segregation, unyieldingly conservative about federal spending, and distrustful of federal involvement in state and local matters. For LBJ, this political reality meant that a significant number of moderate Republican votes were needed in order to enact pretty much every landmark Great Society bill. And so he did whatever it took to get them.

        It helps enormously for a president to have a zest for politics and government. In his seminal book Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents, Richard Neustadt wrote, “The Presidency is not a place for amateurs, and needs experienced politicians of extraordinary temperament. That sort of expertise can hardly be acquired without deep experience in political office. The Presidency is a place for men of politics. But by no means is it a place for every politician.”39

        Johnson’s zest for politics and government was instinctive. So was Dwight Eisenhower’s.VI Eisenhower was the first person Johnson called from Air Force One after he telephoned Rose Kennedy when her son was assassinated. “I asked him to come to Washington the next day and meet with me,” Johnson told White House aide Ervin Duggan. “Eisenhower said that he was a military man and that he would come to Washington but preferred to write me a memo. I followed all the advice he gave me in that memo during all my early weeks as President.”40 Only an original and one copy for Eisen­hower’s personal files were made, and here is an excerpt from the memo Eisenhower wrote at the White House the next day, November 23, 1963:

        A. Point out first that you have come to this office unexpectedly and you accept the decision of the Almighty, who in His inscrutable wisdom has now placed you in the position of highest responsibility in this nation.

        B. You are sworn to defend the Constitution and execute the laws. In doing so you will follow the instincts, principles and convictions that have become a part of you during many years of public service. . . . It will be your purpose to implement effectively the noble objectives so often and so eloquently stated by your great predecessor.

        C. You realize that if we are to have effective implementing programs, the first necessity is a close cooperation with the Congress. . . .

        D. Equally it is your purpose to establish and sustain the closest possible relation with every segment of the American economy so as to achieve a healthy climate for economic expansion and reduction in unemployment.VII 41

        Eisenhower also suggested that LBJ press for an immediate tax cut and for a tight budget. It was a remarkable move by Johnson to seek out Eisenhower’s advice right at the start. He shrewdly knew he’d likely get the advice he wanted, and Eisenhower shrewdly knew how to play to all the instincts that he knew LBJ would have.

        Historian David McCullough has said that the threshold test of greatness in a President is whether he is willing to risk his presidency for what he believes. To me, courage is an essential ingredient of greatness in any leader.

        LBJ knew the cost for much of what he did would be his political career. When he signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, he told Bill Moyers, “We are turning the South over to the Republican Party for my lifetime and yours.” By that action and others like it, LBJ left no doubt that the interest of the country was more important to him than his own. That, McGovern said, was what gave strength to his extraordinary power to persuade, or at least get cooperation from those he could not persuade.42

        Johnson had the courage to change his mind. When asked about his early years in the Senate battling against civil rights legislation, LBJ said, “Very few people have a chance to correct the mistakes of their youth, and when you do, do it, and I have that chance and I’m going to do it now.”

        Many historians and political commentators are so dazzled, some so blinded, by Lyndon Johnson’s extraordinary mastery of the House and Senate as he persuaded three Congresses to enact his sweeping Great Society agenda that they tend to treat his presidency as an aberration. Quite the contrary, I see Johnson’s presidency as a vivid and convincing demonstration that Washington can act to help its citizens, even the most vulnerable, underrepresented, and powerless ones, and deal with its domestic problems under the most difficult and wrenching circumstances.

        Far from being unique, LBJ’s story offers important lessons in how to wrestle the forces of the Congress, partisan opposition, entrenched bureaucracy, and powerful special interests to the mat, if necessary—in other words, how to make Washington work.

        In this firsthand, rough-and-tumble, warts-and-all account of Lyndon Johnson in the White House, I hope the reader finds not only nuggets of narrative gold but also encouragement. For the lessons of LBJ’s triumphs should encourage us to believe that future Presidents can achieve significant and enduring domestic progress.

        Encouragement can be found even in the tragedy of Lyndon Johnson—his frightful war. Even a President who makes a blunder as monumental as the war in Vietnam need not be limited to micro domestic achievements. He still has the possibility of leading a government that can lift up the many as well as the few, that not only can conceive but also achieve significant steps forward at home.

        How did Lyndon Johnson do it? How did he engineer these tectonic shifts in American life?

        Turn to the pages of this book and live through the Triumph and Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson.

        JAC, Jr., December 2014

        

        I. A selection of major Great Society laws is at Appendix A.

        II. As mentioned in this book, Hubert Humphrey once described what he felt like being subjected to the Johnson persuasion treatment of argument, mimicry, humor, statistics, and analogy, with LBJ pulling one supportive clipping and memo after another out of his pocket. It was, Humphrey said, “an almost hypnotic experience. I came out of that session covered with blood, sweat, tears, spit—and sperm.”

        III. By making medical care widely available to the elderly and the poor, Medicare and Medicaid have helped increase their life expectancy, contributing to another significant demographic change.

        IV. Head Start, Job Corps, Community Health Centers, Foster Grandparents, Upward Bound (now part of Trio Program in the Department of Education), Green Thumb (now Senior Community Service Employment), Indian Opportunities (now in the Labor Department), Migrant Opportunities (now Seasonal Worker Training and Migrant Education), Legal Services, Community Action (now Community Service Block Grant Program), and VISTA. Only the Neighborhood Youth Corps has been abandoned.

        V. Johnson saw this coming. In 1967, when he proposed public financing of presidential campaigns and full and prompt disclosure of contributions and expenses by all federal candidates, he warned, “More and more, men and women of limited means may refrain from running for public office. Private wealth increasingly becomes an artificial and unrealistic arbiter of qualifications, and the source of public leadership is thus severely narrowed. . . . The necessity of acquiring substantial funds to finance campaigns diverts a candidate’s attention from his public obligations and detracts from his energetic exposition of issues.”

        VI. Johnson considered Eisenhower the finest politician he knew. “What a brilliant politician Eisenhower is,” LBJ used to say. “He knows how to get what he wants by not appearing to want it.”

        VII. For some reason, this memo has not been made public. Eisenhower dictated the memo to Alice Boyce, McGeorge Bundy’s secretary, and asked her to burn her notes and to make only an original for President Johnson and a copy for Eisenhower’s personal files. He trusted Ms. Boyce to do what he requested, because she had been secretary to General Andrew Goodpaster, who briefed Eisenhower every morning while he was President. The full text of this extraordinary memo is at Appendix B.

    

PROLOGUE



IN JULY 1965, two months after my thirty-fourth birthday, Lyndon Baines Johnson appointed me to his White House staff.

For the next three and one-half years, I worked with him day and night—and he used every waking minute of his presidency. I ate more meals with him than with my own family and frequently saw him early in the morning in his bedroom and late at night as he fell asleep. He barked orders at me over the phone at dawn and after midnight, in the formal setting of the Oval Office and as he stood stark naked brushing his teeth in his bathroom. I watched him laugh, swear, get angry, cry, get hurt, hurt others, dream, and achieve things most everyone thought impossible.

I saw Lyndon Johnson inspire senators and powerful citizens to put their country ahead of their careers and their companies, drive men to distraction, work his aides and cabinet members to the limit and then demand and get more than they realized they had left. I watched him endure humiliation, and humiliate those he loved as well as those he hated.

He drew programs out of Congress that changed this nation irrevocably. He pursued equal rights and worked to redistribute wealth to bring millions of Americans out of poverty and provide opportunity for the disadvantaged. He could persuade legislative foes to support his programs and outmaneuver them when persuasion failed.

I saw him struggle to communicate with the American people and manipulate public opinion as the Vietnam War shackled his dreams and sapped his political firepower. In the end, I agonized with him as he came to doubt his ability to govern and recognized that he had to sacrifice himself and withdraw from the 1968 presidential race in order to heal the divisions he had come to symbolize.

The Lyndon Johnson I worked with was brave and brutal, compassionate and cruel, incredibly intelligent and infuriatingly insensitive, with a shrewd and uncanny instinct for the jugular of his allies and adversaries. He could be altruistic and petty, caring and crude, generous and petulant, bluntly honest and calculatingly devious—all within the same few minutes. He had a marvelous, if often crude, sense of humor. Once he made up his mind, his determination to succeed usually ran over or around whoever and whatever got in his way. He used his prodigious energy—which produced second, third, and fourth winds, as others, allies and adversaries alike, slumped in exhaustion—to mount a social revolution and to control everyone and everything around him. He gave new meaning to the word Machiavellian, as he gave new hope to the disadvantaged.

This book is my take on Lyndon Johnson—from the day I went to work for him until January 20, 1969, the day we both left the White House. Too much of what’s been said and written about LBJ is reminiscent of the three blind men, each touching a different part of the elephant: one mistaking the tail for a rope; another the trunk for a snake; the third a leg for a tree. My effort here is to give firsthand testimony on the man and President I saw, “with the bark off,” as he used to say when he wanted me to tell him something cold and true, with no punches pulled.

I was there as LBJ made the critical decision to step up the war in Vietnam in July of 1965. He entered as a reluctant warrior. He certainly thought he was doing what John Kennedy would have done—all Kennedy’s top advisers save one pressed him to escalate more and faster. At first he thought he could walk a line, avoiding all-out war and surrender, both of which he feared would dash his hopes for his domestic programs. But, once in, he wanted somehow to win on his terms. In the final months of his watch, he desperately sought to end the bloodshed, halting the bombing of North Vietnam in a futile gesture to achieve a cease-fire.

He was determined to go full speed ahead with his Great Society despite the escalating conflict in Vietnam. His ambition drove him to use all his cunning, and every bit of his stamina and intimate knowledge of America’s power elites to juggle the economy, the Great Society, and the war to promote his social revolution.

His commitment to racial justice and to eliminating poverty was genuine and consuming. It stemmed in part from a Texas youth in which he witnessed the effects of poverty and bigotry and in part from his southern populist’s political gut. Equal opportunity became, for him, a constitutional obligation, and he pursued it with messianic conviction. His quest for racial equality generated as much resistance as his policy in Vietnam. For both he risked his presidency, and I believe that his dark moments after he left office were spent less in self-pity than in self-examination, wondering what he could have done differently to get the American people to understand his conduct of the war and to achieve greater racial equality.

Lyndon Johnson saw himself in a desperate race against time as he fought to remedy the damage generations of prejudice had inflicted on black Americans. He was always in a hurry because he feared that, once black Americans sensed the prospect of a better life, their acceptance of discrimination would turn to impatience and dissatisfaction with progress however real, and they would subvert their own cause.

He was in a race against time with Congress and the affluent majority of Americans. LBJ knew that the sympathy generated by John Kennedy’s assassination and the huge margin of his own presidential victory in 1964 gave him a unique opportunity to change America, if he could move fast enough. He was always conscious that his days were numbered and that his political capital, however enormous as he began his presidency, was limited.

He felt entitled to every available lever, to help from every person, every branch of government, every business and labor leader. After all, as he often reminded us, he was the only President we had. He had no inhibitions in reaching out for advice, ideas, talent, power, support. He often saw traditions of separation of powers, or an independent press, or a profit-minded corporate executive, as obstacles, to be put aside in deference to the greater national interest as he defined it.

He wanted to control everything. His greatest outbursts of anger were triggered by people or situations that escaped his control—whether it was the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the Vietnam War, southern Democrats on a civil rights measure, a union leader holding out for an inflationary wage settlement, the North Vietnamese refusing to negotiate, his daughter Luci deciding to get married before her parents thought she was ready, some anonymous leak that made it harder to pass a bill, or not being able to find me because I had forgotten to leave a phone number at the White House.

Johnson was haunted by the Kennedys, caught between the glorious memories of an assassinated President and the evident ambition of the brother who considered himself the heir apparent. Lyndon Johnson set out to do what John Kennedy had said he hoped to do, and when he had done it all, and more, he couldn’t understand why Robert Kennedy continued to despise him.

Johnson changed the country more than most of us realize. By the time he left office, he had pushed through Congress Medicare and Medicaid to provide health care for the aged and most of the poor; funds for preschool, elementary, secondary, and higher education; air, water, and noise pollution laws; measures to preserve land; civil rights legislation; food stamps for the needy; a massive housing bill, and a score of consumer-protection laws. He had articulated the concept of affirmative action, dramatized the blight of poverty amid unprecedented wealth, signed the Freedom of Information Act, and created the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, several cabinet departments and agencies, and he had changed the role of the federal government in American life.

What Lyndon Johnson was about during his presidency was social and economic revolution, nothing less. To what extent he succeeded and how beneficial his successes were I leave to each reader to assess, and to the judgment of history.

What kind of a person was Lyndon Baines Johnson? What impact did his volcanic personality, his emotional highs and lows, his relentless drive, enormous energy, and thundering ambition for his country and himself have on those tumultuous years? What kind of complicated man led the nation through some of its most exhilarating and searing experiences? I hope here to provide an intimate portrait of the man and his presidency—his happy days as he sought to outdo Franklin Roosevelt, his hero whose likeness he hung over the fireplace mantel in the Oval Office, and his sleepless nights and nightmare year.

•  •  •

At the moment John F. Kennedy was shot on November 22, 1963, I was inspecting a dam in West Virginia as General Counsel of the Army. I dashed back to the Pentagon. By the time I landed in Washington, I was dazed.

Kennedy’s New Frontier had given me special purpose and inspiration. Born and raised in Brooklyn, educated in Jesuit schools and at Harvard Law, I had signed on as a raw recruit in the political trenches after reading James MacGregor Burns’s book John F. Kennedy: A Political Profile, in February 1960. I rang thousands of doorbells on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and debated on behalf of Kennedy’s candidacy for the presidential nomination before Democratic reform clubs. The other contenders were Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey, Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson, Missouri Senator Stuart Symington, and two-time Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson. In the ballots after these debates before liberal audiences, Stevenson invariably won big; Humphrey often got several votes; and, despite my impassioned oratory, Kennedy (like Johnson and Symington) rarely got any.

But Kennedy won the nomination, and I worked every night and through the weekends until November stuffing envelopes, making phone calls, selling buttons, and walking up apartment-house stairs distributing campaign literature. I stood in the rain to catch a glimpse of Kennedy during his stop in New York on the Saturday before the election, helped old people get to the polls on election day, and stayed up all night and through the next morning until Kennedy claimed his cliff hanger victory around noon.

As I went to bed exhausted that evening, I knew I had to be part of the Kennedy administration. On advice of a law-school roommate, John McGillicuddy (who in later years became chairman of Manufacturers Hanover Corporation), I wrote to Cyrus Vance, the newly designated General Counsel of the Defense Department, and eventually became one of Defense Secretary Robert McNamara’s whiz kids. I quickly came to believe that no achievement was beyond the New Frontiersmen, as Kennedy and McNamara created the Green Berets to fight guerrilla wars, stood up to Soviet boss Nikita Khrushchev in Berlin and during the Cuban missile crisis, began to conquer space, and desegregated the universities of Mississippi and Alabama. In 1963, McNamara and Vance named me the Defense Department’s representative to work with Martin Luther King’s “I-Have-a-Dream” March on Washington that August. It was then I knew for sure that on that sparkling, crisp Inaugural Day, in a capital glistening with fresh snow, when Kennedy had spoken of handing the torch to a new generation of Americans, he was talking to me.

So, after the assassination, as I drove from the airport to the Pentagon, I ached not just with grief but with a sense that this bullet had snatched the promise of the best years of life from my country and from my generation.

I went straight to Vance, who was by then Secretary of the Army. I told him I intended to leave government. I didn’t think a Johnson presidency was much to stay around for.

Vance’s quiet smile did not hide his own sadness. “I thought that’s why you wanted to see me,” he said. “You’re wrong.” He had worked for Johnson when Johnson had conducted a Senate investigation of the “missile gap” between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. “This town has never seen a President like Lyndon Johnson,” Vance told me. “Stay around for a while. You’re going to see things move.” I didn’t believe it.1

“I’ve got some work for you,” Vance said. “Jacqueline Kennedy wants the President buried in Arlington Cemetery. You should meet the Attorney General over there tomorrow.”

On Saturday I met a shattered Robert Kennedy. In pouring rain, we walked the perimeter of a 3.2-acre site on the rolling hill above Memorial Bridge and below the Lee Mansion, as I outlined it on a cemetery map. The Attorney General then got in his car and I returned to the Pentagon. A call from McNamara was waiting for me.

“Joe, I want to tie up that land for President Kennedy so that no one can ever take any of it away for any other purpose,” McNamara said. “And I want to be damn sure we own it.”

“It’s in the middle of Arlington Cemetery,” I said.

“I don’t give a damn. Get a title search made. Write a legal opinion nailing down the title to the land. I want to sign the deed that sets this land aside forever.”

On Sunday I signed a legal opinion describing the results of the title search, and prepared an order setting the 3.2 acres aside forever, which Vance signed. Though it wasn’t necessary, McNamara wanted to sign the order as well. He was so distraught that he had to do something to relieve his sense of helplessness. I took the order over to Arlington Cemetery, where he was making certain the gravesite was right in the center of the view from the bridge. Sitting in his car, McNamara signed the order and handed it back to me.2 “Thanks,” he said, and added, “We’re counting on people like you more than ever.”

I wasn’t convinced by McNamara any more than by Vance, but I respected them both and decided to stay for a while.
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THE BEGINNING

THE FIRST CALL came on November 4, 1964. I was working as Special Assistant to Robert McNamara. My office at the Pentagon was directly across the hall from his. That morning The Washington Post and New York Times were on my desk, their headlines proclaiming Lyndon Johnson’s landslide over Barry Goldwater, 61 to 39 percent.

McGeorge Bundy, the President’s National Security Adviser, rasped cheerily over the phone: “Califano! Can you get over here and meet with Bill Moyers [a Special Assistant to the President] and me at eleven o’clock?”1

“Sure,” I said. “About what?”

“We want to talk to you about joining the White House staff.”

Moyers and Bundy were waiting in Moyers’s office. They said the President (whose only previous contact with me was a handshake in August 1964)2 wanted me to take on two tasks: administration headhunter and White House expert on Latin American affairs. Moyers said my experience with McNamara gave me good lines to top talent, and Bundy thought work I had done on Cuba, Panama, and the Dominican Republic gave me a grounding in Latin America. I told them I would have to talk to McNamara. They urged me to wait until the President had spoken to him. I said I couldn’t.

As soon as I returned to the Pentagon, I joined McNamara at lunch.3 His response was almost brusque. “Out of the question. First, they should never have talked to you without talking to me. Second, the work you’re doing here is far more important. There are only two jobs over there that would be more important: Bundy’s and Moyers’s. Moyers’s job only if the President made it a domestic adviser, in charge of the legislative program, coordinating economic policy and domestic matters generally. Forget about it. I’ll talk to the President.”

Less than a week later, returning from a meeting at the LBJ Ranch in Texas,4 McNamara told me I would not be going to the White House. “At least for now,” he added. “But I fear we’ve whetted the President’s appetite. So you may just have a six-month reprieve.”

The second call came eight months later, on July 8, 1965, from Jack Valenti, another of the President’s special assistants. “The President wants you on his staff,” he said. “George Reedy [the presidential press secretary] is resigning today. Moyers is replacing him. The President wants you to pick up his old job.”

“I’ll have to talk to McNamara,” I responded, excited but nervous and unsure about my boss’s reaction.

“The President already has,” Valenti chortled. “He doesn’t make the same mistake twice. Get on over here.”

At the White House Moyers and Valenti said that my new job would be to prepare legislative programs, manage domestic crises, and act as a general-utility infielder on the domestic scene.

When I got back to the Pentagon, McNamara told me to come right to his office.

“It’s also important that you work on matters relating to the economy,” he said. “The economic problems are bound to be severe as Great Society programs need more and more funds, since the cost of the war in Vietnam is likely to rise.”

An hour later, McNamara called me in to tell me that he had convinced the President he should let me coordinate economic policy.

“What a job!” I gasped.

“It’s not a job. With this President, it’s not even a job description. It’s an opportunity. You’ll have to prove yourself to him to turn it into a job,” McNamara said.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Take it. He needs someone to pull the domestic side together. It won’t be easy. I assure you of this: you will never work for a more complicated man as long as you live. But you’re also not likely to work for a more intelligent one. Anyway, you’ve been in the Defense Department four years. The change will be good for you. No one should stay in a job for more than four or five years.”

Late that afternoon, Moyers called to say the President wanted me at the White House mess for dinner. “He’s having a small dinner for the chairmen of the 1964 Great Society task forces and he wants you to have an opportunity to meet them.”

I said I was planning to have dinner with a friend from Panama who was already on his way to the restaurant. I thought I’d best skip the White House dinner. Moyers understood.

Five minutes later, he called again. “The President told me to send a car out for your friend and take him home and for you to come here, period.”

So went my first lesson: this President did not like people to say no to him.

At dinner,5 Johnson listened intently as each academic spent a few minutes outlining the most serious problems and opportunities facing America and the President. Remarkably, at least in retrospect, the Vietnam War was scarcely mentioned. Everyone was confident we could solve our domestic problems. In only nineteen months after assuming the presidency, Johnson had made enormous progress on the Democratic party’s progressive agenda.

The President, with whom I had not yet spoken, introduced me as a member of his staff. On my way out, he said he expected to see me at the LBJ Ranch for the weekend. As I drove home, I thought about my only direct experience of Lyndon Johnson in action.

On October 14, 1964, it was reported that Walter Jenkins, a long-time Johnson aide (as close to a White House chief-of-staff as the President ever tolerated), had been arrested a week earlier for making advances to a sixty-one-year-old man at the downtown Washington YMCA. The story broke less than three weeks before the presidential election and promised to fuel Goldwater’s charges of corruption and improprieties in Johnson’s past.

Around seven that evening, McNamara called me into his office. “Walter Jenkins was a member of an Air Force Reserve unit on Capitol Hill,” he said, speaking sharply. “The President wants a copy of his Reserve personnel file immediately. Get it. Make damn sure that everything is Xeroxed and nothing is removed. Have one of your guys do the Xeroxing himself or watch it being done.”

I called Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel, Lieutenant General William Stone. “The Secretary of Defense wants a complete copy of Walter Jenkins’s Air Force Reserve personnel record,” I explained. “This is so sensitive I’m asking you to Xerox it yourself. One of my staff will come down immediately to help you. After it’s copied, I suggest you keep the original in a safe in your own office.”

Two military officers on my staff were still around, Army Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Haig and an Air Force lieutenant colonel. Rather than put a young Air Force officer in the impossible position of standing over a general in his own service, I sent Al Haig to monitor the Xeroxing.

As soon as we had a copy, McNamara and I rushed to Moyers’s White House office. As Bundy, McNamara, and I gathered around a speaker phone, Moyers called Valenti at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City, where the President was speaking to the Alfred E. Smith Memorial Dinner. Lady Bird Johnson was preparing a sympathetic statement supporting Walter Jenkins and his family.6 When the President got on the phone, he expressed his suspicion that Jenkins had been framed or set up by the Republicans. He asked McNamara to read him texts of Jenkins’s Air Force Reserve fitness reports signed by the commanding officer of the Capitol Hill Air Force Reserve unit. One was more glowing than the next.

“Well,” said the President, “I’d better call Walter’s commanding officer. He’ll be shaken by what’s happened to Walter. And, in any case, I know he wouldn’t want to embarrass himself by making any damned-fool statements.”

Moyers and Bundy smiled. McNamara and I exchanged glances. The commanding officer who had signed Jenkins’s glowing reports was Air Force Reserve Major General Barry Goldwater.

•  •  •

I got up at 3 A.M. on Saturday, July 10, 1965, to shower, pack, dress, and drive to Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington to catch a presidential Lear Jet. Valenti, his wife Mary Margaret, and speechwriter Richard Goodwin were also on board. We arrived at the ranch just after 9 A.M. Johnson met us at the airplane and sent us off to our rooms. Then Mrs. Johnson offered us scrambled eggs and spicy deer sausage. When I demurred, she said, “I suggest you eat something now, young fellow. You never know with Lyndon what time the next meal will be.” After breakfast we changed into bathing suits and joined the President at the pool, where he was swimming. His secretary, Victoria (Vicky) McCammon, sat on the side with her feet in the water.

The pool, directly southeast of the ranch house, was surrounded by a red-brick border, a concrete sidewalk, and Bermuda grass. The President was still in the water when I dove in. He was talking about the Senate’s passage of the bill to create Medicare the day before. From the shallow end of the pool he shouted to me, “Are you ready to come help your President?”

“It would be an honor and a privilege,” I called back.

In the early afternoon, the President, with me next to him in the front seat, took his white Lincoln convertible, top down, for a drive around the ranch. Johnson had changed to dry trunks and a clean shirt, but I was still in my one pair of wet trunks and a knit shirt.

It was incredibly hot; the dust clouds made it hard to breathe. But there was relief. As we drove around, we were followed by a car and a station wagon with Secret Service agents. The President drank Cutty Sark scotch and soda out of a large white plastic foam cup; I had a Coca-Cola. Periodically, Johnson would slow down, sometimes stop for a moment, and hold his left arm outside the car, shaking the cup and ice. A Secret Service agent would run up to the car, take the cup and go back to the station wagon. There another agent would refill it with ice, scotch, and soda as the first agent trotted behind the wagon. Then the first agent would run the refilled cup up to LBJ’s outstretched arm and waiting hand, as the President’s car moved slowly along.

As he drove, the President would call his ranch foreman, Dale Malechek, on the car’s Motorola radiophone.

“Dale, the Hereford in East Barley Field, I think it’s number 481 [many Herefords were numbered on a horn], get on over and look at him. He doesn’t seem to be eating properly and looks a little underweight.”

“Dale, on the feeding tree in the Fish Tank, get some more salt for the deer.”

“Dale. This Goddamn fence at Dales Trap needs to be fixed. Get it done in the morning.”

As we passed from one section of the ranch to another, Secret Servicemen would jump out of the car in front and rush to open gates so we could drive through without stopping.

We stopped at LBJ’s birthplace, a small two-room building with a tiny barn behind, drove back for a fast ride on the airstrip and again around the ranch, ending at the ranch house around 2 P.M. Shortly afterward, we boarded a helicopter for the Haywood Ranch, another of Johnson’s properties, and Coca-Cola Cove at Lake LBJ, part of a chain of artificial lakes set in central Texas, thanks to the persistence of Congressman Lyndon B. Johnson. We lunched and spent the afternoon and early evening on a thirty-seven-foot yacht. From lake-front properties and in small motorboats, wire-service photographers constantly sought to take pictures. Secret Service agents in black speedboats tried to keep the photographers away. Johnson took care to drink out of an opaque plastic cup, usually below deck, whether it was filled with scotch or Fresca.

We went ashore briefly at a house on the lake that the President called “Jack and Mary Margaret’s,” after the Valentis. As we walked through the house, the President stopped in a bright shaft of sunlight in the living room. He unbuckled his belt and twisted toward his right side as he lowered his pants and pushed down his undershorts, trying to look at his increasingly bare right buttock.

“Something hurts back there,” he said, now exploring the surface with his right hand. “Is that a boil?” he asked me as I stood to his right. Astonished, I looked—“peeked” would be a better word—and gulped, “Yes.” “I’ll have to get Dr. [presidential physician George] Burkley to look at it,” the President said matter-of-factly as he tucked in his shirt, pulled up his pants, and buckled his belt.

In the late afternoon, the President took me waterskiing. He drove his twenty-foot gold-colored speedboat up and down the lake and under a bridge with concrete supports about every ten yards. He drove faster and faster, zigging and zagging around the lake and between the concrete pillars. The faster he drove and twisted, the more I was determined to stay up. He threw me once. He was going so fast that I thought I’d split apart when I flew off the skis and hit the water. Determined to prove myself, I got back up and managed not to fall off again.

We returned to shore around 8 P.M. The President, with Vicky McCammon in the seat alongside him and me in the back, was now driving around in a small blue car with the top down. We reached a steep incline at the edge of the lake and the car started rolling rapidly toward the water. The President shouted, “The brakes don’t work! The brakes won’t hold! We’re going in! We’re going under!”

The car splashed into the water. I started to get out. Just then the car leveled and I realized we were in an Amphicar. The President laughed. As we putted along the lake then (and throughout that evening), he teased me. “Vicky, did you see what Joe did? He didn’t give a damn about his President. He just wanted to save his own skin and get out of the car.” Then he’d roar.

Around 9 P.M. we went to the Haywood ranch house for dinner. I was still in my wet bathing suit. The others, more experienced in LBJ’s ways, had brought along a change of clothing. Near midnight we returned by chopper to the main ranch house, and the President asked me to come to his office. For half an hour, he handed me one paper after another, directing me to give them, along with his instructions, to various White House aides or cabinet members. When he finally retired, White House aide Jake Jacobsen gently took the papers from me and said he would carry out the President’s instructions. I went to bed, almost twenty-four hours after I’d gotten up in Washington.

Life at the ranch would always be unpredictable. We never knew when we would work or play. In the pool, on the boat, during a meal, the President might give us an order to do something or to get an agency or department head to take some action. Breakfast was always early and on our own, but lunch could be anywhere from one to four o’clock; it might be at the LBJ Ranch, on the boat, or at one of the Johnsons’ other ranches. The President usually took a nap, which could last anywhere from thirty minutes to a couple of hours. Dinner might be at eight or midnight and its location was just as uncertain. On Sundays we had no idea whether we would return that evening or Monday morning, afternoon, or evening, and we often departed on less than an hour’s notice. Mrs. Johnson displayed ceaseless patience in accommodating her husband’s spur-of-the-moment style.

That first Sunday, Johnson and I attended separate services, he at the First Christian Church in Johnson City and I at St. Mary’s Catholic Church in Fredericksburg. Back at the ranch, Johnson held a press conference to name Major Hugh Robinson as his new Army aide. I had interviewed several black Army officers for the job only a month before and had recommended Robinson.7 He became the first black military aide to a U.S. President.

We lunched at 3 P.M., the President napped until 6 P.M., and then decided to spend the night in Texas, so we spent the early evening driving around the LBJ and Lewis ranches.

After dinner, the President took me on a walk to see his third cousin, Oreale Ruth Keele Bailey. Cousin Oreale lived in a small frame house on the LBJ Ranch. The President took care of her. She was about seventy-seven years old and suffered mild dementia and hearing loss. Outside the house, Johnson shouted to her and then went in and sat on her bed. He talked to her loudly, teased her gently, laughed with her, hugged her, and lifted her off her feet. Cousin Oreale loved it.

On Monday morning, I met Johnson at his boyhood home in Johnson City, which had been opened to the public the previous May. He took me on a tour, describing everything with zest, insisting, as he stood over me, that I read two letters from his mother, which were framed and hanging on the wall. The first was written on November 30, 1934, to her son and Lady Bird, his new bride:

Often I have felt the utter futility of words; never more than now when I would wish my boy and his bride the highest and truest happiness together. That I love you and that my fondest hopes are centered in you, I do not need to assure you, my own dear children. . . .

My darling boy, I rejoice in. . . . the happiness you so richly deserve, the fruition of the hopes of early manhood, the foundation of a completely rounded life. I have always desired the best in life for you. Now that you have the love and companionship of the one and only girl, I am sure you will go far.8

The second was written in April 1937 on his election to Congress:

My darling Boy:

Beyond “Congratulations, Congressman” what can I say to my dear son in this hour of triumphant success? . . . I love you; I believe in you, I expect great things of you.

To me your election not alone gratifies my pride as a mother in a splendid and satisfying son and delights me with the realization of the joy you must feel in your success, but it [sic] in a measure it compensates for the heartache and disappointment I experienced as a child when my dear father lost the race you have just won. The confidence in the good judgment of the people was sadly shattered then by their choice of another man. Today my faith is restored. How happy it would have made my precious noble father to know that the first born of his first born would achieve the position he desired! It makes me happy to have you carry on the ideals and principles so cherished by that great and good man. I gave you his name. I commend to you his example. You have always justified my expectations, my hopes, my dreams.9

Afterward we drove around Johnson City, and the President talked about his hopes for America and for its poor people. A man was stumbling along the road, unshaven, dirty, and red-eyed. He looked like a drunk. Johnson turned to me and held his right thumb and forefinger within a hair of each other. “Don’t ever forget,” he said, “that the difference between him and me and him and you is that much.”

We returned to Washington that night, arriving on the White House south grounds at one in the morning.10 As the President said good-bye, he smiled at me. “They tell me you’re pretty smart, way up in your class at Harvard. Well, let me tell you something. What you learned on the streets of Brooklyn will be a damn sight more helpful to your President than anything you learned at Harvard.”

As he seemed to have concluded, I said goodnight and turned to walk away. I’d taken a few steps when Johnson called after me, “Now, you get on over here as fast as you can finish up your work for Bob McNamara. And I don’t want any Goddamn leaks about your appointment until we announce it.!”11

As a White House car took me home, I pondered the impossibility of preventing a leak. Thirty or more White House correspondents had seen me with the President on Lake LBJ, at his Sunday press conference, at his boyhood home, and in Johnson City.

When I reported to McNamara in the morning, he told me to finish up my work in the Pentagon and take the next week off. “The President expects you to report to the White House on Monday, July 26,” McNamara said. “I told him I needed you for two more weeks because I want you to have a week off. Enjoy it.” He smiled. “It will be the last week you’ll have off until you stop working for him.”

•  •  •

McNamara’s advice was on the mark. It didn’t take long in Lyndon Johnson’s White House to realize that for the President a minute was well spent, an encounter enjoyable, a day good, an evening memorable, only if it contributed to his goals. He wanted that same intensity from his staff. They had to be reachable and under his control at all times.

The telephone was Johnson’s chosen instrument.I He installed direct lines to his top assistants from the Oval Office (both desk and coffee table) and his bedroom. This line was easily distinguishable from the clear buttons on our phone consoles not only by its red color, but by the letters POTUS (President of the United States) and by the fact that when the button lit up our phones emitted a constant single ring until they were answered. These POTUS lines easily earned the term “hot.” If there was a slight delay in picking up, the President conveyed the impression that the phone hadn’t been answered promptly enough. He was invariably annoyed if any of us were not at the other end to answer.

Soon after I arrived at the White House, around eight o’clock one morning, Johnson called on my POTUS line. Down the hall from the Oval Office, my office had its own adjoining bathroom, which is where I was when he called. My secretary, Peggy Hoxie, picked up. “He’s not here, Mr. President,” she answered a little nervously.

“Where the hell is he?” the President asked.

“He’s in the bathroom, Mr. President,” Peggy responded.

“Isn’t there a phone in there?” Johnson asked incredulously.

“No, Mr. President,” she responded, just as incredulously.

“Then have a phone put in there right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

When I emerged from the bathroom, Peggy told me to call the President immediately. Then she repeated what he had said about the phone. “Like hell,” I responded. “Just forget about it.”

The following morning, at almost exactly the same time, the President called me on the hotline. I was, unfortunately, again in the bathroom. “I told you to put a phone in that toilet,” Johnson shouted at my secretary. “I want that phone installed this morning. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

Within minutes, as I came out of the bathroom, Peggy was standing in my office, a little shaky, with two Army Signal Corps technicians from the White House Communications Agency. “The President wants a phone installed in your John immediately, sir,” one of them said. I shrugged my shoulders, smiled, and surrendered. The phone, complete with POTUS line, was installed and functioning in less than an hour.

On one Sunday morning the President called while I was at mass at Holy Trinity Church in Georgetown. When I arrived home and got the message, I returned the call. After asking me if I had prayed for him (I had, but not as hard as I prayed for myself), the President told me I should never be out of telephone touch with the White House. I said I understood that, but it was only for an hour. Then he said, “The reason they have those Motorola radiophones in White House cars is so that I can get you at any time.” From now on, he instructed me, when you go to church on Sunday, go in a White House car, and sit in the back of the church. Then, “if your President ever needs you,” the driver can go in and quietly get you out so you can talk on the phone. So from then on, a White House limousine waited for me when I went to mass. The President, however, never called me out of church.

Johnson could not stand for anyone to be beyond his reach or not working. He didn’t like his cabinet members to leave Washington at all, even for short vacations or personal trips. He summarily summoned people back from vacations or from home. He even ordered Secretary of Commerce John Connor off the Washington area Chevy Chase and Burning Tree golf courses on weekends. He said he didn’t want an “Ike golf image” for his administration.12

The President’s desire to control his staff extended to the way we dressed. He never hesitated to tell secretaries what colors or styles most became them, and sometimes he even selected dresses for them. On at least one occasion, he told Juanita Roberts, his senior secretary, that “all the girls in [her office] needed more hair spray.”13 He loved selecting designer dresses for his daughters, Lynda and Luci, and for his wife.

I had my own dress-code experiences with LBJ. The President called me into his office as he was autographing pictures. He showed me one of a group of us in his office. I was in a light poplin suit, standing out from the other aides and business and labor leaders, in their dark suits. “You look like an ice-cream salesman,” Johnson said, “not like a presidential aide.”

At the ranch one morning, the President was chatting with me in his dressing room. He stared at my tie, and said, “Let me have it.” I looked at him, surprised. “Take the tie off,” he said. “That four-in-hand knot looks like a limp prick. Let me show you how to tie a knot.”

He loosened the tie around my neck, took it off, and tied it into a Windsor knot, in the process tearing the Brooks Brothers label off the tie. “I always tear the labels off so you can expand the noose easily and never have to untie a good knot,” he said. He then took the tied tie, put it around my neck, under my collar, and tightened it. “There. That’s a good-looking knot.”

At this point Lady Bird walked in. “Look at Joe’s tie,” Johnson said, beaming. “He’s got a man’s knot now, not a limp one.”

Mrs. Johnson looked at me and then at her husband, and said, “Maybe Joe likes his tie the other way, darling.” With that, she had made it clear, nicely but quite firmly, that the President had overstepped.

I learned fast that Johnson used every waking minute of every day. He’d start around 6:30 or 7, going through several newspapers, watching the morning television shows, reading overnight cables and the Congressional Record, with paper clips attached to passages that referred to his programs and to speeches he’d had us plant with members of Congress in support of his policies. He ate breakfast in bed, drinking several cups of tea and giving orders to one of his aides, in the early years Jack Valenti, then Jake Jacobsen or Marvin Watson, and in the last year, Larry Temple or Jim Jones. One of them would arrive each morning to be available from the moment the President awoke. He spent much of this early-morning time on the phone with cabinet officers, especially Secretary of State Dean Rusk and McNamara, and any others of us who were working on problems of the moment.

After 8 A.M., other aides would gather at the President’s bedside when they had matters of pressing importance. If Mrs. Johnson had not gotten out of the couple’s big fourposter before aides began arriving, she would patiently lie there next to him, bed jacket on, covers modestly pulled up to her chin. Extraordinarily for a man with such a large ego and intense sense of mission, LBJ deeply loved his wife. He liked to have her close by and, always accommodating, she made herself appear as comfortable as she could, though we all sensed how awkward she must sometimes have felt. Eventually, Mrs. Johnson would say, “Now you boys look the other way,” or “Now you gentlemen get out of here just for a minute,” so that she could exit to the privacy of her dressing room next door.

Johnson would continue working with one or two aides throughout his morning toilet. He’d get out of bed, disrobe, get into his high-pressure shower, bringing the aide into the bathroom outside the shower as he continued to discuss whatever was at hand. He would be talking as he emerged drying himself and continue, standing naked as he shaved, brushed his teeth with an electric toothbrush, and combed his hair. Each morning, he’d take a small plastic container filled with pills-, mostly for his heart (he’d suffered a massive heart attack in 1955), toss the contents into his mouth, and go on speaking with them still there, making his point before washing them down with water.

Johnson worked in the Oval Office and presided at various White House ceremonies from late morning until lunch, which could be anywhere from 1 P.M. to late afternoon. After lunch, he would take a nap, usually lasting about forty-five minutes to an hour, for which he would undress and put on fresh pajamas. “The only way to relax is to peel off all your clothes and make believe you’re going to bed for the evening,” he told me.

He’d awake from his nap refreshed. Sometimes he would call to ask, “What’s going on? Who’d you have lunch with? What’re you doing?” Or to see if I had done what he’d asked earlier that day, or to issue new instructions. Then he’d shower and return to the White House offices, where he worked until late in the evening. Dinner, frequently shared by the aides he was working with when he got hungry, could be anywhere from 8:30 until after midnight.

Dinner would of course be earlier if there was a White House social event, which he sometimes turned into a working session.14 At a stag affair for top executives of Fortune 500 companies, with a sprinkling of celebrities, including actors Gregory Peck and Hugh O’Brian (TV’s Wyatt Earp), Treasury Secretary Henry (Joe) Fowler explained the President’s “speaker-writer” exercise to the guests. A basket with slips of paper would be passed around each table. Each guest was to draw a slip; one would be marked “Speaker,” the others would be marked “Writer.” The President would call on each table’s “speaker,” who was to rise and tell LBJ what was on his mind. The others at the table were to write the President later. Johnson promised to read all the letters (and he did).

After dinner, the President called on the speaker from each table. Some urged action on the economy, others supported the President on Vietnam, others offered help with education or the unemployed. When each had finished, the President led the applause.

Then one executive rose. “Mr. President, we’ve heard these briefings and we’ve seen these people in your cabinet. They are very talented, very bright, very wise people. But they all look very tired. Mr. President, in business at our company we require that our top executives each go away and take at least a month of vacation each year. I suggest you insist on that for your top people.” We all turned to Johnson. His face clouded with a dark look familiar to those of us who worked closely with him. The President did not applaud and so commanding was his presence that no one else did either. He simply motioned for the next table’s speaker.15

Shortly after midnight, the President took Peck, O’Brian, and me up to his bedroom. We were served drinks, then the President stripped naked for his evening massage. As he lay on his massage table, he read memos from his night readingII aloud, talked, and joked, sometimes raucously, in high spirits. At 1 A.M. Lady Bird appeared in her nightgown. Seeing us there, she started to back out, but Johnson waved her in to “Say hello” to Peck and O’Brian, which she did with remarkable grace, and then left. As he became drowsy from the late hour and the massage, Johnson finally motioned us out and called Lady Bird in.16 He relished his wife’s pillow talk and was lonely when she was not there during the night.

In fact, Lyndon Johnson hated to be alone, especially at night. As he confided to me over a late-afternoon lunch, “I don’t like to sleep alone ever since my heart attack.”17 He would almost always have an aide or friend with him until he fell asleep at night, either on his massage table or in his bed, going through his night reading. If Lady Bird was away, the President would often call friends, like Vicky McCammon and her husband, and ask them to stay at the White House in the room next to his. Sometimes, on the spur of the moment after dining with them, he would outfit Vicky’s husband in presidential pajamas (several sizes too large for him) and insist that they stay in Lady Bird’s dressing room. “The only deal is,” he would say, “you’ve got to leave your door open a crack so that if I holler someone will hear me.” His severe heart attack had left him terrified of having another when he was alone some night on the second floor of the White House living quarters.18



I. The sculptor Jimilou Mason had such a hard time getting Johnson to stay off the phone and sit still that she finally did a piece of the President running, holding the base of a phone in one hand and the receiver up to his ear in the other.

II. Each night, Johnson would have on his bed night reading often exceeding one hundred pages, neatly wrapped in big folders usually tied with ribbon. The night reading included messages to Congress and speeches to edit, and scores of memos from aides with decisions to be made by checking lines (Approve—, Disapprove—”) or writing, “See me,” “Call me,” or some question, order, or epithet. He insisted that each memo bear the time as well as the date of writing. Because he went through his night reading with highly sharpened soft lead pencils, we could measure the level of his anger or impatience by the number of broken points apparent on any notes he sent back. Over the years I worked in the White House all but a handful of the hundreds of memos I sent him for night reading were acted on and returned to me the following morning.



TWO



The Decision

DURING MY FIRST WEEK in the White House Lyndon Johnson made the decision that would shape his presidency.

He had been under pressure to expand American involvement in Vietnam from his earliest days in the Oval Office. For many years the United States had supported South Vietnam’s non-Communist government, led by President Ngo Dinh Diem, with economic and military aid and U.S. forces on the ground as military advisers. When Diem proved corrupt and out of touch, President Kennedy endorsed a South Vietnamese military coup, in which Diem was assassinated. That was on November 2, 1963. South Vietnam began a slide into political chaos. Its army was increasingly ineffective against the Vietcong, the Communist rebels supported by the North Vietnamese. After Kennedy’s assassination on November 22,1963, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pressed Johnson to bomb North Vietnam, but he turned them down, trying to keep our commitment limited. He did, however, approve covert operations against the North and he sent more advisers to South Vietnam to join the sixteen thousand Americans there when he took office.

In August 1964, a few months before the presidential election, North Vietnamese gunboats attacked an American destroyer on an intelligence mission off the North Vietnamese coast in the Gulf of Tonkin. The U.S. did not respond. Two days later, that destroyer, and a second one, which had come to its aid, reported that they were under attack from North Vietnamese gunboats. There was some uncertainty, but McNamara personally checked the report with the military commander in charge of U.S. forces in the Pacific, and at the Pentagon we were convinced that the attack had occurred.1 This time Johnson ordered retaliatory air strikes against North Vietnam and asked Congress for a joint resolution granting him broad authority to conduct military operations in Vietnam. The Tonkin Gulf resolution received near unanimous approval from Congress (only Democratic Senators Wayne Morse of Oregon and Ernest Gruening of Alaska voted against it). But Johnson did not escalate further. He vetoed military requests for a bombing campaign against North Vietnam and refused to authorize any big buildup of American forces there.

In those days I was McNamara’s assistant. I had listened as the Defense Secretary attributed Johnson’s resistance to his desire not to make crucial decisions (such as military buildups) during the heat of a presidential campaign. “We don’t want our American boys to do the fighting for Asian boys,” the President had declared on the campaign stump.

The prospect of a Johnson landslide over Goldwater became more likely in the days leading up to the election, and we in the Defense Department expected the President to make a decision about Vietnam immediately after the election. We were poised to increase military activities there and bomb North Vietnam. But Johnson just kept asking more and more questions. In the eyes of the Pentagon he was a querulous wallflower, disappointingly reluctant to join the war dance in Southeast Asia.

Johnson was insisting that the shaky South Vietnamese government get more solid footing before he would approve any bombing of North Vietnam; otherwise, he feared that Vietcong reprisals for the American raids would topple the government in the South. He sent McGeorge Bundy to South Vietnam for a personal assessment. By early 1965, after the Vietcong attacked U.S. military barracks at Pleiku, killing nine Americans and wounding more than one hundred, Johnson concluded that the time had come to bomb the North.

In late February 1965, General William Westmoreland, the commander of American forces in Vietnam, requested two battalions of Marines to protect the U.S. air base at Danang. Johnson okayed the troops, limiting their mission to protecting the airfield. In March, Westmoreland asked for more men, and an expanded mission to conduct offensive search-and-destroy operations against the Vietcong. In early April, Johnson approved a secret and ambiguously worded National Security Action Memorandum, which permitted such operations within fifty miles of Danang air base.

At least one of Johnson’s advisers saw the danger in this escalation. On May 17, Washington lawyer Clark Clifford, who had been an aide to President Harry Truman, wrote the President: “Our ground forces in South Vietnam should be kept to a minimum, consistent with the protection of our installations and property in that country.” Otherwise, Clifford warned, “This could be a quagmire . . . an open end commitment on our part that would take more and more ground troops, without a realistic hope of ultimate victory.”2
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“Johnson leaps off the page in all his raw and earthy glory.”
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