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In memory of my mother, Laverne Pope Jarboe, who, like Lady Bird, sacrificed her own wishes and desires for her family, and for my husband, Lucky Russell, who requires no such sacrifice.



INTRODUCTION
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Lady Bird’s Red Shoes

I stand in the ring

in the dead city

and tie on the red shoes . . .

They are not mine,

They are my mother’s,

Her mother’s before,

Handed down like an heirloom

But hidden like shameful letters.

—Anne Sexton

On a long and rainy day in November 1994, I spent eight hours with Lady Bird Johnson, talking to history. The interview was for an article that was to appear in Texas Monthly magazine. Lady Bird, then eighty-one years old, met me in the kitchen of her house, which is located on the side of a steep hill in northwest Austin. Standing at her stove, dressed in a pleated navy skirt, cotton blouse, and black lace-up shoes, Lady Bird leaned against a steel cane and fired the first question.

“Do you take your coffee black or with sugah?” she asked, rolling her “r” like a big old Southern marble in her mouth. I recognized that I was on familiar terrain. I could feel the past rising up between us, like the steam from the kettle that she picked up from her back burner. Internally the landscape that we shared was the American South, our motherland.

All through that day, we talked about the major events of the Cold War era, when her husband, Lyndon Baines Johnson, wielded power ferociously like the American equivalent of the Greek god Zeus, and Lady Bird stood resolutely by his side, like Zeus’s ambitious wife, Hera, who achieved immortality through the power of marriage. We talked about civil rights, Vietnam, his efforts to end poverty, their disparate upbringings. Naturally, we talked, as well, about wildflowers and her own individual path to serenity: the planting of peaceful gardens. “If we can get people to see the beauty of the native flora of their own corner of the world with caring eyes,” she said, rooting herself in the pleasures of the soil, “then I’d be real happy.”

In that first interview, we also touched on the darker parallels between Johnson and Zeus: their pride, their petulance, their philandering, and all of the manners of tricks they used to hide their infidelity from their wives.

When I asked how she handled her husband’s indiscretions, Lady Bird, who was legally blind in one eye and had very little vision in the other due to a condition called macular degeneration, yanked a pair of sunglasses from her eyes, looked straight at me, and said in a firm, Hera-like voice: “When people ask me these sort of things, I just say, ‘Look to your own lives. Look to yourself, everybody. Fix yourselves, and keep your problems to yourself.’ The public should weigh what public servants are doing, not their private, innermost feelings. I think we are getting into such a state of intimacy of everyone’s lives that we don’t judge people by what they are able to do for the country.”

She was speaking from high atop her throne as Lyndon Johnson’s queen. However, she was also speaking for history’s line of long-suffering First Ladies, who have borne similar indiscretions and humiliations—those “shameful letters” as the poet Anne Sexton called them—by tying on “red shoes,” the conventional expectations of the culture that the way to handle such matters is to persevere and keep your problems to yourself.

Lady Bird issued that declaration of warning for the country not to delve too deeply into a President’s “intimate feelings” four years before President Bill Clinton, another Southerner, was acquitted of impeachment charges over a sex scandal and his wife and co-sovereign, Hillary Rodham, would remake herself in Lady Bird’s image by stoically refusing to vent her humiliations in public.

In the process of trying to count the cost of such stubborn fidelity, I inevitably encountered resistance from Lady Bird herself. Three years into the research of the book, Lady Bird abruptly ended our series of interviews. Her decision came after I asked questions about Johnson’s key relationships with other women and published an essay in Slate, an on-line magazine, about the public release of Johnson’s private telephone calls of 1964. In a letter written on December 5, 1997, Lady Bird brought her participation in the book to an end. “. . . Your conclusion about me may well come at Lyndon’s expense . . . .” she wrote, “. . .there is no way to separate us and our roles in each other’s lives.”

The tone of the letter was icy and final. By the time she wrote it, Lyndon Johnson had been dead almost twenty-five years, but Lady Bird was still functioning as his chief defender. Who could blame her? Like Hera, her identity and power came solely from her husband. I remembered a comment she had made near the end of our first day together. The conversation had turned to death, and I asked Mrs. Johnson if she believed in heaven.

“Oh yes, I do,” she said. “I do know that there is something hereafter, because all this has been too significant, too magnificent, for there not to be something after. Heaven, to me, is a mystery, a place I’ll know what all this—the events of my life—meant.”

History, too, is that kind of place. This book, then, is an effort to examine what the life of Lady Bird Johnson has meant, to her and to all those who have followed in her red shoes.



CHAPTER ONE
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Marriage, the Ultimatum

Lady Bird Taylor’s life with Lyndon Johnson began with an ultimatum. “Let’s get married,” an overwrought twenty-six-year-old Lyndon wrote her from Washington shortly after the two met on a date in Austin on August 1, 1934. “If you say no, it just proves that you don’t love me enough to dare to marry me. We either do it now, or we never will.” It wasn’t that Lady Bird didn’t love him. She loved him at first sight.

A few days after they met, she visited a friend, Emily Crow Selden, in Dallas and took a large photograph of Lyndon with her. Lady Bird pointed out Lyndon’s good features, noting his exceptional height, his slim frame, his thick, wavy hair, his rakish good looks. “Well, his ears are a little too long,” acknowledged Lady Bird. “But he doesn’t take a good picture.”

Later that night, after the two girls had gone to bed, Lady Bird told her friend that she was crazy about Lyndon Johnson, that she loved his drive, his directness, his ability to take charge. She confided that he had asked her to marry him on their first date. There was something about Johnson that drew him to her.

At the time, Johnson was working as an administrative aid to U.S. Congressman Richard Kleberg, heir to the fabled King Ranch. Kleberg was a rich playboy who left the day-to-day running of his office to Johnson, who in effect served as the district’s surrogate congressman. While Kleberg played poker, went to horse races, and traveled to Mexico, Johnson made speeches on his behalf, handled constituent complaints, ran the office, and instructed Kleberg, whom he called “Chief,” how to vote. Johnson’s willingness to fill a void, to take charge, was part of what attracted Lady Bird.

From the beginning, Lady Bird recognized Johnson had the two qualities she most admired in a man: ambition and perseverance. She had never met anyone who asked such personal, probing questions, who looked her straight in the eye, and who exuded such energy. Lyndon seemed, she told her friend, as if he were headed straight to the top.

Emily was flabbergasted. Lady Bird had always been so sensible and solid. Unlike her other college friends, Lady Bird had never skipped a test to go shopping for a new dress or indulged in angel food cake with whipped cream.

The idea of judicious, obedient Lady Bird doing anything sudden or on impulse, especially marrying a complete stranger who had no money, seemed inconceivable to Emily. Even then, Lady Bird was the kind of person who could size up a situation quickly, especially her own place in it, and not be immobilized by indecision. This quality stood her in good stead at that moment and many others in her thirty-nine-year marriage to Lyndon Johnson.

In the fall of 1934, Lady Bird Taylor found herself standing at a crossroads that would have paralyzed most young women of her generation. At twenty-one years of age, she had graduated cum laude from the University of Texas at Austin with not one but two degrees, in history and journalism. A pragmatist to the core, she had also earned a teacher’s certificate, and knew shorthand as well.

When friends asked her what she wanted to do, Lady Bird told them that she was considering applying for teaching jobs in Hawaii or Alaska, the most glamorous places the soft-spoken Texas native could envision.

Her aunt Effie Pattillo, a Southern spinster who had raised Lady Bird after her mother died in 1918, had urged her down an unbeaten path. Effie wanted Lady Bird to become a reporter for the Washington Post, or failing that, a drama critic for the New York Times, maybe even a ballerina.

Effie was one of those prototypical women from the Old South, so gentle in spirit that she wouldn’t crush a violet or kill a fly, but at the same time so infirm of body that she spent her evenings sipping medicine from small brown bottles to quell the pain of migraines and ulcers. All Effie’s hopes and dreams were concentrated on Lady Bird. She encouraged her niece to think first of a career, not a family.

The other path was well worn and traditional: she could do as her father expected and stay in Karnack, a small East Texas town located in a narrow, dense pine forest on the edge of a wide swamp, and continue to supervise the redecoration of her family’s two-story Southern mansion, which had been built by slaves on a six-hundred-acre plantation in 1843.

However, at that moment, the Brick House was the last place on earth Lady Bird wanted to be. Though Lady Bird kept it a secret from her friends, her father, Thomas Jefferson Taylor, a tenant farmer, country merchant, and the richest man in Harrison County, was ending his second marriage. The stout, domineering Taylor, then a sixty-year-old patriarch with a legendary reputation as a philanderer, had married a much younger woman, Beulah Wisdom.

Miss Beulah, as she was known in Karnack, had short black hair that she wore in a 1930s bob and was so high-spirited that she was often seen speeding through the hills of East Texas in Taylor’s old Desoto, leaving a cloud of red dust behind her. “Miss Beulah was one fine-lookin’ woman,” said Dorsey Jones, an old Black man who lived near the Brick House. “She was full of spit and vinegar, the kind of woman only a rich man could have.”

Like almost everyone in Karnack, Beulah worked for Taylor. She was his bookkeeper. Beulah’s father also worked for him as the manager of one of his cotton gins. Not long after she married Taylor, Beulah fell in love with one of his hired hands, and ran off with him. Taylor, who was not the kind of man to restrain his own passion or forgive anyone else’s, flew into a rage. “I threw $5,000 at the two of’em and sent ’em packin,” Taylor boasted some years later to a relative. “It was the best $5,000 I’ve ever spent.” His divorce was finalized in September 1934.

Miss Beulah presented Lady Bird with still another option that may not have otherwise occurred to her, that of fleeing her father’s control. Two months after the divorce, on the morning of November 17, 1934, as the sun streamed through a grove of ancient cedars and a flock of guineas scattered noisily on the Brick House’s front lawn, Lady Bird left her father’s home in Lyndon Johnson’s Ford roadster convertible.

Originally they were headed for Austin, a four-and-a-half-hour drive away, but an hour out of Karnack, Lady Bird found herself unable to resist Johnson’s constant avowals of love. “I guess what settled it is when Lyndon really made me understand that he had done all he could to persuade me to marry him, and he just couldn’t stand to live in a state of uncertainty,” said Lady Bird, indicating that she knew that Johnson would end the relationship if she continued to make him wait. “I just couldn’t envision going on without him,” she recalled mournfully.

As a young woman, Lady Bird felt different with Lyndon Johnson, happy, free, as though she really were a bird and finally flying. Somewhere on the edge of East Texas, Lady Bird finally agreed to marry him.

“When?” she asked him.

“Tonight,” he said, without hesitation.

Johnson pulled off the road, stopped the car, and telephoned a political crony, Dan Quill, who was then the postmaster of San Antonio. In his rapid-fire voice, Johnson explained that he and Lady Bird wanted to be married that night at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in downtown San Antonio.

They had decided on San Antonio, rather than Austin, because Lady Bird didn’t want to offend her many friends from college by not inviting them to what amounted to an elopement. “Austin was my past,” she explained. “Austin had too many ghosts of old dreams. I needed to break from it—everything was going to be different from now on.”

The man Johnson put in charge of the ceremony, Dan Quill, was short, stocky, and constantly chewed on a cigar. Like Johnson, Quill was committed to Roosevelt’s New Deal. He had helped Johnson run Kleberg’s campaign in the special election to Congress earlier that year, and was accustomed to Johnson’s habit of giving orders and expecting instant action.

“Fix everything up!” Johnson barked. Then the telephone went silent. Quill knew he wouldn’t hear from Johnson again until nightfall, and that he better get busy.

All through the fall day, as Lady Bird and Lyndon drove across 425 miles of Texas, Quill hastily planned Lady Bird’s wedding. There were many problems to solve, but Quill found solutions—political solutions—for all of them.

In those days couples had to be physically examined before getting a marriage license. Since there was no time for either Lady Bird or Lyndon to visit a doctor, Quill wrote the license himself and convinced the chief deputy clerk at the courthouse to sign it. Quill’s next hurdle was to persuade the Reverend Arthur R. McKinstry, a high church Episcopalian who presided over the wealthiest pulpit in town, to marry two strangers on short notice. McKinstry was adamant: he would not do it.

In his most unctuous voice, the rector explained to Quill that holy matrimony was a very serious matter, and he needed time to counsel the young couple about the gravity of their commitment. “I simply can’t do it,” the minister said.

“Well, this young man is in a hurry,” snapped Quill. “He has to get back to Washington. There’s no reason why you can’t marry them legally. I’ll never do this to you again, but they want to be married in your church this evening at 8:00 P.M. Please do this for me!”

McKinstry might have held firm, but he owed Quill a favor. A few months earlier, Quill, although a Catholic, had nonetheless pulled some strings in Washington and arranged for St. Mark’s to have a second-class mail permit, which saved the church $12 a month—not an inconsiderable sum in 1934. McKinstry was indebted to Quill, and on this particular day Quill called in his marker. Reluctantly, the minister agreed.

At about 6:00 P.M. that evening, Lady Bird and Lyndon arrived at the Plaza St. Anthony Hotel in downtown San Antonio and rented two rooms, side by side. Lyndon went off in one room with Quill and a couple of lawyers, Henry Hirshberg and Oscar Powell, who wandered over from the courthouse down Presa Street. Lady Bird retired to the room next door by herself. She telephoned Cecille Harrison, a college roommate who lived in San Antonio, and asked if she could drive downtown and be the maid of honor at her wedding.

“I’m getting married at 8:00 P.M.,” Lady Bird told her friend, in a voice that Cecille later described as suppressed excitement. “Will you come stand up with me?”

Cecille, a thin, airy blond, was thrilled by the idea of a spur-of-the-moment wedding. It sounded like an adventure to her. She grabbed a black satin cocktail dress from the back of her closet, and hurried down to the hotel, where she found her friend seated by a window gazing down at the San Antonio River. Cecille had always thought of Lady Bird as self-contained, someone who kept her own private counsel, but never more than at that moment.

As Cecille recalled, Lady Bird seemed serene and absolutely sure of what she was about to do, yet she was not giddy or excited, as one would expect a bride to be. Rather, an air of poignancy surrounded Lady Bird like gauze. In fact, she was terrified.

“If you give me a quarter,” the bride-to-be told her friend, “I’ll jump out of this window.”

Lady Bird had good reason to be scared. She was being given what the whole world would one day recognize as the “Johnson treatment.” From the moment he met Lady Bird, Lyndon Johnson had carried on a relentless campaign to get her to marry him on his terms and his timetable. Take me or leave me, he told her. As a bachelor who was about to run for a seat in the U.S. Congress, Johnson needed a wife and he recognized that Lady Bird—shy, intelligent, and rich—was a good choice. Their courtship and marriage established the dominant pattern of their relationship. No matter what happened, the focus was always on him.

However, the directness of Lady Bird’s gaze out the hotel window and her confession of fear to her college roommate indicated that the twenty-one-year-old woman understood the exact nature of the bargain she was making. Many years later, others would speculate that Lyndon had married Lady Bird for her father’s money, and that the moment the wedding was over, she became his full-time servant.

While it’s true Lady Bird adapted her life to his—filling his ink pens and his lighter, laying out his clothes, suffering his wrath, and ignoring his indiscretions—it’s also true that she never considered herself a servant, or a victim, not then and not later in her life.

In fact, she viewed herself in the opposite way: as a woman strong enough to control and contain an ego as colossal as Lyndon Johnson’s. On the eve of her eighty-second birthday, she sat on her porch in Austin, Texas, and said, “Ours was a compelling love. Lyndon bullied me, coaxed me, at times even ridiculed me, but he made me more than I would have been. I offered him some peace and quiet, maybe a little judgment.”

In love and life, Lady Bird Taylor Johnson has always been a realist: she understood early that she brought to her marriage what Johnson most needed and was unable to give—loyalty. Simultaneously, she also understood what he offered her: freedom, a way out of the lonely, isolated world of her childhood. “We were a good match,” she said. “I guess you could sum it up by saying we were better together than apart.”

The land that formed Lady Bird is dark, wooded, secretive—hermetically sealed from the outside world by tall stands of trees that form a barrier to intruders. The people of deep East Texas have always mistrusted outsiders, while to the west, Texans like Johnson thrive on the raw energy of newcomers. The Johnson home in the Texas Hill Country is open, a gentle progression of hills and draws set against the long, flat line of the horizon.

By contrast, the view from Lady Bird’s upstairs bedroom at the Brick House was completely blocked by trees. The feeling in that high-ceilinged, drafty room is of living in quarantine. As a girl, Lady Bird grew up behind a wall of hedges, swamps, and virgin forests. From her bedroom window, the horizon was invisible and the light was refracted. The light on the land shines down in thin, timorous streams, fighting its way to the ground through layers of trees.

Temperamentally, Lady Bird is like her favorite tree, the mesquite, which grows in the Hill Country, not East Texas. She is strong, resilient, immovable, capable of extracting all that she needs from the harshest of environments—water, air, sun, and light—in order to survive.

Her wedding day was chaotic and hurried, but nothing she saw from her window at the Plaza Hotel made her flinch. Unrest and chaos were not new to Lady Bird. She had known them all her life. For Southern women born in the early 1900s, a fundamental fact about life was that it was not rational. Southern women carried within them the history of defeat, the scars of slavery, and the imperceptible cycles of nature. There were two common ways for Southern women to deal with the inherent irrationality of their lives: one was to escape into the realm of dreams, maybe even madness, as did Lady Bird’s mother and some of her other relatives. The other was to do what Lady Bird has done: accept things as they are, bury your grief in the ground, and concentrate on what has to be done next, on behalf of the survivors.

Like all Southern women, Lady Bird must be understood in relation to the bonds of her kin and her place. What she suffered in private as the wife of Lyndon Johnson—his violent mood swings and his endless betrayals—she suffered not because it was reasonable but because she loved him and believed that she could care for him and control whatever chaos he created.

If Franklin Roosevelt was Johnson’s role model, Eleanor was Lady Bird’s. Like Lady Bird, Eleanor was also a motherless child. Lady Bird lost her mother when she was five years and nine months old, and Eleanor’s mother died when she was eight.

There were also similarities between the two women’s marriages. Both of their husbands were unfaithful, and both women endured the betrayal by looking the other way and becoming involved in inspirational projects that had the effect of lifting them out of the depths of their own private misery. When news of FDR’s affair with Lucy Mercer was first published, Lady Bird downplayed its importance by telling Nancy Dickerson, then a correspondent for NBC, that FDR’s affair was like “a fly on the wedding cake.” She dismissed Johnson’s affairs in a like-minded way.

Historically, Lady Bird has benefited from comparisons to Lyndon. He was considered ham-fisted, gruff, and amazingly awkward for a man reputed to be so persuasive, while she is regarded as calm, gracious, understated, firmly rooted in nature. He gave us Vietnam, riots in the streets over civil rights, and the war on poverty. She championed an unlikely cause—wildflowers—that helped give birth to the American environmental movement.

But Lady Bird herself has always insisted that she and her late husband’s fortunes—like their initials—be exactly the same. Her willingness to bear anything on behalf of her husband and her husband’s memory has given her mythic importance in American life. Even now, friends and family members talk about the way he treated her with embarrassment. “Everyone felt sorry for her,” said Virginia Durr, the liberal Alabamian who was the sister-in-law of Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black. “He yelled at her. He ordered her around. He left her alone at the most important times of her life, and made no secret of his affairs. Still, she stayed loyal.” Even former Texas governor John Connally, one of Johnson’s oldest friends, wrote before he died of LBJ’s affair with Alice Glass, the mistress and later wife of one of Johnson’s biggest supporters. Of Lady Bird’s reaction, Connally wrote, “She handled the affair, I suppose, as well as such things can be handled: by behaving as if there were nothing to handle.”

Lady Bird has always refused to play the role of the wronged wife. “I am not a saint,” sighed Lady Bird during an interview, implying that she bears some responsibility for the problems in her marriage. “All I can say is I had a great love affair. No matter what, I knew he loved me best.”

Behind the myth was the marriage, and, as Lady Bird implied, it was a complicated relationship. She knew about his affairs, but kept her stoic silence. The mystery is, Why, having made her bed, did she never publicly complain about it? LBJ’s friends explain that Lady Bird understood Johnson’s limitations as well as his greatness, and accepted him as he was. She would not do his enemies the favor of sharing her pain in public.

Theirs was a marriage of opposites. Lyndon Johnson was the embodiment of her own denied ambition. Over the years, it became clear that she could be as ruthless and savvy in business, love, and politics as he could be. What seemed like countless efforts to please him also had the effect of exerting her own control. Laying out his clothes for a trip, for instance, was her way of knowing about and subtly influencing his schedule. In the end, her bargain, difficult as it may have been at times, paid off. Lady Bird wound up with it all—their family, their vast fortune, even the admiration that the public has denied her husband.

Johnson, on the other hand, saw in Lady Bird the answer to his own inconsolable need for comfort, and for unconditional love. She was the repository of his emotion and ideals. This is how Doris Kearns Goodwin put it in Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream: “Amid the most complicated intrigues and struggles of her husband’s career she remained outwardly composed and reasonable. If his incessant demands and orders . . . or his occasional abuse in front of company became too much to bear, she possessed, or soon developed, a strange ability to take psychic leave . . . . ‘Bird,’ Johnson would call out at such moments, ‘are you with me?’ And straight off, her accustomed alertness and competence reappeared.”

What Lady Bird offered then was balance. Her ability to take momentary leave from her husband and then return, no matter how great his abuse, gave him the inner strength to continue his drive for power, a drive he made for both of them. She was as fascinated by power as he was, and she had the added advantage of being utterly self-reliant. “Are you with me?” he asked, over and over in many forms and many places. Her reply was always and obsessively the same: “Yes.”

On the day their life together began—their wedding day—Lady Bird was an orphan bride. There was no relative to see her to the altar. In fact, not a single member of her family or any of her friends, except Cecille, even knew that she was about to be married.

After the ceremony, she telephoned one friend and told her, “Lyndon and I committed matrimony last night,” as if, the friend later recalled, “it was a little bit of a crime.” No invitations were sent. There were no flowers on the altar, no music at the ceremony.

She didn’t even have time to buy a traditional white wedding gown. The dress she wore was a lavender silk sheath that had appliqued flowers on each shoulder. She had purchased it a few weeks earlier in a dress shop in Shreveport because it was frillier than most of her other clothes. Johnson had already lectured her on the need to choose more flattering dresses. He wanted to see her in lace and bows. Her silk wedding dress, slinky to the touch, was an early effort to accommodate him.

A few minutes before she left the hotel to drive over to the church, Lyndon turned to Dan Quill and asked him, “Did you get the ring?” Quill was speechless. Lady Bird and Lyndon had driven past jewelry stores all day long. Quill assumed Johnson would have at least thought to buy his wife a wedding ring. But already Johnson was not paying attention.

“Go get a ring,” Johnson ordered Quill, who grabbed his hat, ran out the door, and walked across the street to a Sears, Roebuck store. Since he didn’t know Lady Bird’s size, he bought a dozen rings and placed them on a wooden stick and took them over to the hotel. One by one, Lady Bird tried them all on, until she found one that fit. Quill returned to Sears, Roebuck and paid $2.50 for the ring, returning the rest. “The dime-store ring answered the purpose,” Quill later said. “I don’t think Lady Bird or Lyndon were much concerned about the quality.”

Still, no one asked Lady Bird what kind of wedding ring she wanted, not Johnson, not Quill, not even Lady Bird herself. Her feelings about an article of jewelry that she would wear for the rest of her life went unnoticed.

The ceremony itself was decorous and brief. There were only twelve people present, and it took fifteen minutes from start to finish. When the vows had been said, Lyndon led Lady Bird to one side of the church for a private embrace. At the altar, Reverend McKinstry shook his head and told the members of the wedding party, “I doubt this marriage will ever last.”

What McKinstry and Johnson did not know is that Lady Bird had read the wedding vows before she took them. She had not only read them, but had also committed them to memory and had made up her mind to do whatever was necessary to make this marriage work.

“Have you read the vows?” she asked Lyndon before they were married. “Yes,” he told her, somewhat sheepishly. “Well, I have, too, and I want to make sure you understand what’s in them,” she told him.

Over the years, the way Lady Bird would sustain herself in the hard periods of her marriage was to perform a solitary, private ritual. When she was alone, at night or in the early morning, she would take out her Episcopal prayer book, read the vows, and recommit herself to love Johnson, to honor him, to keep him, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, keeping only unto him. She trained herself not to think about or notice whether he was honoring his vows.

After the wedding, Lyndon, Lady Bird, and their friends had dinner at the roof garden of the Plaza St. Anthony Hotel. Before dinner was served, Henry Hirshberg, one of the guests, sent his brother-in-law to his house with the keys to a special wine locker that contained five bottles of sparkling Burgundy. As the members of the wedding party sipped the wine, Hirshberg, a stranger to Lady Bird, toasted the bride, who settled herself in a chair and listened to the music of a small combo and enjoyed the view of San Antonio’s skyline.

It was a cool, clear night, and Cecille later remembered that Lady Bird and Lyndon started dancing the two-step and continued long past midnight. Everyone agreed they made a nice-looking pair. At six feet, three inches tall, Johnson towered over Lady Bird, whose head fit right into the crook of Lyndon’s shoulder. She drew close to him on the dance floor as if she were nesting in his body.

However, as she moved across the roof of the Plaza St. Anthony Hotel in her lavender sheath, Lady Bird had no way of knowing that the nest she had just made was very much like the one she had fled. Although she did not realize it, there was a reason why she felt so instantly comfortable with Lyndon Johnson. He was a larger, more ambitious, more extreme version of her father, Boss Taylor.



CHAPTER TWO
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Gone to Texas

The seventeen-room Southern mansion where Claudia Alta Taylor was born on December 22,1912, is a house of spirits. The two-story antebellum house, with a pair of thirty-foot-high white columns on the front porch, sits on an isolated rise in East Texas, facing a narrow road that winds through a double wall of trees toward the border of Louisiana, fifteen miles to the east.

Only a mile down the road lies the small community of Karnack, a town of fewer than four hundred people. C. C. Baker, a postmaster who made an error in spelling, had grandly named it at the turn of the century for the temples in Egypt—“Karnak.” As former Texas governor John Connally once said of Lady Bird’s birthplace, “You could pass through Karnack and not be at all reminded of Karnak on the Nile.” Baker had calculated that the tiny town was the same distance from Port Caddo, the port of entry for the Republic of Texas, that ancient Karnack was from the Thebes.

It was here, however, that Lady Bird’s father, Thomas Jefferson Taylor, Jr., a six-foot-two, heavy-framed man, came to Texas in 1899 with her mother, Minnie. Taylor, like thousands of other poor Southerners, fled his native Alabama and its soil, depleted by cotton growing, in search of the inexpensive, plentiful land on the frontiers of East Texas.

The land and culture the pair found in Texas was remarkably similar to those of their native Alabama. Like Alabama, the land around Karnack is heavily timbered with pines and surrounded by swamps. Taylor opened a general store in Karnack in 1899, bearing a sign that spelled out his enormous ambition: “T. J. Taylor—Dealer in Everything.”

By the time Lady Bird was born thirteen years later, Taylor had lived up to the grandiosity of his own expectations and become rich. A tireless, domineering man who woke up every morning at 4:00 A.M. to get to work, Taylor presided over a fifteen-thousand-acre cotton empire, two general stores—the one in Karnack and another one down the road in Leigh—two cotton gins, and a fishing business on nearby Caddo Lake. He loved the feel of money and habitually rolled dollar bills through his fingers while grinning and humming softly and ominously, “Mmmmm, boy!”

“My father was a very strong character, to put it mildly,” recalled Lady Bird. “He lived by his own rules. It was a whole feudal way of life, really.” The Negroes of the county, who comprised more than 50 percent of the population and toiled long hours in servitude, called him “Mister Boss.”

They worked his land, raised his cotton, charged groceries and clothing at his store for twice the prices asked of larger stores in nearby Marshall, and borrowed money from him to buy cars or pay medical bills. “I worked for him sunup to sunset for 50 cents a day,” said Dorsey Jones, one of the oldest living Black people in Harrison County. “Everyone in Karnack—white and Black—depended on him for everything we had.”

Whites in the area acknowledged his authority by calling him “Cap’n.” “He was the law around here,” recalled Diane Taylor, a neighbor. “As a child growing up, I was taught there were three things you never questioned—God, country, and Mister Cap’n.”

As a young girl growing up in the ten-room house, Lady Bird always felt uneasy because the Brick House was rumored to be haunted. The Black servants who raised Lady Bird told her that she was never to go into the rear bedroom on the second floor, the one just down the hall from her own cheerful, high-ceilinged room where she slept in a large, four-poster bed, listening to the sound of crepe myrtle branches scratching across her windows.

That other bedroom was known as “Miss Eunice’s room,” for it was said that a “girl ghost,” the spirit of a nineteen-year-old girl named Eunice Andrews, lived there. Eunice Andrews was the daughter of Confederate colonel Milt Andrews, the original owner of the Brick House, who supervised eighty slaves in the construction of the house built out of red bricks that were fired in a large kiln on site.

The remains of the slaves’ kiln still exist. As a child, Lady Bird played hide-and-seek among the broken pieces of clay. The kiln was part of her familiar world, as much as the six hundred acres of pasture that immediately surrounded the house and the giant, sixteen-pane encased windows that ran from floor to ceiling. In order to be opened or closed, the windows were raised and lowered by pulleys, which made a shrill, screeching noise. The squeaking of the windows and the whining of the wind contributed to Lady Bird’s childhood fears, as did the repeated telling of the story of Miss Eunice’s death.

Sometime after the start of the Civil War in 1861, Miss Eunice was supposedly seated alone in a rocking chair near the fireplace in her bedroom when a thunderstorm blew through the forest of pine, oaks, and cypress trees. A bolt of lightning hit the chimney, raced down the fireplace, and struck Miss Eunice, who fell forward to a fiery death. Periodically a servant in the house or one of Lady Bird’s relatives from Alabama would see her ghost and describe their visions to Lady Bird, who listened with her large brown eyes rounded in terror. According to the descriptions, when Miss Eunice showed up in two-dimensional form, she did not look decayed or gray at all, but was said to be an ethereal, light-filled being, a slightly built girl dressed in a white dress with long sleeves. Miss Eunice’s most distinguishing feature was her freakish blond hair that stood up from her head, glinted and charged by lightning.

Lady Bird never saw the girl ghost herself, but she believed that others did. The fear still had her in its grip, even in old age. “I felt quite likely that ghosts did exist and I was scared,” she later recalled, with a physical shudder. “I would not even now, at this age, feel comfortable being alone in that house by myself.”

These were the stories Lady Bird grew up with: of burning women and the lost Civil War. Like all of us, Lady Bird was a child of her heritage. She comes from a long line of female martyrs and male tyrants. The women in her family all learned to suffer well and in silence, while the men fought against poverty and pursued power.

Like many old Southern families, Lady Bird’s has concurrent strains of triumph and tragedy. Great fortunes were built, but in their shadow many have battled depression and suicide. Her father’s half-brother, Leo Howard, committed suicide, and his namesake son also killed himself. Her maternal grandmother as well as her mother, Minnie, and her aunt Effie all suffered from what was then called “melancholy.” She had two sisters-in-law who were diagnosed with mental illness. As recently as 1995, one of her grandnieces committed suicide at thirty-nine years of age after a long battle with depression. The woman’s mother, Diana MacArthur, Lady Bird’s niece, acknowledged her own problems with depression. “It’s like the family curse,” acknowledged Mrs. MacArthur. “It goes from generation to generation.”

The remnants of the world her ancestors built are still in place in Autauga County, Alabama, which even today is no more than a collection of small towns strung together on Alabama’s Highway 14. There are no big cities in the county. The closest—Selma and Montgomery—are located thirty miles away in separate counties. A car trip to either city is considered a full day’s journey. The land and local people have won, over time, what they lost in the Civil War: a chance to be left alone.

From this land Lady Bird has derived a chief feature of her personality—her remoteness. J. B. West, former chief usher at the White House, has said that when President Johnson would lose his temper, Lady Bird would never respond in anger. Instead, when faced with criticism or unpleasantness, she would simply slip into a trance and “tune it all out.”

Her ability to bury anger beneath a calm, cool veneer is part of her heritage as a Southern woman. From her mother and grandmothers, Lady Bird learned that wars come and go, as do husbands and children. In the end, the only true consolation is the retreat that nature and the imagination can sometimes provide.

It is no accident that her favorite writer is Mississippi’s famous son, William Faulkner, because Faulkner describes a South saddled with its history, where people struggle to exist between the extremes of hospitality and cruelty, wealth and poverty, education and ignorance—a crucible Lady Bird understands. “He describes a South I’m somewhat acquainted with,” Lady Bird has said. “It has a dark side. It’s shadowy but yet it speaks to a world I know.”

She knew it because her parents, who were born and raised in the red-clay hills of Alabama in Autauga County, came from opposite ends of the South’s extremes. They grew up on farms physically separated by bayous and gullies and also segregated by fundamental differences in class. Her mother was part of the gentry, while her father was extremely poor. “My parents came from different worlds,” she acknowledged. “It made for a stressful situation.”

Lady Bird’s mother, Minnie Lee Pattillo, was descended from George Pattillo, who came to America from Dundee, Scotland, in 1740. The Pattillos were all farmers, merchants, and ministers. One of them, Henry Pattillo, a Presbyterian minister, published the first textbook in the state of North Carolina in 1787. He described the book, which was circulated throughout the South, as a “geographical catechism” to assist travelers who had no maps. In the book, Pattillo gives a physical description of the land, noting major rivers and passable streams, as well as providing excerpts from his sermons collected throughout his thirty years in the pulpit.

In one passage, he warns women that the world is a place of pain and misery and that they can never be happy outside of God. “How often is the preacher’s heart grieved when his eye informs him that the irreligious of your sex is the most careless and giddy part of his audience,” wrote Pattillo.

In another passage, he offers what he calls a “Negro’s catechism,” a litany of questions and answers later used by whites as a method for controlling the behavior of their slaves. The prayers of the litany were intended to be spoken with “slow solemnity,” according to the preface written by Pattillo.

The minister would face the Black members of the congregation and ask, “When Negroes become religious, how must they behave to their masters?” To which the Negro was supposed to respond: “The scriptures in many places command them to be honest, diligent, and faithful in all things and not to give saucy answers, and even when they were whipt for doing well to take it patiently and look to God for their reward.”

Women and Blacks, according to Pattillo, were supposed to be diligent, faithful, not giddy or given to emotion, and to await their reward in heaven. Their goal was distant and invisible, literally in another world. An independent life could only be achieved through exile or death. They carried the burden of what Mrs. Johnson referred to as the South’s shadowy side.

In Pattillo’s sermons, the husband was described in the traditional language of the Bible as the “head of the household,” from whom all domestic power flowed. This doctrine was a literal interpretation of a passage of scripture in Ephesians 5, which warns that women should submit to their husband’s authority, no matter what. Men had a biblical imperative to rule. In the cultural hierarchy of power, authority flowed downward from God to husbands, then to wives and children, and finally to slaves. It was a culture that forced the union of opposites: powerful men required sacrificial wives, masters required slaves, and the absolutism of Pattillo’s religion required not only faith but fear.

When Lady Bird described her parents’ marriage as “stressful,” she acknowledged the strain of such a union, the same one that defined the marriage of her maternal grandparents, as well as her parents, a pattern of domination and submission that she inherited from her deep Southern roots and played out in her own marriage on a world stage.

By the time Lady Bird’s mother was born in 1874, her father, Luther, had become the wealthiest member of Autauga County’s planter class. From the Pattillos, Lady Bird inherited her love of nature and books, as well as her tendency toward introspection. When she was only six years old, Lady Bird went to Alabama to visit one of her aunts, who was struck by how solitary she seemed. “She was a quiet little thing,” recalled Ellen Taylor, the wife of her father’s brother. “When we went to the farm, she sat on the back seat of the car with her skirts spread primly on the seat, read a book, and nibbled on dried fruit.”

This was unusual behavior for her father’s people, who were uneducated. Lady Bird did not know her father could read until she was a teenager. The Taylors were poor tenant farmers who eked out a living near the banks of Mulberry Creek. Meals consisted largely of what they could fish out of the creek or hunt in the woods.

Physically, Lady Bird favors her father’s side of the family. She has their black hair, their brown eyes, the trademark Taylor hook nose, and their terror of scarcity. All her life Lady Bird has pinched pennies. Her father’s fear of poverty is part of her psychic makeup. Even as First Lady, she often shopped at December sales to fill out her wardrobe.

Yet she has never lacked for money. The origin of her wealth can be traced to Luther Pattillo, her mother’s father, the first of the big men in Lady Bird’s life. At six feet, three inches tall and over two hundred pounds, Pattillo grew up in Alabama, one of seven sons of a yeoman farmer.

In 1861, when Alabama became the third state in the South after Mississippi and Florida to secede from the Union, Luther Pattillo, whose nickname was Luke, joined a group of ninety Autauga County men and quickly went to war. He fought four years, a period of time in which nearly one third of the South’s soldiers were killed and another third were wounded in battle. Pattillo fought at the battle of Shiloh, where he saw most of his company killed. Afterward, he joined another Alabama regiment and finally arrived home in Autauga County in 1865, a defeated and penniless Confederate officer.

According to James Cato Pattillo, his nephew, the only thing Luke owned at the end of the war was the horse that carried him home. He used it to farm part of his brother’s land, but after working a few days, he hired other men to do his plowing for between 35 and 55 cents a day, and then went into business for himself as a peddler. First he gathered, split, and sold kindling wood, carrying it by horse and wagon to Montgomery to sell. Demand for commercial goods was high in the city, which was rebuilding from the war. Next he invested in wool, hides, and other necessities to sell in Montgomery.

In time, he accumulated enough money to open a two-story general merchandise store in Billingsley, where he and his brothers lived. There were few banks or lending institutions left after the Civil War, so Pattillo stepped forward to gain financial advantage in the small town. “My grandfather used to do something that is so obvious,” Lady Bird said. “He would just go down to the courthouse whenever there was a sale of land on which people had not paid taxes. And he just bought anything that was for sale for a pittance, like a dollar an acre.” Within a few years after the war was over, he had bought more than 8,000 acres in Autauga and Chilton counties, 3,800 of which Lady Bird inherited in 1947.

Once Pattillo owned the land, he then advanced the former owners, who were now his tenants, everything they needed to farm—the land itself, seed, equipment, fertilizer, shotgun shells, groceries, and dry goods. After the crops had been harvested in the fall, the tenants turned over their crops, primarily cotton, to Pattillo, who would subtract what they owed him and return what was due them, if anything. Often their debt was carried over from year to year.

Luke Pattillo had a reputation for being both mean and shrewd. As an old man, Pattillo told his nephew James about meeting a Black man who did not recognize him by sight. “Do you know who I am?” Pattillo asked the man, who replied that he did not. “Well,” asked Pattillo, “who’s the meanest man in Autauga and Chilton counties?”

The Black man did not hesitate. “That’s Mr. Pattillo,” he said.

From the perspective of the local Blacks and the tenant farmers, Pattillo was an extortionist, a boss, a master. He profited by keeping other people in debt.

One day a Black man who had a headache came into Pattillo’s store and wanted to purchase medicine. Pattillo told him he could not sell him anything else because his account was past due. The man said he didn’t have any money, and rubbed his head in pain. “Here, I’ll give you a pill,” Pattillo told the man, as he took a single pill from a large bottle on the counter. “That’ll be a nickel.”

Later that night Pattillo and a clerk who worked for him were asleep in the room above the store. Pattillo woke up with a start and shook the clerk awake. “Did you ever charge that pill to that nigger?” demanded Pattillo. “No,” replied the sleepy clerk. “I haven’t yet, but I will.” Pattillo ordered him to do it first thing in the morning. It wasn’t the nickel that was important to Pattillo, but advancing debt, however small, on the books. His rule of economics was simple: great fortunes are built from small debts. It was a rule passed through the family, and one that Lady Bird took to heart.

He did not marry until after the Civil War. When he did, he wed a widow, Sarah Jane Myrick Lewis, who had two small daughters from her previous marriage to a man who died in the Civil War. After her marriage to Pattillo, Sarah had four additional children. Claud, the eldest, was born in 1872. Lady Bird’s mother, Minnie, was born two years later, followed by her spinster aunt Effie, born in 1879, and Harry, who came along in 1882.

The marriage was burdened, however, by Sarah’s grief over her first husband’s death and the long hours Luke put in at the store. Luke’s lack of affection for his stepchildren also created conflict in the marriage. When Luke died in 1913, he left one of his stepdaughters $500 and the other $1,000, while each of his other four children or their heirs received large, equal shares of his vast estate.

Sarah, hardened by years of anger and grief, had died a year earlier and so there was no one to advocate for the stepdaughters’ finances. One of Lady Bird’s cousins said her most vivid memory of her grandmother was that of Sarah in the last years of her life seated on the back porch of the family home in Billingsley. Rocking in her chair, Sarah would gaze bitterly at the cemetery below, hum hymns softly to herself, and talk about how much she longed for the day when she could take her place there among the graves. At the end of her life, death was her only imaginable reward.

The conflict between Sarah and Luke Pattillo left its mark on each of the children. Of the four they shared, Harry, the youngest, was the only one to marry successfully. He married a woman from Montgomery named Belle, moved there, and prospered in the grocery business. Effie, who studied piano at the Juilliard School in New York, had the first of a series of nervous breakdowns in 1912. She never married. Claud, the oldest, and for whom Lady Bird was named, was once engaged but was left at the altar, and remained a bachelor. Apparently his unrequited love was never discussed by his family. It is from the Pattillos that Lady Bird learned to guard her emotions, to hide them behind a veil of stoicism and the righteousness of work. “Uncle Claud took care of his emotions by himself,” said Lucille Pattillo Thomas, one of his nieces who still lives in Selma. “I guess it broke his heart, but such things were never talked about out loud in the family. If it was bad, we just didn’t talk about it.”

Claud owned the family store in Milton, which was located about a mile from where T. J. Taylor, Jr., was born on August 29, 1874, the fifth child of Emma Louisa and Thomas Jefferson Taylor. T.J. never knew his father, who died one month before his last child was born. Shortly thereafter, his mother remarried Reuben J. Bishop and had eight more children. They settled on the banks of a creek on a small piece of farmland that was owned by Claud Pattillo and there they lived the hard life of tenant farmers.

One Friday in February 1885, when T.J. was only eleven years old, his older brother Preston, then twelve, came in from hunting, went into the dining room, and shot himself in the face while cleaning his gun. T.J. was in the front yard. When he heard the shot, he followed his mother into the room where his brother lay dying. What he saw, as reported a few days later in the local newspaper, the Prattville Progress, was so imprinted in his mind that it haunted him the rest of his life. As a grown man, T.J. had a phobia about guns. He sold them in his stores in Karnack, but did not own one himself and did not like for others to bring them into the Brick House. “The gun discharged its contents of powder directly into his face, blowing off the fleshy part of his nose, together with his entire upper lip,” reported the newspaper. T.J.’s mother rushed to her son’s side and frantically “reached forth her hand to assist her struggling but speechless son,” but could do nothing except turn him on his side and watch him die.

After the accident, T.J. and his two remaining brothers, William Thomas Taylor and Walter Bates Taylor, vowed to make a new life for themselves—far away from Alabama. They did not get along with their stepfather and wanted to escape his farm and hard way of life. T.J. told Lady Bird and other relatives that Bishop worked him and his brothers like field hands. He saw his future in grander terms.

It’s easy to see why Taylor was attracted to Minnie Pattillo. She and her family represented everything he wanted-—cash, power, a place of respect within the community. As an old man, he told one of his granddaughters, Susan Taylor, about the first moment he saw Minnie. “He told me that one day he was plowing his grandfather’s field. He remembered that he was barefoot because he could feel the dirt between his toes,” she recalled. “When he looked up, he saw my grandmother Minnie riding a horse. He watched her jump a fence and decided right then to get to know her.”

Taylor had never seen a woman like Minnie, a woman who was not working the fields or behind a stove, but strong, powerful, and privileged, sailing through the air astride a horse. Not long after, he saw her again riding her horse, Nell, and watched as she was thrown to the ground. It was Taylor’s big chance, and he seized it. Minnie’s leg was hurt, so Taylor bandaged it and took her home to her father’s house. After that, Minnie and T.J. began meeting in secret.

Often they met behind Claud’s store in nearby Milton. As Claud worked at the counter, Minnie sat outside beneath a tree and read books, including the poetry of Robert and Elizabeth Browning.

Poetry fired her imagination for romance. By the time she met Taylor, she was twenty-five years old and must have wondered if she would ever know the kind of all-consuming love described in the Brownings’ poetry. She had an unfortunate combination of characteristics for a Southern woman in the 1880s. She was smart, well read, and rich, but not beautiful. In the South, beauty was the only true coin of the realm, and a lack of it translated into a kind of poverty that became its own exile.

The word that people commonly used to describe Minnie was “handsome,” which has a masculine implication, probably due to her interest in books. She was about five feet, five inches tall and stout, with thin, blond and reddish brown hair that she wore parted on the side. Her face is remembered by relatives as angular, with faintly drawn eyebrows set over a wide forehead, green eyes, and a thin, worried mouth. She was so self-conscious about her looks that she never allowed anyone to take her photograph. Lady Bird has no memory of her mother’s face.

“Miss Minnie was a big woman,” said Dorsey Jones. All of the Pattillo women have a weakness for sweets, including Lady Bird, who has watched her weight her whole life, often on Johnson’s orders. During private dinners she often has complained to family members over dessert, “Oh please! Don’t give me another piece of pie no matter how much I beg!”

Intellectually, however, Minnie Pattillo could hold her own. On Sundays after lunch, the Pattillos gathered on Luke’s front porch to talk about politics, business, or news from Chicago or New York. During these family discussions, Minnie compared the ups and downs of the commodities market with her brother Claud, and in the next instant swapped opera news with her sister, Effie. She did not keep silent. “Unlike Effie or her mother, Aunt Minnie said what was on her mind-—she had a lot of spirit,” said Nettie Pattillo Woodyard, her niece who still lives in Autaugaville.

That feisty spirit led her to T. J. Taylor, who at twenty-five was a tall, black-headed, and strong man with large dark eyes and the kind of silent, brooding style that could communicate a lot with a tuck of the lip or a nod of the head. He was a rebel—a fact that Minnie’s father disliked but made him more attractive to Minnie. Pattillo’s rejection exacerbated Taylor’s insecurities and made him angry. Years later, Taylor told Susan, his granddaughter, that in the summer of 1899 Pattillo called him “white trash” and forbade him from seeing Minnie.

Naturally, the two young people ignored his demand. When Taylor asked Pattillo for permission to marry Minnie, Luke laughed in his face and told him he wasn’t good enough for her. “You’ll see,” Taylor told the old man. “I’m going to make a lot of money and I’ll be back. And when I come, you’ll beg me to marry your daughter.”

At the end of that summer, T.J. abruptly left Alabama for Texas. Through the years, his reasons for leaving were shrouded in a mystery of his own making. The only official story he ever gave was apocryphal. In 1951, he told a reporter for the Marshall News, his hometown newspaper, that when he was still living in Alabama he saw a man drive by his house in a wagon. He started following the wagon on foot because he wanted to see if the larger back wheels would ever catch up with the front wheels. They didn’t. By then, he’d walked so far he was afraid to return home.

There was another, less flattering explanation for his leaving that circulated within the family, a common reason why many others posted signs on their doors in the late 1800s that said “GTT” (Gone to Texas) and struck out for a new life on the frontier. Three family sources say they had always heard that Taylor was fleeing a crime. In the summer of 1899, a train was robbed on the Southern line near Burnsville, one of the tiny communities in Autauga County. T.J. and his brother Walter were said to have been suspects in the train robbery. They left Alabama shortly afterward and came to Texas. Neither was ever charged with the crime, but the shadow of scandal stayed with T.J.

Taylor’s stepfather had begged him to stay and help him farm his land with a mule. “Give me another year,” Bishop pleaded. “The crops look good this year.” But Taylor had made up his mind to leave. Nothing could stop him. “If I don’t have a sign up on a store in a year in Texas,” Taylor told his stepfather, “I’ll come back and help you farm.”

Privately, however, Taylor had no intention of ever coming back. Upon his arrival in Karnack, he paid $500 for a piece of land at the intersection of two trails, a crossroads well known to hunters in the area. The landscape was fitting because Taylor himself was at a personal crossroads. He lived in a rooming house, paid $5 a week for both room and board, and made plans to open a country store, which he hoped would give him a foothold on the frontier.

Within a matter of weeks, he had his sign up—“Dealer in Everything”—and was making plans to stock his store. His days of tenant farming were at an end.

From Taylor’s perspective, Karnack seemed like paradise. The environment was much like his native Alabama. It was on the same parallel of latitude and had the same kind of heavily timbered land, the same rolling hills, and the same rural way of life. Cotton was the cash crop. The best land in Harrison County yielded about one bale per acre, a respectable rate even by Alabama standards.

Geographically, Harrison County was blessed in a way in which Alabama was not. It had a thriving port at the mouth of Caddo Lake and provided a water route, navigable by steamboats, for shipping cotton and other goods, first to Shreveport and then on to New Orleans by way of the Red and Mississippi rivers.

The port was a vital transportation link on the frontier. Life grew up around it. By 1850, the port had made Harrison County the busiest and most populated county in the state. There were a total of 11,822 residents, more than 50 percent of whom were slaves. By comparison, Houston had only 4,668 residents and San Antonio 6,052. Ten years later, on the eve of the Civil War, Harrison had more slaves than any other county in the state. Moreover, they sold for twice what they had the decade before, a fact that local newspapers regarded as proof of the area’s productivity and prosperity.

In 1860, Robert W. Lougherty, editor of the Texas Republican, told his readers, “The South has never been pecuniary in so prosperous a condition as at the present time. Last Tuesday, a number of Negroes were sold for cash at public auction. One man, a carpenter, brought $2,755, and a boy, 11 years old, was knocked off at $900.” Those prices continued until after the war ended. When Taylor arrived in 1899, slavery was gone, but the Old South’s way of life continued. Landowners depended on Blacks for agriculture’s hard labor.

The talk that first summer in Karnack was familiar to Taylor. Cotton plants bloomed in early June, and though the small farmers were able to clean their fields in a month or less, the picking season of the larger planters began in August and continued for six days a week from sunup to sundown into the late fall. Once picked, the fiber from the cotton had to be separated from the seeds, a process known as ginning, and pressed into bales weighing about five hundred pounds each.

Taylor bought a gin for his store, which meant that the farmers around Karnack no longer had to transport their cotton to Marshall or nearby Jefferson for ginning and baling. He was pleased, and had good reason to be optimistic about Karnack’s future. “Real estate is advancing,” wrote the Marshall newspaper that summer, “and it is believed Karnack will be a safe place for investment.”

In the fall of the year, confident of his financial success, T.J. returned home to Alabama and asked Minnie Lee Pattillo to marry him. She immediately said yes. Her father was outraged, and her sister, Effie, who would soon be left at home alone, took to her bed, sick with grief.

Given the family tensions, Minnie and T.J. decided to marry quickly. None of her family came to the wedding. Just as her daughter Lady Bird would one day marry alone, Minnie was also an orphan bride. Minnie wasn’t even married in a church, but at the home of T.J.’s older brother William.

On December 14, 1900, the Prattville Progress carried the official notice of the wedding, carefully noting the distinctions between the two families. “The bride is the daughter of one of Autauga’s most esteemed citizens, Mr. Luther Pattillo,” wrote the newspaper. “The groom is an old Autauga boy and a young man of great promise.”

Two days later, Taylor and his new bride left Alabama for their new home in Karnack. They were united by a common desire to put their past behind them. In effect, they were both on the lam. T.J. was fleeing rumors of scandal, and Minnie was in full flight from her father’s unhappy home.

On the journey to Texas, T.J. called her “dearie” and tried to put aside his own fear that Minnie might have trouble adapting to her new environment. She brought with her the things that had nourished her in Alabama—several crates of books. The newlyweds arrived in Karnack near the end of the year, jubilant about having successfully GTT, and joyfully blind to her father’s warnings about how ill-suited they were for marriage.



CHAPTER THREE
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Motherless Child

While Texas gave Lady Bird’s father the second chance he needed, the eighteen years Minnie lived in Karnack were a lonely exile. From the moment they arrived, Taylor focused on his business, while Minnie struggled to get her bearings.

They moved into a simple frame house that was designed around a long L-shaped hall, with the kitchen and dining room on one side and two bedrooms on the other. Taylor built the house directly next to his store, so that he could work round-the-clock.

Minnie was a dreamy, cultured woman in a raw land. The dirt roads around the tiny village of Karnack were crudely constructed and often impassable, but Minnie refused to stay at home. With money from her father, she bought a Hudson Super Six, a heavy, long automobile often used in funerals, and hired a chauffeur named Ransom Home to drive her around the maze of bayous, forests, and cypress swamps.

In the summer, Ransom raced through the woods in the Hudson. Occasionally he drove the car into a bed of sand and was stopped dead. While Ransom dug the car out of its rut, Minnie sat in the Hudson’s jump seat, her face hidden behind large hats, batting flies. In the winter, rain and mud closed the roads and confined Minnie to her home.

Day-to-day life was more isolated and harder than it had been in Alabama. Her first tablecloth in Texas was dingy and made of oilcloth, unlike the hand-pressed linens she used in her mother’s house. Her husband offered little companionship. “My father was a very busy man,” recalled his younger son, Antonio. “He worked all the time. He had few interests or hobbies outside his business and his little world.”

Minnie, on the other hand, had unlimited interest and curiosities, which took her far from Karnack. She was not constrained by the traditional nineteenth-century view of women as primarily domestic creatures. She did not like housework and soon hired maids to do it for her. As often as possible, Minnie traveled to Chicago with her sister, Effie, to attend the opera. When she was home, she read widely, often speaking the words of novels or poetry out loud to herself.

Diana MacArthur, one of Antonio Taylor’s two daughters, said her grandmother Minnie avidly collected books. Through the mail, she kept in touch with New York publishers and ordered many first editions, both biographies and novels. She also bought classics, such as Gibbon’s History of the World, the legends of Greece and Rome, and expensive leather-bound travel books about places such as the lakes of Italy and the silk routes of China, faraway places that fed her imagination.

One of her favorite books was My Antonia by Willa Cather, a novel about a heroic young girl who lived at the turn of the century in Nebraska. Minnie must have identified with Antonia, because she named her second son for her. Cather’s Antonia is a bohemian spirit who follows a ruthless man, away from her frontier homeland; he later betrays her. At the end of the novel, Antonia commits suicide. Like Antonia, Minnie was always looking for some new ideas or piece of knowledge to lift her from the constraints of her time, her place, and the bounds of marriage.

Lady Bird’s primary memory of her mother is of her books. “My mother had an enormous supply of books, mostly history and biographies,” she said. One that she remembered especially was The Book of Knowledge, a collection of spiritual essays. Minnie owned other spiritual books that Lady Bird said “dipped into the occult and beyond the fringe.”

In Alabama, the Pattillos were Southern Baptist, but Minnie attended the Methodist church in Karnack, located three quarters of a mile from the Brick House. Yet she doesn’t appear to have been comforted or consoled by either her church or her readings on spirituality.

She was a perpetual seeker. Her choice of books reflects her longing to make some kind of connection to a larger world. For instance, one of the people she read was Emanuel Swedenborg, a Swedish scientist and mystic who wrote in the late 1700s about heaven and hell and the presence of other unseen worlds.

There weren’t many people in Karnack reading Swedenborg. Minnie’s bookish nature, combined with her preoccupation with matters beyond the fringe, had the effect of placing her in a social quarantine. “A lot of people didn’t like her because she was aloof and a little strange,” recalled Cameron McElroy, one of her neighbors. Her granddaughter Diana MacArthur put it more succinctly: “My grandmother was viewed as eccentric, possibly even mad.”

Her appearance also set her apart. “I remember that she wore this large hat with a veil, and her carriage was excellent,” said McElroy’s wife, Lucille. Minnie wore the veils because she suffered from migraine headaches. Every morning, she tied one scarf tightly around her forehead, then veiled herself with additional scarves to diffuse the light, which she found painful. The Black people in Karnack spoke with fear about “Miss Minnie’s skullcaps.”

Even now, more than eighty years after her death, they remember her as if she were an apparition, like the daughter of the Confederate colonel who was consumed by fire at the Brick House. “We never saw her face,” said Dorsey Jones. “Sometimes she just laid in bed for days in the dark. Miss Minnie didn’t want no noise. She didn’t want no light either.”

Lady Bird’s own memories of her mother are equally elusive. She remembers that her mother read to her, primarily Greek and Roman myths, but not much more. “I wish I knew more about her,” she said, closing her eyes, as if trying to bring a concrete image to mind.

Lady Bird was five years and nine months old when Minnie died. Her mother’s death became the primary lens through which Lady Bird saw the world. It marked the end of her brief childhood. As a child and adolescent, the fact that she was motherless was never forgotten. In fact, her motherless status constituted her initial identity. Friends and relatives pointed to her and said, behind her back, “Poor Lady Bird. She has no mother.” Still, her loss was not something discussed out loud—by her or anyone else—but treated as an open secret. Over time, her mother’s death became a kind of emotional prison, a life-changing event that she was never allowed to talk about. “No one dared say a word about it—including me,” said Lady Bird.

When in a crowd of girls she never knew what to say when they talked about their mothers, so she often kept silent. This silence distanced her from her peers. Her tendency to stay to herself was interpreted by Lady Bird and others as shyness. Her mother’s death left a psychic scar. No one—not her father, her relatives, or her friends—empathized with Lady Bird in her time of childhood despair. She was left to cope with that loss alone, a fact that affected her ability to relate to others for the rest of her life. The way she dealt with her loss was to comfort others, primarily her father and later her brothers. The earliest lesson of her life was that she had no one to rely on but herself and that there was power in comforting others.

Later, when she had become the wife of Lyndon Johnson, she drew from this deep internal well of self-reliance to bear any difficulty with a determination that amazed even Johnson. “I was one of five children and I thought my mother was the greatest woman in the world,” Johnson said in 1963. “But I think Lady Bird spills out a great deal more of herself.”

Although Lady Bird’s memories of her mother are hazy, the few visual images she’s managed to remember constitute a fragile mother-daughter bond. “My memory of her is being tall and moving around very fast and dressing a lot in white. And yes, there is something on her head,” said Lady Bird, as she traced her index finger across her lined forehead.

This uncertainty about what lay behind her mother’s veils has been the central mystery lodged at the core of Lady Bird’s life. It kept her in a constant state of yearning. “I sometimes try to imagine how my life would have been different if my mother lived, if I would have had a life like other little girls. I think about whether she would have been there when I came home from school or for my graduations or for the birth of my children,” said Lady Bird. “I cannot imagine.”

Many of the details of her mother’s life in Texas had been told to Lady Bird by Dorris Powell, who was twelve years older and whose mother, Mrs. John Odam, was one of Minnie’s few friends in Karnack. Mrs. Odam and Dorris lived down the road from the Brick House in Karnack.

According to Dorris, when Minnie first arrived in Karnack in 1900, she was fresh, enthusiastic, and in love with her husband. As a young girl, Mrs. Powell once watched Minnie walk barefoot in the woods to meet T.J. as he came home from the store. “I remember how she looked as she came in because we were concerned that her feet were wet with dew and her skirts were damp and bedraggled,” said Dorris, referring to her mother and herself. “But Minnie looked happy and carefree. She had a bunch of wildflowers in her hand.”

This vignette about her mother—walking through the woods to meet her husband with wildflowers in her hand—became a defining one for Lady Bird. On her seventieth birthday, when she founded the National Wildflower Research Center on sixty acres in Austin, Lady Bird memorialized the image and supported it with $9.5 million for research about how native plants can thrive in their own habitat. During her remarks, it was clear how completely Lady Bird transferred her need for affection from her own mother to Mother Nature. She talked about the sensory qualities of wildflowers in such an overtly emotional way, that she could have been describing the qualities that children want from their mothers.

“Almost every person, from childhood on, has been touched by the untamed beauty of wildflowers,” said Lady Bird. “Buttercup gold under a childish chin, the single drop of exquisite sweetness in the blossom of wild honeysuckle, the love-me, love-me-not philosophy of daisy petals.”

Her concern for the environment is part of her emotional inheritance from her mother. After Taylor purchased the Brick House, Minnie built a birdbath in her front yard and fed the birds all year round. Sometime around 1910 she became concerned that the local quail population was being endangered by hunters and sponsored a Save the Quail Society. To protect them, she posted “no hunting” signs on several thousand acres of her husband’s property, and only allowed hunters on her land at the end of the season to trim the size of the coveys in order to prevent starvation.

Lady Bird’s first connection to political campaigns was also through her mother. Minnie believed that women should have the right to vote. She participated in local elections and followed national politics through newspapers and magazines. One of Minnie’s granddaughters, Susan Taylor, of Shreveport, Louisiana, said Lady Bird lived the kind of life Minnie Pattillo Taylor would have loved to live. “My grandmother loved politics and wanted nothing more than for women to be able to vote,” said Taylor. “Here Aunt Lady Bird came along and campaigned in every state of the union and wound up living in the White House. She fulfilled my grandmother’s wildest dreams.”

Lady Bird does not know where her mother got her ideas about voting rights for women and saving quail. “I know she must have been somewhere between greatly respected and being laughed at in the community. But she was Cap’n Taylor’s wife and that would keep bounds on any ridicule,” she recalled.

Minnie gave birth to her first son, Thomas Taylor, Jr., on October 20, 1901, in the house next to the store. Antonio J. Taylor was born three years later in the same house on August 29, 1904. The pregnancies and births of her children sapped her strength. Antonio’s daughter Diana MacArthur said that her father’s primary memories of his mother were of a melancholy woman who was ill-suited in every way for the demands of a normal household.

The family never established any sort of routine domestic life, a pattern that Lady Bird in time repeated in her own family. The Taylor family ate few meals together, shared no common hobbies, and rarely even lived under the same roof—like the Johnsons during LBJ’s busiest times in politics.

When Antonio was still an infant, Minnie took her two sons and went home to Alabama to live with her parents. “Our mother was in bad health,” Antonio explained in his oral history. He indicated that Minnie was also fleeing his father and the problems in the marriage. Of his father, Antonio said: “We were doomed to scatter like frightened quail before the hunter.”

The separation lasted several years. Naturally the family wanted to know why Minnie had left Texas. The explanation that she offered to her family was that Taylor had become involved with another woman. “He simply lost all affection for Miss Minnie, and took up with someone else,” said Nettie Pattillo Woodyard, one of Lady Bird’s Alabama cousins. “Minnie told her family that she had no choice but to come home.”

Back in Billingsley, Luke Pattillo now found himself living with two emotionally distraught daughters—Minnie and her unmarried sister, Effie. For help, he turned to Dr. John Kellogg, a physician and health reformer who operated a sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan.

The sanitarium, founded in 1866, was a haven for America’s upper class, who used it as a combination spa, rehabilitation facility for alcoholism, and a hospital where routine surgeries were performed. Each week one thousand patients checked into the six-story sanitarium. They heard Dr. Kellogg, a short, mustachioed man who dressed theatrically in white suits, lecture on the importance of a strict vegetarian diet comprised mainly of bulky vegetables and grains. He also advocated plenty of exercise, sweat baths, regular enemas, and complete abstinence from alcohol, caffeine, and cola products.

Kellogg’s sanitarium, which was advertised in the Saturday Evening Post and the leading newspapers of the day, was particularly popular with businessmen, which may have been why it had credibility with Luke Pattillo. Edgar Welch, the grape juice producer, visited twice; a textile manufacturer Joseph Cannon and W. A. Cannon, the treasurer of the United States, each came to the sanitarium twenty-two times. C. W. Barron, the founder of the Wall Street Journal, made annual pilgrimages to Battle Creek from New York. Alfred DuPont and John D. Rockefeller were also among Kellogg’s famous clients.

Though Luke was the first of the Pattillos to go to Battle Creek, in time all of the family, including Lady Bird and her brother Antonio, became devotees of Dr. Kellogg. In addition to practicing medicine, Kellogg was an inventor. He devised the process of flaking grains, which was later used for manufacturing Cornflakes by the company that bears his name. He also invented other health food products, which he sold through a mail-order business. From Kellogg, the Pattillos ordered granola; Paramels, a mineral oil preparation in the form of chocolate-covered caramels; and L.D. Lax, a derivative of psyllium seed.

Kellogg’s remedies had a lasting impact on the family. As an adult living in Santa Fe, New Mexico, Antonio liked to sunbathe and then walk to the top of the mountains and roll in the snow. He believed that this was good for his circulation. On Dr. Kellogg’s recommendation, Antonio drank hot water and lemon juice, and in the evening he drank lukewarm water from a pottery jar that he kept by his bed.

One of Lady Bird’s early memories is climbing the stairs of her grandfather’s store to find her namesake uncle, Claud, eating Paramels in his office above the family store in Billingsley. Whenever anyone in the family had any kind of pain or ailment, the cure of choice was laxatives. The family discussed the movement of their bowels as frequently as they discussed the ups and downs of the stock market.

“It’s fair to say that the entire family enjoyed their poor health to the hilt,” said Lucille Pattillo Thomas. According to Lucille, Effie’s collapses were blamed on her failed career as a pianist, while Minnie’s were blamed on her unfortunate decision to marry Taylor and move to Texas.

For escape, the two sisters went to the sanitarium, where they heard Kellogg’s lectures on the importance of chewing food slowly and thoroughly, his theory that overeating led to alcoholism, and his repeated, evangelical diatribes against eating meat. During one famous lecture, Kellogg placed a beefsteak under one microscope and a pile of manure under another, and announced with great fanfare that there were more harmful germs in steak than in manure.

Such tactics earned notoriety for Kellogg and his sanitarium, and Lady Bird grew up with stories of his eccentricities. In 1916 alone, a year that both Effie and Minnie visited the sanitarium, Kellogg treated seven thousand patients at a cost of $30 per week. In the morning, all the patients did physical exercises on the veranda overlooking a large lake or in the large indoor gymnasium. Kellogg believed everyone should regularly perform calisthenics, such as jumping jacks, push-ups, and sit-ups, long enough to break a sweat and to feel physically tired.

For the “neurasthenia,” or nervous exhaustion, the condition that troubled both Minnie and her sister, Kellogg recommended long, soothing baths with the temperature of the water kept at 92 to 96 degrees. He sometimes wrapped patients in cold wet sheets, which he said calmed the nerves.

While Minnie followed Kellogg’s health regimen, T.J. focused on his obsession—to become richer and more powerful than Old Man Pattillo. Looking back on it as an adult, Lady Bird described the relationship between her father and maternal grandfather as follows: “There was sort of an old bull, young bull situation. My father judged himself by my grandfather’s standard.”

The business Taylor built in Karnack was modeled directly after Pattillo’s in Billingsley. In the store, Taylor sold everything the people of Karnack needed—spools of thread, patent medicines, clothes, school supplies, farm tools, food—at higher prices than they could buy the same items in Marshall, the county seat. Unlike other men, Taylor did not hunt or fish. His sole interest in life was making money. Three or four times a day, Taylor would get up from his desk and walk to the front of the store and check the cash register near the door. Then he would stroll the length of the store to collect money from the register near the meat market.

Like Pattillo, Taylor made most of his money advancing land, seed, and equipment to tenant farmers in the spring, and getting back his investment and profit in the early fall after the cotton was ginned and sold. White men viewed him as a generous caretaker. “He took farmhands in when they had no place to stay and loaned them money and gave them a wagon and a pair of mules,” recalled Jack Hayner, whose father worked for Taylor. “He took care of everybody around here.”

In the woods around Caddo Lake, where the people in Harrison County lived, it was understood that most everyone had two jobs, their day jobs as farmers and their night jobs as moonshiners. Deep in the woods were carefully hidden stills where liquor was illegally distilled. When men who worked for Taylor were arrested, he would bail them out of jail so they could return to their fields.

There was no escape from his power, not even in church. Taylor paid the full salary of the Methodist minister, where he went to church on Sundays, and half the salary of the Baptist minister. One Sunday the Methodist minister made the mistake of asking Taylor to pray aloud in church. From his place in the pew, Taylor shook his head and refused. “I pay,” he told the minister quietly in front of the entire congregation. “You pray.”

In East Texas in the early 1900s, Blacks were dependent on white men with money. “This is the way it used to be around here,” said Dorsey Jones, who lived near the Brick House. “You were nobody in this world without a white man standin’ behind you. Boss Taylor was a good stand-behind man.” Without money to buy cotton seed or groceries, the only way Black families could survive was to borrow money from Taylor for what they needed, a practice that kept them in debt. As Wyatt Moore, a lawyer from Waco, once said, “Communism ain’t nothing new. It’s the system of letting bad debt carry good. Old Cap’n Taylor’s been doing it since I was a boy.” Some families deeded over their land to him as repayment for bad debts.
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