










[image: image]

















[image: image]






FREE PRESS




A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.




1230 Avenue of the Americas




New York, NY 10020




Copyright © 2006 by Randall B. Woods




All rights reserved,




 including the right of reproduction




 in whole or in part in any form.




FREEPRESSand colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.




Library of Congress Control Number: 2006041259




ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-9331-7




ISBN-10: 1-4165-9331-4




All photos courtesy of LBJ Library, Austin, Texas




Visit us on the World Wide Web:




http://www.SimonSays.com










For Darcy, Cullen, Avery, and Abigail










CONTENTS


[image: image]






Prologue







1 Roots




2 Growing Up




3 College




4 The Secretary




5 Lady Bird and the NYA




6 Congress




7 Pappy




8 War




9 Truman and the Coming of the Cold War




10 Coke




11 A Populist Gentlemen’s Club




12 Leader




13 Passing the Lord’s Prayer




14 Back from the Edge




15 Containing the Red-Hots: From Dulles to the Dixie Association




16 Lost in Space




17 1960




18 Camelot Meets Mr. Cornpone




19 Hanging On




20 Interregnum: Death and Resurrection




21 “Kennedy Was Too Conservative for Me”




22 Free at Last




23 Containment at Home and Abroad




24 “The Countryside of the World”




25 Bobby




26 Barry




27 A New Bill of Rights




28 The Crux of the Matter




29 Daunted Courage




30 Castro’s and Kennedy’s Shadows




31 A City on the Hill




32 Balancing Act




33 Divisions




34 Civil War




35 Battling Dr. Strangelove




36 The Holy Land




37 Backlash




38 Of Hawks and Doves, Vultures and Chickens




39 Tet




40 A Midsummer Nightmare




41 Touching the Void







Notes




Acknowledgments




Photographic Insert










In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey.
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THE TALL MAN WEARING THESTETSON SITTING INthe back of an open convertible was as unhappy as he had ever been in his life. Three years earlier, Lyndon Johnson had reluctantly agreed to serve as John F. Kennedy’s running mate in the 1960 election. The Kennedys had not really wanted him, but the Democrats had to have Texas to win the presidency, and LBJ, the Lone Star State’s most famous contemporary politician, could carry Texas. Johnson reasoned at the time that his position as majority leader would be meaningless if Richard Nixon and the Republicans won. The thirty-four months he had served as vice president had been excruciating. The “Irish Mafia” surrounding the president, and the liberal intellectuals that JFK had brought to Washington, snubbed Lyndon and Lady Bird at every opportunity. Portrayed as hayseed, a rube with coarse language and coarser looks, he was the constant butt of jokes on the Georgetown cocktail circuit and at Hickory Hill, Bobby and Ethel Kennedy’s country home. The president had been outwardly respectful but had shunted LBJ aside to oversee the Space Program and the Committee on Equal Opportunity. As a consolation prize, the Johnsons had been sent on numerous overseas junkets where the vice president invariably responded to the warnings of pretentious U.S. diplomats by deliberately offending local customs. He had grown heavy, looked slovenly, and drank too much, Johnson thought ruefully. He was disgusted with his life and himself. Goddamn the Kennedys and goddamn his political luck!




Beside him in the car were his wife, Lady Bird, and the senior senator from Texas, Ralph Yarborough. Lady Bird was his only spouse but just one of a number of lovers. Throughout their marriage, she had simultaneously supported, reassured, and disappointed him. His volatility craved her stoicism, but at times it infuriated him.




Johnson and Yarborough shared similar values. Yet, LBJ thought, he could not look at the senior senator without a degree of unease. He was a liberal who had won in a state dominated by John Connally, the governor and conservative protégé of LBJ. Yarborough and Connally, like the two wings of the Democratic party in Texas, were continually at each other’s throats, and the Kennedys were constantly after Johnson to clean up the mess. He had hoped that national office would free him from the prejudices and ignorance of the Texas oil and land barons, but it had not. Connally and Yarborough could both go to hell.




But then Johnson roused from his depressing reverie and looked up; it was a beautiful day, crisp and clear with the sun shining brightly out of the huge Texas sky. He noted with relief that the crowds lining the route being taken by the presidential motorcade were large and receptive. Dallas was a notorious hotbed of right-wing fanaticism. Lyndon and Lady Bird had been jostled, cursed, and spat upon by a hostile crowd outside the Adolphus Hotel during the 1960 campaign, a memory burned into their brains. But there were no signs of protesters. Perhaps the day would go well after all. There were already signs that Connally and Yarborough were, for appearances’ sake, going to paper over their differences, at least for the time being.




With one hand holding his hat in the air and the other waving to the crowd, LBJ felt himself beginning to relax when he heard the crack of a rifle. Time stopped moving; the crowd seemed to hold its collective breath. Then another shot, and another. Rufus Youngblood, the Secret Service agent assigned to the Johnsons, was sitting in the front seat. He reached back with one arm and forced LBJ to the floor. As Lady Bird and Senator Yarborough ducked, Youngblood vaulted over the seat, covering the vice president’s body with his. The Secret Service’s radio crackled as snippets of information came over the air. By now it was clear to all concerned that they were in the midst of an assassination attempt.




As the motorcade raced off to Parkland Hospital, Johnson, weighed down by Youngblood’s two hundred pounds, began to consider his situation. Before their departure for Texas, Washington had been full of rumors that JFK was going to drop him from the ticket. Now there was a possibility that he would become, temporarily at least, president of the United States. The sudden reversal of fortune, if it came, would be stunning. He was both exhilarated and apprehensive. Then his thoughts turned from the personal to the public. Johnson, who could become hysterical over life’s most trivial disruptions but who was given to calm deliberation in a major crisis, began to compose his thoughts. The country, the world, must be reassured, no matter what the origins of the conspiracy against the president or how vast the scope. He let his mind wander briefly to possible perpetrators. The Russians? Unlikely. Since Khrushchev’s ascension to power, the Soviet Union had acted more and more like a conventional, status quo power, Marxist rhetoric notwithstanding. Right-wing true believers? Possibly. But most likely it was Castro. Bobby had been trying to kill the Cuban leader ever since the Missile Crisis. Hopefully, the culprit was some deranged American acting alone. God forbid that it turn out to be a Negro and the motive racial. Whoever the shooter was and whatever forces were behind him, the deed was done. He must bind the Union and its people tightly together until the crisis eased.




At Parkland, Lyndon and Lady Bird were hustled into a brightly lit room, the windows covered with sheets. Would-be assassins must be denied a shot at the vice president. The emergency room at the hospital seemed a maze of self-contained compartments, one housing Secret Service personnel, another the Dallas police, and others various medical teams, grieving Kennedy aides, and members of the Johnson entourage. While Lyndon conferred with Youngblood and his colleagues, Lady Bird went to console Jacqueline Kennedy and Nellie Connally, whose husband had also been shot.




Finally, LBJ was informed that Kennedy was dead. Lyndon Johnson was president of the United States. He was tempted to give in to the awe of the moment, but he resisted. Every second was crucial. The way he handled the assassination and its aftermath would do much to determine his success or failure as president, Johnson sensed. It was decided that he and his staff would return on Air Force One rather than Air Force Two because of the former’s superior communication equipment. During the ensuing mad dash to Dallas Love Field, LBJ informed Kennedy aide Kenneth O’Donnell that he was not leaving without Jackie and the president’s body. They had come together, and they would return together.




Aboard Air Force One, while Johnson gathered his aides and the Kennedy people waited in shock for the presidential coffin to arrive, LBJ decided for symbolic reasons to be sworn in as president. The country was subsequently treated to the famous picture of LBJ, hand on Bible, standing before Judge Sarah T. Hughes, flanked by Lady Bird and Jackie, her green suit still splattered with her husband’s blood. During the flight back, LBJ holed up in the state room, leaving Jackie the bedroom and personal quarters. From the front of the plane, LBJ could hear O’Donnell and his comrades, who were drinking steadily and growing more boisterous in the process. The new president knew that they were talking about him and what they were saying, how unfit he was to follow their fallen hero, how the trip to Texas would have been unnecessary if he had done his job, how difficult it was going to be to stomach his coarseness after JFK’s elegant grace. He was tempted to get rid of the whole lot, cabinet and all, but he quickly rejected the idea. Unlike duly elected presidents, he would not have the time intervening between election and inauguration to vet and choose members of his government. Though Johnson knew that he could not trust most of the Kennedy team and that many of them would actively conspire against him, he would have to rely on them—at least for a time.




The accidental president’s mind drifted to his past, to the Hill Country, his mother and father, his choice of politics as a life. She had played the role of genteel, literate Baptist, he of a carousing populist politician. A respect, almost adulation, for public service had been one of the few things that had bound Rebekah and Sam Ealy Johnson together. Both looked to their eldest son to fulfill their unrealized dreams. His father had lived to see him elected to Congress, his mother to see him chosen Senate majority leader. Now he was leader of the free world. Perhaps now their ambition for him would be sated.




Air Force One landed at Andrews Air Force Base. Bobby Kennedy boarded the plane, brushing past the Johnsons without acknowledgment, rushing to join Jackie and the coffin containing his brother’s body. The Kennedys deplaned first and then, separately, Johnson and his aides. LBJ spoke a few words to the small crowd that had gathered in the rain and darkness. Accompanied by National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, LBJ flew by marine helicopter to the White House. After greeting those of the staff who were on hand and receiving selected congressional leaders, the new chief executive departed for The Elms, the modest estate he and Lady Bird had chosen as their vice presidential residence. Selected friends and staff were there. So was daughter Lucy, who was then attending high school in Washington. Lynda, the Johnsons’ older daughter, was a student at the University of Texas in Austin. There was supper and conversation. LBJ watched television footage of the assassination until he could stand it no longer. He went to bed. With aide Horace Busby and his wife holding his hands, he drifted off to sleep.




The next two days were filled with funeral preparations and meetings with cabinet members. LBJ at first intended to leave the investigation of the assassination to the Texas attorney general’s office but was then persuaded to constitute a national commission; the stakes were too high to leave the matter to state authorities. In the midst of the national outpouring of grief that accompanied JFK’s murder, Johnson realized that he would be spending the rest of his days as president living and acting in the shadow of a martyr. He could either be over-whelmed by Kennedy’s death, or he could use it to advance his personal and political agenda.




Elected repeatedly from a state dominated by conservatives, LBJ had dreamed liberal dreams. So closely had he aligned himself with FDR that, during the late 1940s, some New Dealers had looked to him as Roosevelt’s natural successor. But his Texas origins, his need to trim his sails before the winds generated by the oil and gas lobby, and his provincial image had seemed to doom whatever chances he had to become president and bring the New Deal-Fair Deal to fruition. But now, having acceded to the highest office in the land, perhaps Johnson could use the Kennedy mystique to realize the social justice agenda of Medicare, federal aid to education, environmental protection, immigration reform, an end to poverty, and equal rights for all.




In the days that followed, LBJ stayed up night after night at The Elms filling one legal pad after another with ideas for legislation that would comfort the afflicted and reassure the comfortable. Above all, he aspired to redeem the white South by shaming it into granting black Americans equal rights and equal opportunity. The shadow of Vietnam was barely visible, a mere spot on the horizon.

















CHAPTER 1


[image: image]






ROOTS




TEXAS ANDLYNDONJOHNSON ARE INSEPARABLE.Both have been caricatured beyond recognition by historians. Texas stereotypes are legion, yet absurd for such a vast land, comprising 266,807 square miles, one-twelfth of the land area of the United States. One can travel eight hundred miles in a straight line without ever leaving the state. Texas is so diverse that it is the only member of the Union with a constitutional provision allowing it to divide into as many as five states (with, of course, the permission of the federal government). East Texas, with its coastal plain, piney woods, temperate climate, and high rainfall, is physically and culturally a westward extension of Louisiana. The north-central portion of the state, featuring rolling hills and numerous rivers, resembles Oklahoma and Kansas. The western portion of the state includes the Llano Estacado, or Staked Plain, a grassy, treeless, semiarid extension of the High Plains that rises to the Davis Mountains. South-central Texas is dominated by the Edwards Plateau, an area of low, angular hills, narrow valleys and thin, rocky soil, the eastern portion of which is known as the Hill Country.




The people of the Lone Star State are as diverse and unpredictable as its topography and climate. There are cowboys and Indians. There are also African Americans, Hispanics, Czechs, Jews, Chinese, Poles, Bohemians, Germans, Japanese, Italians, Moravians, and French Creoles, all of whom have interbred if not intermarried. Most famously, Texans are oilmen, cattle ranchers, farmers, and agribusinessmen. But they are also intellectuals, artists, social activists, scientists, and communitarians. The state boasts culturally active population centers that predate the founding of Jamestown. Texas is the birthplace of the Farmers’ Alliance and for a time, at the turn of the nineteenth century, host to a vigorous Socialist Party. Its people have embraced religion, but generally on Sunday and less frequently on Wednesday. God is to be worshipped but not necessarily strictly emulated. Texas is a land with a violent hand and an empathetic heart. Politically, the state is famed for its pragmatism and lack of ideology; this is true not because of too few values and ideas, however, but too many.




In its relationship with the federal government, Texas exhibited, in its first years as a state, attitudes that would prevail for the next hundred years. Much like the stereotypical welfare cheat that Texans would rail against in the midtwentieth century, the Lone Star State looked to the federal government to provide largesse without expecting to exert any authority or control in return. Texans were states righters to the core. The Anglo-Celts who had migrated from Appalachia and Missouri had in some ways never left the eighteenth century behind. For them the Union was an association of sovereign states. The national authority existed to shoulder the burden of tasks the states could not or would not take on for themselves—defend the Texas frontier against the twenty thousand hostile Amerindians who continually threatened it, for example. When Washington failed to live up to its perceived responsibilities, Texans developed and nurtured a burning resentment against it and its denizens.




In many ways, mid-nineteenth-century Texans were an anomaly. For those yeomen not defeated by the frontier, literacy was an obsession, the most important badge of civilization. When two or three gathered together, they invariably pooled their resources to start a community school, one-roomed enterprises that taught the equivalent of the first eight grades. Approximately 95 percent of the white population could read and write. In 1859 Baylor University, a Baptist institution, granted twenty-two bachelor degrees. In that year, Texas boasted forty academies, thirty-seven colleges, including Blum’s College for Males and Females, twenty-seven institutes, seven universities, two seminaries, and one medical college—some of these institutions more loosely defined than others. In 1860, there were seventy-one newspapers being published in Texas with a total circulation of about one hundred thousand. Politics, local and national, was a Texan preoccupation. Even on the frontier, families followed with great interest the impending crisis that would eventually split the union. The cultural and educational mother lode in virtually every region was the King James Version of the English Bible. It was not only the guide to Christian worship but also the principal work of literature. Texans learned of good and evil, power and corruption, hope and salvation from the Bible, absorbing a bit of Greek philosophy and Jewish mysticism along the way. The God of the Old Testament threatened the wayward with eternal damnation while the God of the New Testament promised them salvation. Not surprisingly, churches were even more important than schools to the communal life of the yeoman farmer. Their social significance was as great as their religious. Members congregated to worship, converse, eat, and court. Because there was little else to compete for the farmers’ attention, the churches, increasingly evangelical in nature, played a huge role in shaping value systems. They augmented already strong tendencies toward fundamentalism, temperance, and social democracy.




The true planter aristocracy in Texas was numerically minuscule, no more than two thousand families. To qualify one had to possess enough chattel to employ an overseer. Freed from the restraints of labor, the planting class dabbled in politics, worshipped their Episcopalian God, raced horses, fought duels, gambled, drank, and tolerated lesser mortals. The planter was gracious, hospitable, charitable, and decent, rather than puritanically moral. The slave aristocracy was accorded deference in Texas, but it was grudging, and though politically influential, it was not the force it was in Mississippi or South Carolina. Slaves were relatively well treated, not because planters and their overseers were kind-hearted; rather, they were practical men who refused to damage a prized commodity except under the most extreme circumstances. Ironically, but not atypically, this class would lead the way in Texas in opposing secession.




But Texas did secede—states rights was better than federal submission—and suffered the fate of the other members of the Confederacy. What happened after the Civil War did much to revive Texas’s dominant political culture. Reconstruction and all things associated with it—blacks, federal troops, carpetbaggers, and scalawags—were reviled. The denouement of Reconstruction in Texas came in 1874, when Richard Coke and a band of ecstatic Democrats seized control of the political machinery. A new constitution virtually emasculated central authority in the state. The terms of state officers, including the governor, were set at two years. With virtually all state offices elective, the governor was no more than a peer among equals. At the polls, conservative Republicans deserted en masse to the Democrats. In this one-party atmosphere, virtually devoid of ideology, politics consisted of a continual grab for power. Participation in the rebellion became an enduring status symbol. The Texas Rangers were resurrected, and a Frontier Battalion organized. Between 1874 and 1880, the Rangers policed the Indian and Mexican frontiers, earning their reputation as fearless, ruthless, and sometimes lawless restorers and maintainers of order.




The order that the Rangers compelled made possible the coming of the Cattle Kingdom, the Anglo-Celt’s economic and cultural response to the Great Plains. The cattle ranchers and drovers were in reality small businessmen who turned their enterprise into a legend. The Texas cowhand was neither northern nor southern, and cowherding was in many ways the first economic and cultural step reuniting North and South following the Civil War. The longhorn frontier, with its reverence for the horse and rifle, its buckskin, bunkhouses, dusters, and ten-gallon hats, bred certain characteristics. The cattle culture called for Darwinian efficiency. There was no room for waste, for mistakes, for wishful thinking. Those who prayed for rain rather than anticipating drought failed. Those who wished for peace and trusted Indians and Mexicans lost their cattle, if not their lives. Ideas and notions were valid in the West only if they worked. Natives, like wolves and bobcats, were beasts to be kept at bay or exterminated. Brave and generous to their fellows, residents of the cattle frontier were contemptuous of those who could not stand alone. Next to cattle thieving, the worst crime on the frontier was ineptitude. The cattle culture was the purview of the young because the old could not go west and survive. Women suffered disproportionately. Love and romance took a backseat to sexual gratification and utility in relations between the sexes. Frontier wives were immensely respected, if not understood; prostitutes and dancehall girls were valued, if not respected. In this male-dominated culture, reverence for fair play and for the principle of equality of opportunity took precedence over complicated legal codes imported from the East. Until the turn of the century, the penalty for killing another individual in a fair fight was less than that imposed for burglary, if any sentence was imposed at all.




The land into which Lyndon Johnson’s immediate ancestors came marked an intersection between the farming and cattle frontiers. The Hill Country of Texas lies along the eastern edge of the Edwards Plateau as it begins its ascent to the great Staked Plain. The first settlers found a land of big sky, abundant sunlight, violent storms, flash floods, and bone-chilling northers. The soil was generally thin, covering the limestone base rock that extended westward to constitute the foundation of the Edwards Plateau. The richest land was to be found in the river bottoms, in this case, the Pedernales and Blanco, western tributaries of the Colorado that paralleled each other. The landscape was gently rolling, covered by live oak, mesquite, and cedar, punctuated by picturesque limestone springs.




The first white men to take up permanent residence in the Hill Country were German immigrants. In late 1845 Henry Fisher and Burchard Miller sold their original land grant of some 3 million acres obtained from the Spanish to a group of German noblemen who hoped to extend the fatherland to Texas. The first German settlers arrived at Galveston, and after some indecision settled in New Braunfels. Following completion of the Fisher-Miller deal, John Meusbach led a wagon train of 120 families and established the community of Fredericksburg thirty miles northwest of New Braunfels on Barron’s Creek. Eclipsing the weather as a threat to the newcomers were the Comanche. Having mastered the horses first imported by the Spanish, these Native Americans, guided by the light of the moon, rode two hundred miles or more across New Mexico and West Texas to kill, kidnap, steal, and burn and then backtrack across the plains at breakneck speed. Eventually, Meusbach concluded his famous treaty with the Comanche, and the Germans lived in relative peace with that people, if not the Lipan Apache, thereafter. In 1848 German settlers organized Gillespie County with Fredericksburg as its county seat. The booming village then boasted more than a dozen commercial structures, including the Nimitz Hotel. Shortly after the Germans came to the Hill Country, other frontier farmers began building dog-run cabins along the picturesque Blanco River, whose valley was rich with fish and game.1The Pittsburgh Land Company, owned by Captain James Callahan and John D. Pitts, established a small community, and in 1858 Blanco County was organized. It was at this point that the Johnsons arrived on the scene.2




Lyndon’s great-great-grandfather, John Johnson, was an Anglo-Celt immigrant whose parents settled in colonial Georgia. A veteran of the Revolutionary War, John was a successful farmer and the owner of two slaves.3His fourth son, Jesse, Lyndon’s great-grandfather, was one of those frontier farmers who stayed ahead of the expanding plantation system and behind the Indian-fighting frontier. The year Texas became a state, Jesse gathered up his slaves, eight of his ten children, his wife, and four grandchildren, and in covered wagons made the nine hundred?mile trek from Alabama to Lockhart, some twenty-five miles south of Austin.4It turned out to be an economic mistake. Despite the fertility of the black, waxy soil, Jesse Johnson did not prosper. At his death in 1857, his estate was in arrears.




Thus, Jesse’s sons, Andrew Jackson (Jack) Johnson, Jesse Thomas (Tom) Johnson, and Samuel Ealy Johnson (Sam), Lyndon’s grandfather, had to start virtually from scratch.5In 1859, attracted by the endless acres of shimmering prairie grass, Jack settled on the north bank of the Pedernales River, some twelve miles north of Blanco. He built a double-room, dog-run cabin and began raising sheep, horses, and cattle. Shortly thereafter, Tom and Sam followed. They constructed a rock cabin and pens and began gathering cattle in anticipation of a profitable drive north to Sedalia or Abilene. The Civil War intervened, however. Sam, the youngest, enlisted in the Confederate Army, Company B, DeBray’s regiment, in the fall of 1861. Tom would later join the Texas State Troops headquartered at Blanco, but he spent most of the war with his brother Jack raising stock for sale to the Confederacy.6




When Union occupying forces landed at Galveston, Sam Johnson returned to the Hill Country, but he found it difficult to leave the Civil War behind. Ger-man Unionists living between New Braunfels and Fredericksburg had been hunted and harassed throughout the war. Some fifty were hanged by Confederate state militia in Gillespie County alone.7During Reconstruction, the limestone hills witnessed numerous armed clashes between loyalists and warriors of the Lost Cause. “Bushwacking” became a common occurrence.8




The Johnson brothers had better things to do. Between 1867 and 1870, Tom and Sam made four six hundred?mile trips along the Chisholm Trail to Kansas. By 1871, they headed the largest cattle operation in Blanco County, their corrals occupying several dozen acres. In 1870 alone, Tom and Sam drove seven thousand head north, grossing nearly $100,000.9“I got my best experience,” reported one drover, “joining the ‘roundup’ for Sam and Thomas Johnson … with headquarter pens and branding stall at the mouth of Williamson’s Creek in Blanco County and headquarters at Johnson’s ranch on the Pedernales … The roundup of range hands and range boss usually gathered, road branded and delivered a herd of from 2,500 to 3,000 head of cattle, which a trail boss and his outfit received at headquarters ranch, but sometimes we delivered them at the Seven Live Oaks on the prairie west of Austin.”10The drives were long and arduous, featuring blistering heat, violent thunderstorms, dangerous river crossings, frigid northers, and occasional raids by hostile Indians.11




The Johnson brothers were one of the best-known outfits in Kansas. “I am in Johnson’s camp now, out at the cattle pens,” Horace Hall wrote his father in November 1871. “The boys have sold all of their cattle and tomorrow they will commence ‘outfitting’ and then go to Texas.” The following spring Hall reported, “We have been gathering cattle for the past month and now they have two herds about ready to start … This is a beautiful country through here: mountains, clear rocky streams, live oaks, mesquite with rich valley and bottom lands for farming … abundance of game & Indians once a year.”12




In December 1867 Sam Johnson married Eliza Bunton. Sam and Eliza set up housekeeping in the cabin that the Johnson brothers had occupied as bachelors. Eliza was one of those Texas women who fought the frontier and won. With the black hair, black eyes, and ivory skin of her father, she cut a striking figure. Intensely proud of her family’s accomplishments, Eliza held up her ancestors, Joseph Bunton, a Revolutionary war hero, and Joseph Desha, who had served in Congress and as governor of Kentucky, as examples to her children.13In the early years, she accompanied Sam and Tom on their drives up the Chisholm Trail. After children came, she lived the more conventional and, in some ways, harder life of the frontier wife, toiling over a wood fire, hauling water, sewing, nurturing, and persevering.14One of the characteristics that Sam and Eliza shared, according to those who knew them, was their patrician bearing. “He was an aristocrat … Just natural,” recalled Ida Felsted, who knew the Johnsons as a child.15Patricians or not, the couple could not escape the dangers of the frontier. Well into the 1870s, Sam, Eliza, and their neighbors had to deal with the marauding Lipan Apache and renegade Comanche.




In the summer of 1869, Tom and Eliza Phelps of Blanco County were cut off by a band of Comanche while fishing in a creek near their house. Both were stabbed, bludgeoned, stripped, and scalped. Both died of their wounds. Sam joined the party of armed men organized to hunt down the Indians and avenge the Phelpses’ murder. Some of the war party doubled back, however, and Eliza Johnson and her infant daughter, Mary, were nearly caught at their well. Alerted by the war whoops, Eliza, with baby in arms, ran to the house. For hours the two hid in a space under the cabin, she stifling Mary’s cries with a dirty rag, while the Comanche ransacked the house. Eventually, the Indians rounded up their booty, including horses, and rode off. Eliza dared not move until, hours later, she heard her husband’s voice as he searched through the remains of their possessions.16In 1872, a force of Rangers met and defeated a band of Comanche at Deer Creek. Several of the wounded Texans were carried to the Johnson ranch for medical attention. It would be the last pitched battle between Indians and whites that the Hill Country witnessed.




The cattle business was boom or bust. From 1867 through 1871, Tom and Sam Johnson flourished. Flush with the profits from their drives, they bought thousands of acres in Blanco and Gillespie Counties, plus property in Austin. In late 1871, together with sixteen cowboys, the brothers drove several thousand head north to Kansas, only to find that the bottom had dropped out of the cattle market. Hoping that prices would rise, the Johnsons wintered their herd on the plains. Many of the animals froze to death, prices refused to rise, and upon their return to Texas, Sam and Tom had to sell much of their property to pay their debts.17The following year brought no relief. They drove smaller herds to market but found prices still depressed. A Comanche raid cost the brothers their remuda of horses and broke them. County tax rolls showed Tom worth a mere $180 in 1873; Sam was not listed at all. In 1872 Sam, Eliza, and their children decided to abandon the frontier and, with her father’s help, bought a farm near Buda, a community southeast of Austin. Tom Johnson died in 1877.18




Sam Johnson could never reconcile himself to the flat land and tame existence that he found in east-central Texas. He and Eliza owned an eight hundred?acre spread but cultivated only a hundred. What income the family had—there were six children by 1880—came from the sale of a few bushels of wheat and a bale or so of cotton each year. The Johnsons lived off the pigs, goats, chickens, and milk cows that populated their barnyard and the vegetables they could grow. They were certainly no worse off than any of their neighbors, however. The Panic of 1873 had plunged the entire country into a depression from which it took more than a decade to recover. Sam longed to return to his “mountains,” however, and in 1882 persuaded Eliza to allow him to sell their most elegant possession, a silver-mounted carriage with matched horses, to purchase a 950-acre spread on the Pedernales near Stonewall in Gillespie County. It was only twelve miles from the old Johnson ranch that by then had become the site of the tiny community of Johnson City. Tom and Sam’s spread had been bought by James Polk (Jim) Johnson, a nephew who had emigrated from Alabama. In 1889, Sam, Eliza, and eight of their nine children left Buda and returned to the Hill Country.19




Life on the Pedernales was more picturesque, perhaps, than life near Buda, but it differed little in substance. The Johnson property was beautiful. The grassy acres studded with live oaks and pecan groves sloped down to the lime-stone-bedded river. Like their neighbors, Sam and Eliza lived as subsistence farmers, raising wheat, some cotton, and living off their livestock and vegetables. By selling some of their land, the Johnsons were able to raise enough money to build a house, barn, smokehouse, and corral. Their home was a typical dog-run cabin with precarious porch in front and lean-to in back. Barbed wire fencing kept the chickens and children from wandering too far. The Johnsons refused to be impoverished by their lack of material wealth. Both read as widely as the availability of books allowed them, and Sam followed politics and civic events, for which he had a passion, in the newspaper. Avid conversationalists, Sam and Eliza raised their children to be aware of the world around them and not to live on received wisdom. After a traveling Christadelphian minister won an all-day debate with the local Baptist minister on the meaning of the Bible, Sam converted.




Christadelphianism seemed a strange choice for Sam Johnson. The Christadelphians (Greek for “brethren of God”) were a small Christian sect introduced into America in 1848 by an English physician named John Thomas. It was both democratic and judgmental. All brethren were equal in the sight of God. Institutional structure was weak to nonexistent; worship services, when they were held, were lay-initiated and -dominated. Smoking, drinking, and dancing were discouraged. Converts were required to study the New Testament and pass a test before being baptized by immersion. “Basic to Christadelphian social teaching and practice is the exhortation to be separate from the world, to love not the world nor the things which are in the world,” writes one of the sect’s historians.20The brethren had little faith in political or legislative prescriptions for society’s ills because both were the work of men and not God.21They studied politics and civic life intensely, however, in search of signs of the coming Millennium.




Sam Johnson was by all accounts a friendly, gregarious man who enjoyed conversation and the company of his fellow human beings. He had been in battle, endured the dangers of the cattle drive, and prowled the streets of Abilene—hardly a Puritan. The Christadelphian sect had originated among the working poor of London, who were attracted by Christ’s promise that the last shall be first and the first last. Sam embraced Christadelphianism during the Populist revolt, attracted, no doubt, by its emphasis on brotherhood and social justice. He was also taken by the emphasis on the relationship of salvation to service to one’s fellow man, to the Christadelphians’ contempt for the institutional church, and by its near mystical reverence for nature.22Because of his interest in politics, Sam Johnson chose to serve his Maker by running for public office.




Sam and Eliza may have struggled, but they did not, like so many other southern and midwestern farmers, lose their property during the prolonged agricultural depression that marred the last decades of the nineteenth century. The late 1880s and early 1890s saw falling grain and cotton prices and an epidemic of farm mortgage foreclosures. The principal problem facing American agriculturalists was overproduction, but as rugged individualists, they resisted the notion of involuntary or even voluntary limits on the amount and kinds of crops they raised. Increasingly, farmers blamed their woes on the railroads, grain warehousers, meatpackers, and the refusal of the federal government to inflate the currency. In 1877 in Lampasas, Texas, a group of farm activists created the Texas Farmers’ Alliance, which in turn formed cooperatives and pushed for state regulation of rail rates. The agricultural revolt produced a panoply of colorful grassroots politicians, “Sockless” Jerry Simpson, for example, and Mary E. Lease, who urged Kansas farmers to “raise more hell and less corn.” Harried and harassed, farmers decided that there was no option but establishment of a third national political party. In 1891, Texans formed a state People’s Party, which the following year became part of a national Populist Party. Among other things, the Populists advocated government ownership of the railroads and telephone and telegraph lines and government control of the financial system. In the fall of 1892, Sam Ealy Johnson Sr. offered himself as the Populist candidate for Blanco and Gillespie County’s seat in the state legislature. His Democratic opponent, bizarrely, was his son-in-law, Clarence Martin. Indeed, Clarence and his wife, Frank Johnson Martin, lived in a house not five hundred yards west of Sam and Eliza. Clarence Martin and Sam Johnson frequently rode in the same buggy to address political gatherings at Blanco City and in the rural pecan groves that dotted the countryside. After calling each other a wild-eyed radical and a soulless reactionary, the two would remount their buggy and head for home or the next meeting. Sam warned the voters that if something was not done about the moneylenders and middlemen who were sucking the farmers dry, there would be civil war. “Cleveland [Democratic President Grover, who favored hard money and the status quo] ought to be hung,” he told his neighbors. The Populist candidates made a respectable showing, but that was all. The Democratic party had moved leftward just far enough, embracing government regulation of rails and trusts, to coopt the political middle. Sam lost to Clarence two to one, but he hardly overestimated the passions aroused by the Populist moment. “Clarence Martin defeated his father-in-law,” theDallas Morning News reported, “but suffered a serious stab wound at a public speaking at Twin Sisters, Blanco County.”23




Of Sam and Eliza’s nine children, the first four were girls. Sam loved them all but longed for a son, resenting the nickname, “Gal Johnson,” that some of his friends gave him. So frustrated was he that he named his second daughter, Clarence Martin’s future wife, Frank. Thus was the birth of Sam Ealy Jr. on October 11, 1877, an occasion of great joy in the Johnson household.




Little Sammie’s parents doted on him. Eliza insisted that his ivory skin and black curls linked him most strongly with the Buntons, and she constantly regaled her son with the exploits and achievements of the Buntons and Deshas. Sam Jr. was his father’s son, however; he dressed like him, walked and talked like him. He accompanied his father on some of his speaking trips when the latter ran for state legislature. A relatively unattractive youth, with huge ears and lips so thin as to be nonexistent, Little Sam was possessed of a dominating personality. Intense, active, ambitious, and gregarious, he made an impression on those he encountered. And he was self-made. According to some accounts, his parents were so poor, Sam Jr. had to pay his own way through public school in Johnson City. (In those virtually taxless days, public schools charged tuition.) The younger Johnson borrowed his father’s wagon for a time, slaughtered three steers his father had given him, and sold beef and soup bones in and around Stonewall. When the Johnson City barber retired, Sam bought his chair and tools, and after practicing on friends, began giving haircuts on Saturdays and after school.24




The strain of having to grow up too young soon took its toll; Sam Jr. was felled with an attack of nervous stomach and forced to drop out of high school. His mother sent him to recuperate with her younger brother, Lucius Desha Bunton, and his family, who lived on a ranch near Marfa. His stay with his uncle, together with years of labor on his parents’ hardscrabble farm on the Pedernales, convinced Sam that there was a better way to live one’s life than being a tiller of the soil or raiser of livestock.25




Physically rejuvenated by his months in west Texas, Sam returned to Johnson City determined to be a teacher. He had not completed high school however, and even if he had, there was no money for him to attend one of Texas’s new teachers colleges. In that day, however, degrees were not required to teach; one merely had to pass an exam. He borrowed the books necessary to prepare and moved in with his grandmother, Jane Bunton, herself a former school-teacher. Living primarily on antacids and dried fruit, Sam crammed. He not only passed the Texas state teacher’s exam, but earned perfect scores on the Texas and American history tests. His first assignment was in 1896 at the White Oak School near Sandy, a one-room institution featuring grades one through eight. Some of the students, Sam recalled, were older and larger than he. Sam Johnson was then nineteen. Like most teachers in Texas, he was forced to live with a family in the community. It was a life of isolation, poverty, and hard work. The winter term following found him at Hye, a German hamlet just a few miles from Stonewall. There he made the acquaintance of a fellow boarder, Captain Rufus Perry, a famous Indian fighter whose tales of derring-do made a lasting impression. Disgusted and disillusioned, Sam finished his teaching career in the spring of 1898 in a school near Rocky.26




Ready for a fresh start, Sam Ealy Johnson Jr. made arrangements to lease a portion of his father’s farm. He moved into the first house Sam Sr. and Eliza had built on the property when they moved from Buda in 1889. His parents lived several hundred yards to the west, and beyond them was Clarence and Frank Martin’s house. For farmers, the years 1898 to 1906 were relatively prosperous, with commodity prices rising at home and abroad. Sam Jr. managed to live the life of gentleman farmer, working his place with hired hands. According to contemporaries, he could often be seen in Johnson City dressed in a suit and polished boots and riding a groomed horse. The very idea of bib overalls was anathema. He never changed from his “money spending into money making clothes,” as Ida Felton put it.27Simple though his cabin was, it became something of a salon for those interested in politics and public affairs. His best friends, according to future wife Rebekah, were “W. C. Linden and Dayton Moses, lawyers of statewide repute; and Kay Alexander, teacher and engineer.”28




Influenced, no doubt, by Linden, Moses, and his brother-in-law, Clarence Martin, who would become a district court judge for Gillespie County, Sam Jr. was strongly drawn to a career in the law. He decided, however, to delay law school and run for local office and was elected justice of the peace in 1902. The office was not the most challenging. “In those days they had dance halls in Stonewall and Albert and elsewhere,” according to Otto Lindig. “And if there wasn’t two or three fights in the dance hall that night, why the people didn’t enjoy themselves … They went to the Justice of the Peace and filed a complaint. Then the other man had to pay a fine.”29Two years later, Martin persuaded Sam to stand for the seat in the state legislature that he had held. According to tradition, the position was rotated among the four counties in the district; in 1904 it was Gillespie’s turn. Sam campaigned on a platform that straddled the positions of his father and his brother-in-law. His speeches were somewhat apocalyptic, insisting that the very future of the republic depended on the struggle then being waged between the people and monopolistic corporations. When he got down to specifics, he hardly proved a socialist, however, favoring regulation of the railroads, taxation of the insurance industry and utilities, and a franchise tax on corporations. It was pure Theodore Roosevelt. Somewhat to Sam’s surprise, he won.




In Austin, Johnson soon earned a reputation for diligence and astuteness. In addition to regulation and taxation measures, he supported an eight-hour day for rail workers, a pure food bill, and state regulation of lobbyists. Most of these measures failed, but his Hill Country constituents, many of them former Populists, applauded their representative’s stands. Sam was at his best working the corridors of power behind the scenes, trading votes on bread-and-butter issues that would benefit the residents of Gillespie and Blanco counties in an immediate and material way. In 1906 the twenty-nine-year-old politician challenged the rotation tradition and was elected to a second consecutive term. Both theBlanco News and theSan Antonio Express supported him. That same year, financial disaster struck when the bottom fell out of the cotton market, and Sam was nearly wiped out. “My daddy went busted waiting for cotton to go up to twenty-one cents a pound and the market fell apart when it hit twenty,” Lyndon later recalled.30His pay as legislator was $3.00 a day for the regular session and $5 for special sessions.31Aware of his neighbor’s plight, Rob Crider, who operated a grocery store near Hye, persuaded the stubbornly proud Sam to accept a $300 loan. His constituents deserved to have their man go to Austin “in style,” Crider remarked.32At times, Sam had to borrow gas money to make the trip back and forth to Austin.




Still, vulnerable as he was, Sam Ealy Johnson remained notoriously independent. The legislature was dominated by lobbyists who brazenly bought and sold votes and entertained lavishly. The young man from the Hill Country was not a Puritan; he was no stranger to Austin’s saloons and brothels. He simply hated to be beholden. He “will bear gentle reproof, but will kick like a mule at any attempted domination,” the house chaplain remarked of Sam.33




In 1906 a young reporter from theBlanco News interviewed Representative Sam Johnson in Austin. She was Rebekah Baines, the daughter of Joseph Baines, the man Sam had replaced in the legislature, and the future mother of Lyndon Johnson. The interview did not go well. Rebekah remembered being “awfully provoked” with the outspoken young lawmaker.34Sam was taken with the young woman, with her interest in politics, and particularly with her education and family credentials. Indeed, Rebekah Baines was as proud of her ancestry as Eliza Bunton was of hers. Her forefathers had trekked to America in the eighteenth century from Scotland and her great-grandfather was something of a legend. Born in North Carolina in 1809, George W. Baines Sr. moved with his family first to Georgia, and then to Alabama, where he earned a B.A. from the state college at Tuscaloosa. After being ordained a Baptist minister, G. W. Baines served a stint in the Alabama legislature, but in 1850 he migrated to Texas, settling near Huntsville. His flock eventually included Sam Houston, who, out of gratitude for his conversion, loaned Reverend Baines $300 to help with his ministry.35A rising star in the Baptist State Convention, Baines was elected president of Baylor University in 1861.36




Joseph Wilson Baines, the Baineses’ third son and father of Rebekah, was born in Louisiana in 1846 and moved with his family to Texas in 1850. Joe Baines attended Baylor and served two years in the Confederate Army. Following Appomattox, he taught for a brief period, found it as impoverishing as did Sam Johnson Jr., but unlike him proceeded with the study of the law. Joe subsequently passed the state bar exam and joined the firm of Throckmorton and Brown in McKinney, Texas. Young Baines prospered, practicing law and editing theMcKinney Advocate , an influential Democratic newspaper. After campaigning hard for Governor John “Oxcart John” Ireland, Joe was appointed secretary of state, serving from 1883 to 1887. While teaching at Rowlett, he had married fifteen-year-old Ruth Huffman, one of his students. Ruth’s mother was a struggling widow with several children; despite her daughter’s tender years, she agreed to the union with the young Baptist teacher. The marriage lasted forty years.37




Rebekah was born in Austin in 1881, twelve years into her parents’ marriage. In 1887, Joe Baines moved his family to the town of Blanco. For the next fifteen years he practiced law, served as an elder in the Baptist church, and accumulated a minor fortune in real estate. He somehow found time to serve a term in the state legislature. Rebekah remembered growing up in Blanco as idyllic. “I love to think of our home, a two-story rock house with a fruitful orchard of perfectly spaced trees, terraced flower beds, broad walks, purple plumed wisteria climbing to the roof, fragrant honeysuckle at the dining room window whose broad sills were seats for us children,” she later wrote of her youth.38The house was filled with books and music, the hallmarks of an educated Baptist family. “At an incredibly early age, my father taught me to read,” she later recalled. “He taught me how to study, to think and to endure, the principles of mathematics, the beauty of simple things.”39Rebekah loved Browning and Tennyson and, in fact, spent much of her imagining life in the world of the British romantics. Josepha Saunders, Rebekah’s sister, remembered, “I had such a happy childhood. Rode horseback, and went swimmin’, and … rode calves—everything else that was lots of fun. But now, sister never did that. She was more of a lady … I’ve seen her standin’ at the window, at the kitchen window, washing dishes, with the book up in the window.”40The center of the girl’s life, apparently, was her father, “the dominant force in my life as well as my adored parent, reverenced mentor, and most interesting companion.”41“Most interesting companion” is an unusual term to use for a father when in one’s adolescence, but it seems to have been the truth. Wilton Woods remembered that Joe Baines had run for Congress and lost. Rebekah was devastated, unable to understand why voters had not turned out overwhelmingly for her father. According to Woods, however, “He seldom got out of the house … kind of a recluse … a very intelligent person and a most, most religious person.”42There was no doubt about Joe Baines’s piety. “We had such a wonderful Christian home,” Josepha said.43Not priggish, however. The girls were allowed to attend dances, a somewhat unusual departure for a turn-of-the-century Baptist family. But Joe abhorred alcohol and instilled that dislike into Rebekah.44Not only was alcohol “an abomination to the Lord,” its use by an individual was an indication of his lack of discipline and general worthlessness. The father and his adoring daughter prized order, predictability. “He taught me obedience and self-control,” Rebekah recalled, “saying that without them no one is worthy of responsibility or trust.”45




Like Sam Johnson Sr. and Sam Johnson Jr., Joe Baines crashed on the rocks of market fortunes. In 1903 he went broke, victimized by falling cotton prices and a real estate deal gone bad. It was a humiliating experience for a proud family. Rebekah, who was at the time attending Baylor, had to take a job in the bookstore to enable her to finish, and her brother, Huffman, had to drop out of the agricultural college to return home and help support his family. Or so Rebekah claimed. The record indicates that cotton prices fluctuated during this period, but not abnormally. More likely, health or personal scandal were responsible for the turmoil in the Baineses’ family. Joseph Wilson Baines moved his family to Fredericksburg, designed and built a modest house, was elected to the legislature, and made a desultory effort to practice law. Nothing seemed to lift his spirits, however; he fell ill and died a lingering death in 1906. Rebekah, meanwhile, had finished college and moved to Fredericksburg to rejoin her family. She taught elocution and wrote columns for several area newspapers.46Her father’s death bore hard on her. “This was the first great sorrow of my life and it required all my determination and strength of will to adjust myself to life without my father.”47She was being somewhat melodramatic. In fact, Joe Baines had quickly rebuilt his fortune; his decline was physical and mental, not economic. At the time she met Sam Ealy Johnson Jr., Rebekah was a self-confident, relatively affluent young woman in the unusual position of being free to choose marriage or a professional career.48It was at this point that Rebekah began her courtship with Sam Ealy Johnson Jr.




During 1906 Sam Johnson made the seventeen-mile, three-hour horseback trip from Stonewall to Fredericksburg as frequently as he could. The couple was particularly drawn to political gatherings. Sam’s coup was a date to hear the famed William Jennings Bryan address the state legislature. Both were entranced by the great orator.49When Sam proposed, Rebekah hesitated; the young politician could be rough and aggressive; he lacked formal education and was sometimes drawn to the wrong crowd. But he was dynamic and ambitious; he was also a Christian, having taken up his father’s Christadelphianism. Sam, she believed, had the makings of her sainted father in him; under her influence, he would continue to grow. The picture she conjured in her mind that persuaded her to accept marriage was compelling, “a personable young man, slender and graceful, immaculately groomed, agreeable and affable in manner and with great personal magnetism.”50Moreover, at age twenty-five, Rebekah believed this might be her last, best chance. The couple married on August 20, 1907. Both would live to regret the decision.




There was no money for a honeymoon. The newlyweds made the trip from Fredericksburg to Stonewall and immediately settled in Sam’s house, the now somewhat improved cabin he had grown up in.51There were two bedrooms, each twelve feet square, with one a living room?bedroom and the other a bedroom opening to the kitchen?dining room in the rear. The Johnson cabin still boasted a rambling front porch covered by a slanting roof, with another porch and lean-to in the rear. The house was guarded in front by a barbed wire fence with a gate and in the rear by a rail fence. There was no yard to speak of, but from the front porch a grassy slope, dotted with oak and pecan trees, unfolded across two hundred yards to the Pedernales. To the rear of the house were cistern, pump, outhouse, smokehouse, and barn. The farm consisted of approximately five hundred acres, one hundred in cultivation and four hundred in pasture to support fifty or so head of cattle. According to Rebekah, the first year was trying in the extreme. “I was confronted not only by the problem of adjustment to a completely opposite personality, but alas to a strange and new way of life,” the new bride later wrote. “I shuddered over chickens and wrestled with a mammoth iron stove.” Thus began Rebekah Baines Johnson’s existence as a self-appointed martyr.




Life on the Johnson ranch was tough. Rebekah’s husband was in Austin part of the year. Her brother, Huffman, temporarily jobless, helped out for most of 1907. “They were busy on the farm and needed help … milking, feeding, hoeing, plowing, cutting wood,” he later explained. “We, like all farmers, were up early but late in getting the farm work done.”52But what did Rebekah expect? After a year’s courtship, certainly she had visited the farm and Sam’s house. She had seen the rudimentary kitchen, the constant stream of chores. Perhaps in her imagination, her most frequent abode, others always took responsibility for life’s more mundane matters. During those early years she struggled with work—and with Sam. “She’d hear Sam coming home,” a girl who worked for them at the time remembered. “Her face would light up like a little kid’s, and out she’d go flying down to the gate to meet him.”53But Sam Ealy Johnson Jr. was not a particularly easy man to love. Not unkind, just emotionally calloused. He liked to drink with his brother-in-law and his lawyer pals. “His idea of pleasure was to sit up half the night with his friends, drinking beer, telling stories, and playing dominoes,” Lyndon later told historian Doris Kearns Goodwin.54He loved to dance, and she did not despite her parent’s tolerance of the practice. “I don’t think Rebekah ever went to a dance,” Otto Lindig recalled.55Sam however, was dynamic, public-spirited, and Rebekah’s contact with the fascinating world of politics. Like her, Sam’s sense of family and its importance was intense.56




The Hill Country was a hardscrabble existence, but the world was changing. A new century had begun, a progressive, activist, president sat in the White House, and a newly wed couple in central Texas believed that they could make a difference.




For Sam Ealy Johnson Jr., 1907-1908 were the most eventful years of his young political life. When Rebekah interviewed Sam in 1906, she had asked him his opinion of Texas’s charismatic, corrupt senator, Joseph W. Bailey, and he had pleased her by saying that he disliked and distrusted him. The Seventeenth Amendment providing for the direct election of senators not yet being in effect, the Texas legislature had elected Bailey, a long-time congressman, to a term in the Senate. He had campaigned as a champion of the common man against Wall Street, the railroads, and the trusts, but rumors began to drift back from Washington that Bailey was on the take from the very interests he had promised to police. The senator was a man of powerful personality, dramatically attired in black frock coat and black slouch hat, skilled at the histrionics that turn-of-the-century politicians so dearly loved. With Bailey up for reelection in 1907, the Texas legislature was forced to confront the charges concerning his misconduct. The oil and lumber interests that the senator had so dutifully represented and Bailey himself descended on Austin to lobby on his behalf. Sam Johnson was one of those called to the great man’s hotel room, but despite the pressure, he remained noncommittal.57The house voted to conduct an official investigation but refused to put off the senatorial election. Bailey won a second term by a vote of eighty-nine to thirty-six. Seven members were listed as present but not voting, one of them was Sam Johnson. “It is a well known fact,” he explained, “that I have been for a full investigation of his conduct, and it would not be consistent for me to vote for him at this time.”58It was a courageous act. Following his victory, Bailey promised to bury his enemies “face down so that the harder they scratch to get out, the deeper they will go toward their eternal resting place.”59










CHAPTER 2
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GROWING UP




LYNDON WAS BORN ONAUGUST27, 1908,A YEAR AND A week after Sam and Rebekah had spoken their wedding vows. The night Rebekah went into labor was stormy. It had rained all day, and the Pedernales was out of its banks. Fortunately, Sam was home. The nearest doctor was some twenty miles away. As soon as Rebekah’s contractions began, Sam sent for him, but she declared that the baby would not wait. The family decided that Sam Sr. should fetch the nearest midwife. He forded the Pedernales at a point several hundred yards upstream from his house and brought Mrs. Christian Lindig, a neighbor and experienced midwife, to Rebekah.1The young mother’s imagination and displaced ambition would turn the birth of her firstborn into a near mystical experience: “Now the light came in from the east, bringing a deep stillness, a stillness so profound and so pervasive that it seemed as if the earth itself were listening … And then there came a sharp compelling cry.”2Thus did Rebekah Johnson give birth that day to both a man-child and a messiah complex.




The original birth document listed the child simply as “unnamed Johnson.” Sam and Rebekah had not settled on a name and were not able to do so for weeks thereafter. It was the custom in the Johnson household for Sam to rise first, dress, build a fire, and warm the house before Rebekah got up to cook breakfast. One morning two months or so after the baby’s birth, Sam got up, tended to his chores, and pronounced the room warm. Rebekah rebelled: “Sam, I’m not getting up to cook breakfast until this baby is named. He is nearly three months old … I’ve submitted all the names I know and you always turn them down.” Taken aback, Sam thought while he laced up his boots. He suggested Clarence for his brother-in-law and Dayton for his longtime friend. She rejected both. Finally they settled on Linden (for W. C. Linden), with the stipulation that Rebekah could spell it Lyndon. Thereupon she rose and made the brown biscuits that were Sam’s favorite.3“The reason Mother didn’t want him named Clarence, didn’t want him named Dayton, didn’t want him named after Judge Linden,” Sam Houston, Lyndon’s brother, recalled, was that “they were all three judges, and district attorneys, you know, and famous people, but they all drank.”4




Lyndon Baines Johnson was immediately and forever his parents’ favorite. His cousin Ava remembered him as a beautiful little boy with flashing brown eyes and golden curls, even if his ears were a bit prominent.5In the spring of 1909, Sam and Rebekah took him to a community picnic. According to his mother, Lyndon smiled and reached for every adult admirer. “Eddie Hahn … a leading citizen of the community exclaimed: ‘Sam, you’ve got a politician there. I’ve never afore seen such a friendly baby,’” a family member remembered.6Lyndon’s mother showered attention on him. Before he was two, he learned the alphabet from ABC blocks. At three, he could recite not only Mother Goose rhymes but snippets of poems by Tennyson, Longfellow, and others of his mother’s favorites. “I’ll never forget how much my mother loved me when I recited those poems,” he told an interviewer. “The minute I finished she’d take me in her arms and hug me so hard I sometimes thought I’d be strangled to death.”7Sam was no less attentive. He would give words for Lyndon to spell from Noah Webster’s speller; by four the child had acquired a small reading vocabulary. As he got older, Rebekah read him history and Bible stories. Reminding her that he was his father’s child, too, he always wanted to know if the stories were true.8




Lyndon’s grandfather’s house was just several hundred yards away, and the boy frequently listened to him tell tales of cattle drives and Indian skirmishes. As with all children there was mischief. “Lyndon and I was tired of riding that old puller mare,” Ava Johnson, a cousin, told an interviewer, “and we were going to get her fattened up and both of us took one of Aunt Rebekah’s wash tubs and we filled it full of oats … and pulled it out of that big barn out there … under the shed where old Coofy [the mare] was, and fed her that tub full of oats. Well we had a dead horse the next morning.”9




Grandmother Baines spent long stretches with the family and made most of their clothes on a treadle sewing machine. There was a party telephone line to Johnson City that Rebekah could use to order dry goods and staples from the general store, including, on one memorable occasion, a brand-new Garland stove. One of the men in the family would pick up orders in town, or occasionally a wagon would deliver. Ava Johnson remembered a Jewish peddler coming through the Stonewall area periodically. He would trade his finished goods for butter, vegetables, and meat. “I can well remember … the very same peddler … came by, stopped at Uncle Sam’s and sold them a pair of shoes for Lyndon. We went down and we had to compare shoes. Mine was black patent leather with a little red top. His was plain black. And Lord he thought those shoes of mine were the prettiest things, so we swapped shoes. When we got to the house, and Aunt Rebekah saw that—she just had a fit.”10




There were Fourth of July and Christmas celebrations at Uncle Clarence and Aunt Frank’s larger house further up river.11The Lutheran church, situated across the Pedernales from the Johnson spread, was the center of life in Stonewall. “They had church in the mornings, on Sundays,” Byron Crider, a Johnson City resident, recalled, “and then they had dinner on the ground, and they’d bring their own food … and we’d all eat. Then the men would get out and they’d have shootin’ matches and play horseshoes and washers. That evening, they’d bust out the keg beer … and they had a German band. The women would sit around on the benches, around the edge of the dance hall and the men would go up and ask ’em to dance.”12One of Lyndon’s prize possessions was a stereopticon, an early version of the Viewmaster. He would sit for hours exploring the wider world by holding the black instrument and its slides up to the light.13




From the beginning, Lyndon and Rebekah Johnson formed a special relationship, according to both, one of mutual dependency that to a degree shut out Sam Ealy. LBJ recalled that his first memory of his mother was dramatic. “I was three or four years old,” he told writer Ronnie Dugger. “She was crying, it was nine or ten o’clock. Now father was a cotton buyer. He had to stay at the gin till twelve or one at night till the cotton was ginned. She was frightened, afraid. I told her I’d protect her. I remember standing there by the well.”14In later years Rebekah recalled to Virginia Durr that her eldest son constantly dreamed of rescuing her. “You know, I’m always so embarrassed and ashamed about my hands,” she confided. “Where we lived at down in the country when I was young, I had to do so much hard work, and my hands never recovered. Even as a little boy Lyndon used to say to me, ‘Oh, Mama, when I get big I’m going to see that you don’t have to do any of this hard work so you can have pretty white hands.’”15He later told an interviewer, “She never wanted me to be alone … She kept me constantly amused. I remember playing games with her that only the two of us could play. And she always let me win even if to do so we had to change the rules. I knew how much she needed me … I liked that … It made me feel big and important.”16




But the greatest source of Lyndon’s security was also the greatest source of his insecurity. If Rebekah became displeased with her son, if he disappointed her, she refused to touch him, talk to him, to acknowledge his existence. When he was seven or eight and the family had moved to Johnson City, Rebekah arranged dance and then violin lessons for her son. He eventually abandoned both, the violin after only eight months. “For days after I quit those lessons,” Lyndon remembered, “she walked around the house pretending I was dead. And then to make it worse, I had to watch her being especially warm and nice to my father and sisters.”17Who had the upper hand in the relationship was a matter of debate. According to Wilton Woods, it was mother: “She recognized early that he had more than an average share of brains, energy, and she wanted to keep control and she did it very cleverly. He almost concealed nothing from her, and I do mean nothing.”18Sam Houston Johnson disagreed. “They say … Lyndon was a mama’s boy, but I don’t think that’s so,” he observed. “More often than not our mother was doing Lyndon’s bidding, rather than the other way around.”19




Other children soon followed Lyndon, Rebekah Luruth in 1910 and Josefa Hermine in 1912. The apple of his parents’ eyes was not pleased. At four he began running away. “He wanted attention,” observed Jesse Lambert, the family maid at the time. “He would run away, and run away, and the minute his mother’s back was turned he would run away again, and it was all to get attention.”20Lyndon’s escapades kept the family in turmoil. Rebekah feared he would fall into the river and drown or be bitten by one of the numerous Hill Country rattlesnakes. She had a toddler and a baby and couldn’t leave the house. Sam or a hired hand would search during one of Lyndon’s disappearing acts while she stood anxiously on the porch with babe in arms. Sometimes the runaway could be found hanging around Junction School, the community one-room facility adjacent to the Johnson property. Ava Johnson and her sister Margaret were already there and frequently encouraged Lyndon.21After repeatedly punishing her son, Rebekah decided to make a virtue out of a vice. She and the teacher at Junction School, Miss Katie Deadrich, agreed to petition the school’s trustees to admit Lyndon even though he was not yet five. When they concurred, he began accompanying Ava and Margaret to school—this time with his parents’ approval.




Junction School and its solitary teacher were typical of rural Hill Country, Texas. The one-room structure on the banks of the Pedernales housed the first eight grades and counted thirty-five students. At first, Miss Katie couldn’t understand the strapping four-year-old—“We had the Texas mingle accent, and I think he was more on the rolling of his r’s and things like that that made him an exception”—but with a little coaching from “Miss Rebekah,” Lyndon soon proved comprehensible. Junction’s youngest student invariably showed up in costume: cowboy outfit complete with his father’s Stetson and a toy gun or the classic Buster Brown uniform. He never strayed far from his teacher’s side, frequently clinging to her skirts. When it was time for his work, that is, for him to recite his lesson, Lyndon would “come up … stand here but he wouldn’t say a word until I took him on my lap … he had tosit on my lap … he would show the other kids what he could do.”22




Rebekah Johnson was not one to suffer in silence. She did not like life on the farm and made no bones about it. If the truth be known, Sam Ealy wasn’t all that fond of it either. Whenever possible, he left the heavy work to hired hands.23In September 1913, when Lyndon was five, Sam moved his family fourteen miles east to Johnson City. The term “city” was a misnomer. Lyndon’s new home was a community of 323 souls living on ten north-south numbered streets and eight east-west lettered avenues. To Stella Glidden, who moved from Fredericksburg, “a town where you could almost eat off the streets,” Johnson City was a wasteland. “I thought I had come to the end of the world,” she recalled.24There were no paved streets, electric lights, or indoor toilets. Only two houses had bathtubs and running water.25The roads connecting Johnson City to Austin, fifty miles to the east, and Fredericksburg, thirty miles to the west, were dusty and potted in the dry season and nearly impassable quagmires during wet spells.26But compared to Stonewall, Johnson City was a thriving metropolis.




Sam bought Rebekah one of the finest houses in town, a six-room double-ell frame structure with flowerbeds and a white picket fence. Newcomers to the town quickly became aware of a friendly populace and an intense sense of community. “I wondered just why people would like a town like Johnson City, but it wasn’t long before I, too, liked it, because I found the people so warm and so friendly,” remembered Glidden. “It seemed after a period of about three months that I had lived in this little town all my life.”27There were three churches: Methodist, Baptist, and Christian. None had a permanent pastor, and the members of all three attended the Sunday services of the church that happened to have clergy visiting that day. The frequent tent revivals attracted virtually everybody in town. These week-long affairs featured two services daily. Children would go swimming in the river after the last service, and then everyone would settle in for an evening picnic. “One thing about it is the cooperative spirit of the town—it was all one, you couldn’t tell one from the other,” Mamie Klett, a classmate of Lyndon’s, remembered. “Everybody cooperated and they had what they called Union Revivals, all the churches got in together and that happened each summer.”28“In those days,” Otto Lindig said, “when a house was built all the neighbors helped. Maybe they had one carpenter, but all the neighbors helped … If one man worked two days and another man worked only half a day, they forgot about it.”29




There were dance halls in neighboring German communities like Hye. “Everybody went to the dance, mothers, daddies, kids, and the babies would be put in the back on a pallet, and they danced till 4 o’clock in the morning,” remembered Gene Waugh, a local merchant.30




Freight was brought in from Austin, first by mule team or horse-drawn wagon, and then by truck. In the summer, families imported ice in two to three hundred?pound blocks from the state capital for their sawdust-lined iceboxes.31At the center of the town’s life was the school. Germans had always valued education; Fredericksburg, Blanco, and Johnson City were exemplary in this regard. During the first quarter of the twentieth century, central Texas furnished the state with a disproportionate number of public school teachers.32Johnson City’s institution of learning was a two-story, six-room structure that employed six teachers. Elementary classes were held in the three rooms downstairs; two of the upstairs rooms housed secondary students. The middle room featured a stage, and the classroom walls could be folded back to convert the upper floor into a theater-auditorium. Here the students and community members gathered for plays, declamations, interscholastic league contests, and commencements.33




In Johnson City, Rebekah began leading what basically was a double life. First there was Rebekah the delicate, reclusive, martyr. She would later portray herself as the oppressed sophisticate, exiled to a rural hell, washing, drawing water, cooking, scrubbing the floors virtually alone while her husband rambled. Her health did suffer. The births of Sam Houston in 1914 and Lucia Huffman in 1916 were difficult and required long periods of convalescence. Two minor operations in 1917 added to her problems. Some neighbors did recall her as sickly and somewhat of a recluse during this period. She even failed to show up regularly for church. Sam hired maids, took in poverty-stricken girls in return for their keeping house, and induced relatives to come and help out. When there was no one to do the cleaning, the chores backed up. The children re-membered the sink piled high with dirty dishes for days on end. At times, the Johnson brood ran wild. Rebekah depended on Sam to administer discipline. When he was gone, which was frequently, she would sometimes call on the neighbors to give spankings.34




Then there was Rebekah the cultural and literary doyen of Johnson City. “The fellow that mowed my lawn up there … his mother used to do all the washing and ironing for my mama,” Sam Houston recalled. “I never saw mama do any washing nor ironing in my life that I know of. Now, Grandmother made the kids [clothes], sewed and that, but Mother had an extremely wonderful education.”35Indeed she did, and she was not going to let anyone forget it. Sam Johnson’s bride was a stubborn woman, determined to live the life she had imagined for herself. She struggled to maintain the trappings of genteel society the best she could under the circumstances. To those few neighbors who dropped by she served tea in paper shell china cups, always on a tablecloth, never on oilskin. “I was determined to overcome circumstances instead of letting them overwhelm me,” she later recalled.36But Rebekah Johnson was no shrinking violet, no delicate flower. “His mother was actually hard,” George Reedy, an LBJ aide, later recalled. “She was awfully hard.”37She was by training and avocation a teacher, a journalist, and an aspiring intellectual. “She had aristocratic manners and bearing and had been an elocution teacher … in her younger years,” said Fritz Koeniger.38Lyndon remembered his mother’s bed always piled high with books. To appease his wife, Sam bought her a Victrola, and then the local weekly newspaper, theRecord-Courier , which she edited for a year. Rebekah also served as Hill Country correspondent for theDallas Morning News , theAustin American-Statesman , and theSan Antonio Express , signing her columns RBJ. Sam Houston remembered clipping the columns for his mother, who had to send them in to the home newspaper to receive payment.




Sam Johnson was one of the first men in Johnson City to own an automobile, a Ford Model T. He subsequently bought Rebekah a Hudson, in which she was chauffeured by Guy Arrington, the typesetter at her newspaper.39Rebekah Luruth remembered that her father didn’t want her mother to learn how to drive. She badgered Arrington to teach her until he was forced to confess that Sam had made him promise not to.40




By the time Lyndon was ten, Rebekah’s health had recovered somewhat, and she began to take an intense interest in community education and culture, offering elocution lessons to children who would come to the house after school. “She was quiet, soft-spoken, and quite a lady,” recalled Kitty Clyde Leonard, another of Lyndon’s classmates. “She helped the youngsters with all of their schoolwork and interscholastic league. She helped Lyndon with debate.”41After her oldest son reached high school, Rebekah worked with the teachers to put on plays, including the traditional senior play. She would select a script, hold auditions for parts, drill the young actors and actresses, and generally supervise the production. The commuity paid a nominal sum to seeWild Oats Boy, Jethro’s Daughter, and Diamond in the Rough.42




There were things that Sam and Rebekah agreed on. Johnson City may have been a small pond, but the Sam Johnsons were going to be among the biggest fish in it. Even more than money, education was the badge of rural aristocracy. Truman Fawcett, who owned the drug store, denied that the Johnsons were poor. “I mean they were poor, but everyone was poor,” he observed. “We were all poor but not poverty stricken. But some families had more culture and more education than others, you know. Even my father’s family had some college education and other families did, too. They were poor, but they had what their standard of culture called for.”43The Johnsons were educated, and they had the first bathtub in town. “They were the equivalent of the banker’s family,” Charles Boatner, a family friend, recalled, “the first family of Johnson City. They were the ones who got all the way to Austin and saw the world, and consequently they were the style setters.”44Both Sam and Rebekah were determined that their children be seen as educated, cultured—witness Lyndon’s abortive dance and violin lessons. For Rebekah, the emphasis was on literature and history. “She’d just sit up in bed and read all day and all night, and try to make everybody else read all day and all night,” Lyndon told Isabelle Shelton. “Largely she was a great Browning woman, a great Tennyson woman, and she liked biographies because all the children liked biographies … and didn’t make any difference whether it was about [Texas governor] Jim Hogg … or Andrew Jackson, [or] Abraham Lincoln.”45




Sam’s focus was on current events and politics. “He was a fella that thought that a child should read—read the newspaper—keep up with the current events,” cousin Ava Johnson remembered. “He would drill you on what was really happening.” On one occasion Sam asked her what the Socialist Party was. When she replied that she did not know, he gave her a copy of the Pathfinder magazine with an article on Eugene V. Debs, a past and future presidential candidate. “Sure enough, the next evenin’ he asked.” As a teacher, Sam was as impatient as Rebekah was patient. “If he asked you what 7 # 9 was—you didn’t say 7 # 9? You said 63—by the time he got it out of his mouth—or you went to the end of the class. It was almost a disgrace to be at the end of the class.”46The entire family dressed well. “The first time I ever saw Lyndon,” recalled Stella Johnson Luxcon, “he was in Wither’s store down here about four years old. He had on a little white linen suit.”47The legislator?real estate dealer and his journalist-teacher wife also shared an extreme competitiveness. There was Sam’s famous early morning instruction to Lyndon: “Get up, Lyndon, every boy in town already has a thirty-minute head start on you.”48As a coach of boys and girls participating in interscholastic league events, Rebekah was legendarily tough. “She taught me speech for the county meet, and I won my little school,” Lyndon said. “[I] had a little playmate that went to another school … he was the son of a Lutheran minister, and he had quite a brogue … he spoke German … I felt so sorry for him because you could hardly understand him.” Lyndon persuaded Rebekah to give the child elocution lessons. On the day of the county contest, the boys rode with Rebekah together in the same car. Lo and behold, the judges turned out to be German and were engaged rather than offended by the playmate’s accent. He defeated Lyndon. Rebekah cried all the way home in anger and frustration.49




Both Rebekah and Sam believed in the God of the New Testament. She was a Baptist, but a particular sort of southern Baptist. She and her father embraced science, education, and the arts. Both were committed to the Social Gospel. They might have been paternalistic, but they were a far cry from the Reverend J. Frank Norris of Fort Worth, who preached hell and damnation, led the anti-evolution crusade, and conducted a reign of terror against science teachers at Baylor.50From Christadelphianism, Sam had taken its emphasis on equality, compassion, and community spirit. He was also attracted by its anti-institutionalism. “Dr. Shelton of Dripping Springs … he was the legislator of Hays County while Sam was representing Blanco County … [They] were friends and the two smartest men in the Hill Country when I lived there,” Ruth Goddard, a family friend, remembered. “There was always the heavy spiritual feeling. They had—I guess it is the mystical—but they were men of faith.”51




Sam cared about the land and its people. Rebekah cared about service and sacrifice as noble abstractions. The mix produced a potent commitment to social justice. Indeed, visitors to the Johnson household frequently were treated to the oratory of William Jennings Bryan playing on the Victrola. For the Johnsons, social justice, public service, and community building were unquestioned values.52Sam agreed with Rebekah’s contention that there were only three things a son of hers could do to fulfill himself: teach, preach, or go into politics.53




But there were more differences than agreements in the marriage. Increasingly, those schisms centered on lifestyle and on Lyndon. Sam bought and sold real estate in and around Johnson City, traded in cotton futures, and invested in various schemes. He was able to purchase the Withers Opera House and set up his offices in the ground floor rooms. “I make a specialty of handling Farm and Ranch Lands,” his ad in a 1916 edition of the Record-Courier ran. “Yours for a square deal.”54On a typical day, Sam would rise, have his breakfast, go down to the local barbershop for his shave, and check in with his office.55Then he would be out in the country in his Model T, inspecting property and visiting. By all accounts he was a charming, gregarious man. “When I was quite young, to me, he seemed the most elegant man,” said Ruth Goddard. She remembered Rebekah coming with him one time and not saying a word, unsmiling and aloof.56Ruth Goddard considered Rebekah a prig. Sam Johnson was a real man, and his drinking did not make him any less so in her eyes. Lyndon recalled one Thanks-giving when his mother had cooked a turkey, set the table with the best dishes, and put on “her fancy lace dress and big wide sleeve.” She was saying the dinner prayer when a knock came at the door. It was a Mexican family who lived on the edge of town and whom Sam had befriended. They bore a large green cake as a gift. Instinctively, Sam invited the family, which included five children, for Thanksgiving dinner. “The dinner was loud. There was a lot of laughing and yelling. I liked it. But then I looked at my mother. Her face was bent toward her plate and she said nothing … After the meal, she stood up and went to her room. I followed a little behind her and heard her crying in her room.”57“Sam Johnson was a good man,” Ruth Byers, a neighbor, declared. “Mrs. Johnson was a different person. She never would get close to anyone.”58




There was another reason for Rebekah’s coolness. “The one thing that I remember about his father was he had the reputation of being the slowest driver in the whole country,” John Koeniger related. “He was known to drink and drive, but it was agreed that he was never in any danger because he drove so slowly. He liked to come through town and motion to some boy to come and go with him and open the gates for him, for which he paid a reward, maybe fifty cents or something like that.”59In the evenings, Sam would go to town, play dominoes, visit with his cronies, drink beer at King Casparis’s, or go to a dance with Clarence, who was a champion square dance caller.60As Sam’s economic circumstances deteriorated, he would degenerate into an episodic drunk.




Nevertheless, Sam was the man of the family and a self-conscious role model. According to Lyndon’s sister Rebekah, he spoiled the girls in the family. He would never return from an out-of-town trip without a doll or some other gift for them. “Now Mr. Johnson was great with the girls,” Charles Boatner said. “They all remember how he would come to their bed in the morning and, especially Lucia, carry her in by the stove to dress so she wouldn’t get her feet cold.”61He was determined that his eldest son be a man’s man. When Lyndon was five, Rebekah had still not cut his hair. Sam became increasingly upset at the child’s shoulder-length blond curls and at the Buster Brown, Little Lord Fauntleroy costumes his wife dressed him in. One Sunday, while Rebekah was away at church, Sam got out the scissors and cut Lyndon’s hair. When Rebekah returned she was so mad that she did not speak to her husband for a week.62




Apparently, the degree of Sam’s harshness with his son depended on his alcohol consumption and the price of cotton. “When he had too much to drink, he’d lose control of himself,” Lyndon recalled. “He used bad language. He squandered the little money we had on the cotton and real estate markets.”63Sam was particularly concerned that his son not embarrass him in public. One day, some of the men in the barbershop pulled a prank on Lyndon. He was in the habit of sauntering in and plopping himself down in the shoeshine chair. Seeing him coming, they filled the tin bottom that held the chair together with oil and mustard seed. Lyndon had no sooner seated himself than he jumped up yelling in pain from his rapidly blistering butt. He ran toward his father’s office on the bottom floor of the opera house, pulling his pants down. Some of Sam’s friends had gathered and were kibitzing. Instead of consoling the wailing Lyndon, Sam pulled a board off an apple crate and whipped him until he stopped crying. Rebekah, of course, was furious.64




To compensate, she played the role of ostentatious nurturer, especially with Lyndon. In the evenings after dinner, Rebekah would assemble the children at the table and by the light of the kerosene lamp go over their lessons with them. All too frequently her eldest son was absent or inattentive. She would recall of Lyndon: “I would not catch up with the fact that [he] was not prepared on a lesson until breakfast time of a school day. Then I would get the book and put it on the table in front of his father and devote the whole breakfast period to a discussion with my husband of what my son should have learned the night before … That way and by following him to the front gate nearly every morning and telling him tales of history, geography, and algebra, I could see that he was ready for the work of the day.”65Like many southern women of the period, Rebekah attempted to rule her family through guilt. There were frequent tears. Some of Lyndon’s earliest memories are of his mother crying, of her waiting anxiously late at night for his father’s return, of the frustrations of trying to lead a cultured life in rural central Texas, or of some perceived personal slight. Most of Rebekah’s emotional outbursts were designed to get people to do what she wanted them to do or to feel sorry for her. Tears of empathy were rare. “Oh, she’d see your leg broken in two, or she’d see your face cut open, and she’d look at it, and she’d never cry,” Lyndon told an interviewer.66“My father loved to dance and loved the people much more than mother did,” Rebekah Johnson Bobbitt recalled. “She liked her few people … She was very reserved and she didn’t like any form of intimacy.”67“He [Sam] was I believe more involved with other people perhaps than so much involved with his own family,” Truman Fawcett observed. “She was more involved with her family and he was more involved with other people.”68Lyndon agreed: “She was a little bit too selfish as far as her children were concerned … She put them ahead of anything … even her own husband.”69




Increasingly, Sam and Rebekah led separate lives. She had her books, plays, students, newspapers, and children. He had his cronies, business, dominoes, dancing, and politics. In time, the house on Ninth Street came to reflect the compartmentalization of their conjugal existence. “She had her front porch and he had his front porch,” Charles Boatner noted. “They were even decorated different. She had spools on her side of the porch and his was plain … He had his friends; she had hers.”70“If you’d come in Daddy’s entrance, you could go in there and talk politics and drink and you wouldn’t be bothered about your language,” Sam Houston said. “But if you crossed over that line, not like the David Crockett line at the Alamo but it was damn near as bad, go over in the other part, why, there was no drinking in the other part and no cussing.”71The house in Johnson City featured two bedrooms, a living room?dining room with a large fireplace, a kitchen with a wood-burning stove, a screened-in back porch, and a front porch. By 1916 the family had grown to include Sam, Rebekah, Lyndon, little Rebekah, Josefa, Sam Houston, and Lucia. Sometimes the girls slept on the back porch, the boys in one bedroom, and the parents in another. More often, the females occupied one end of the house and the males the other. Sam Houston recalled that when he was about three and Lyndon was nine, he would spend cold nights moving back and forth from Lyndon’s to Sam Ealy’s bed in an effort to keep his father and older brother warm.72




There were playmates galore and fascinating places to play. Ava and Margaret Johnson had moved to town. There was Kitty Leonard and Louise Edwards. The Crider and Redford boys were among Lyndon’s closest friends. They would wander down to the gin, watch the bales come tumbling out, and when there was a lull jump off the loading platform. “The man that ran the gin was Mr. Stanford,” Gerrard Casparis, a local businessman recalled. “He had a big negra fella working for him there—he was a big jolly fella. He’d stand on the ground and we’d get on that platform and jump off and he’d catch us!”73From April through September the kids could swim and fish in the river. “We carried watermelons and cantaloupes down and threw them in the creek so that they’d be very cool,” Truman Fawcett’s wife recounted. “Then we swam at dinnertime and along about three-thirty we went down and ate watermelons and came back. The boys, if they got there first, went in swimming without bathing suits and we couldn’t go in swimming. And we quite often took their clothes off and tied them in knots because we were mad.”74In the late summer and early fall, families would take turns throwing harvest parties for Johnson City’s children. The family vehicle would collect them, and they would spend part of the day picking cotton or gathering corn and the rest swimming and picnicking.75




The large barn behind Sam and Rebekah’s house was a favorite playhouse. “I’ll tell ya one of the best things that we did in that in-town barn,” Ava Johnson recalled. “We had cob fights. We’d take the white cobs and the red cobs and we’d choose sides … And whenever they hit you with that cob you was supposed to fall … we always chose sides and Lyndon would always have to the be leader.”76During one game Lyndon fell out of the hay door and broke his leg. “Oh, I’m killed, I’m killed,” he screamed. Emmette Redford ran and got Dr. Barnwell, who set Lyndon’s leg on Rebekah’s kitchen table. Lyndon demanded and got his mother’s wooden bed to convalesce in. “Margaret and I went by to see him, and gave him his lessons, and he wanted to play mumble peg (a game in which contestants try to throw and stick a knife in a target),” said Ava. “I said, well Lyndon, there’s no place to play mumble peg in here. He said, that’s what you think, and he … took that knife and stuck it in that bed—in the beadboard of that wooden bed.”77




The willful little boy who ran away in bids for attention grew only more spoiled and turbulent. When he was six, his mother arranged for him to deliver a recitation at a Confederate reunion. He showed up at home the morning of the big day with his head shaved. Furious and humiliated, Rebekah canceled the performance. Stella Gliddon, who attempted to teach Lyndon violin and dance, found him arrogant and difficult, the “kind of little boy that his mother had to tell him three or four times to get in the stove wood.”78Luiza Casparis, who taught the elder Johnson boy in elementary school, remembered him as “a little tart, a real hellion.” On one ocassion, she told him he would have to stay in from recess and make up work he had missed. Instead of obeying, he stalked out and, as he passed Casparis’s window, spat at her. As punishment, she locked him in the ice house in back of the school. He screamed, hollered, and pushed so hard on the door that when she opened it, he fell out and bloodied his nose.79




At times, Lyndon’s need for attention and affection seemed overwhelming. He was constantly drawing attention to himself, playing practical jokes on his classmates and acting the clown. “He was very sensitive … and wanted so much for people to like him,” Georgia Cammack, a classmate, recalled. In dance class, he spent most of his time poking, pinching, and tormenting the little girls. He sometimes ran around with Joe Payne, a rough boy from Austin whose step-father Sam knew. “It’s hard to remember who was meanest, cause we both like to get in trouble, some kind of devilment,” Payne remembered. They threw rocks at black kids and chased them. When Joe visited Johnson City, the two boys stayed out most of the night. “We got a couple of horses out, run ’em up and down the street, and like they got the town Marshal on us about it.”80




Lyndon’s taste for costuming continued into adolescence. Where most boys wore overalls, jeans, and, at most, khakis to school, he frequently dressed in slacks, white shirt, and bow tie. He reportedly possessed the only Palm Beach suit and straw boater in town.81But he was a joiner, not a loner. In the fall and spring, young males spent many nights hunting coon, possum, or virtually any nocturnal animal they could find. They’d hunt at night for varmints,” Othello Tanner recalled. “And when they’d get out there they’d hear another hunting party off down the ways, and they’d holler and meet each other somewhere, and probably would be 10 to 15 little boys and they’d wrestle the rest of the night. They’d get back in home 4 or 5 o’clock the next morning—time to get a little nap before daddy called ’em out.”82




Frequently Lyndon had to be spanked to persuade him to go to class. School records for 1920 show him missing 50 of 180 school days. When he did attend, he often did not complete his written work. Rebekah would take his texts, read them, and orally prepare Lyndon for his exams. He cajoled the brighter girls in his class to “help” him with his homework, which frequently meant doing it for him. “He never would have got through high school, if it hadn’t been for Kitty Clyde to do his math and for me to write his book reports for him,” Louise Edwards recalled.83Contemporaries remember that Lyndon was always drawn to the older boys because they had the power. “Most of the [Crider] boys were older because they had been held out of school to work on the farm and they kind of ran the school,” Truman Fawcett remembered. “We didn’t have any coaches and they’d say who could play baseball and basketball and who couldn’t. Lyndon got in with that bunch of boys.”84




Among male schoolchildren at the turn of the century, bullying was almost a given. Lyndon could be found on both sides. “I can remember that Lyndon and Louie Rountree and one of the Crider boys had been teasing a boy in school that rode a horse to school,” Kitty Leonard said. He was big, rough, and crude, a real hayseed, even by Johnson City standards. “They had been tormenting him and one day he came to school prepared for them. He took his knife—took them all together and set them down … back of Gene Stevenson’s store—and had them eating peanut butter and crackers without any water until they couldn’t eat anymore … He was threatening them with his knife if they didn’t go on and eat it … So they ate, and ate, and ate, and ate, peanut butter and crackers, ’til they were almost choked to death—without having anything to drink.”85




A number of his teachers remembered Lyndon as affectionate, compassionate, and loyal. He was aggressive with his fellow students, but never cruel or unkind, one recalled. “He would crawl up on my lap and pet and pat me,” reported another. Lyndon, the Crider boys, and the Redford brothers were inseparable. One or more slept over with him or he with them virtually every night. “I was the closest friend Lyndon ever had,” Ben Crider said. “We were so poor that Lyndon would give me half of anything he had,” Otto recalled.86On Sam Houston Johnson’s first day in school, he was writing on the blackboard when the urge to urinate seized him. The first-grade teacher had neglected to tell her class the routine for asking to go to the outhouse. The little boy wet himself and burst into tears. The teacher summoned Lyndon, then in the sixth grade, who came in, cleaned up Sam, consoled him, and led him home without a sign of embarrassment or annoyance.87




No doubt Lyndon’s behavior reflected the amount of turmoil at home at any given time. His mother’s tears of frustration and loneliness, his father’s absences and bouts with both the bottle and the market provoked rebelliousness and defiance. There was also the specter of his grandmothers. Eliza Johnson, the frontier wife of Sam Sr., suffered a stroke when Lyndon was four or five. She became a constant presence in his life, paralyzed, withering, increasingly in-comprehensible, until she died five years later. Eliza had to be carried to a wheelchair when visitors came, where she sat mute and drooling. “Her skin was brown and wrinkled,” Lyndon remembered. “Her body was twisted. I was afraid that I was meant to kiss her. I tried to imagine her as the strong pioneer woman she had once been. I remembered the amazing stories I had heard about her staggering courage … But age and illness had taken all life out of her face … She sat perfectly still. And I was terrified to sit beside her.”88His other grandmother, Ruth Baines, was physically unimpaired but menacing in her own way, judgmental, humorless, disapproving. Lyndon remembered her as “very conservative, very Baptist, anti-boys.”89




There is another explanation for Lyndon’s mercurial behavior as a child, his defiance, rebelliousness, his disdain for schoolwork, and his fits of temper. He was the classic gifted and talented child. He had reached the third grade by age seven. His mind “seized upon learning,” one of his teachers recalled. “Lyndon Johnson was the most intelligent man I ever met,” McGeorge Bundy would later say. (This from the dean of the College at Harvard.) School bored him, especially the endless recitations by other students; the waiting and patience that the multigrade, one- or two-room school experience required drove him to distraction. Ben Crider believed that the reason Lyndon sought the company of older boys and men was that “he was a very brilliant young man and the boys his age wasn’t his class mentally.”90According to Luiza Casparis, “If there were some boys playing ball out in the yard and some men sittin’ around whittlin’ and talkin’, you wouldn’t find Lyndon out there with the boys. No, he’d be right in the middle of those men listenin’ and talkin’.”91At an early age he began to display the almost frantic energy that characterized the rest of his life.




When he was eight, Lyndon helped his mother at the offices of theRecord-Courier as a printer’s assistant and gopher. He got a job shining shoes at the local barbershop and persuaded Rebekah to run an ad in the paper touting his services. Shoe shining allowed the boy to earn money and simultaneously be privy to the gossip and political talk that he would love all of his life.92Tom Crider remembered that when Lyndon was ten, a candidate for state office came to town to speak. “Ol’ Lyndon went right up on the platform and shook his hand.”93Throughout his childhood, the family had a dog of one sort or another. When one gave birth, he put up a sign in the barbershop window: “See me first for hound pups. Lyndon B. Johnson.” He sold all of them.94When he got older, Lyndon chopped cotton with the Redford boys and herded goats for twenty-five cents a day.




Somewhat to his mother’s chagrin, Lyndon came increasingly to identify with his father, especially after his Grandfather Johnson died in 1915. The years between 1914 and 1920 were the best of Sam Johnson’s life. He was one of the leading citizens of Johnson City, the owner of two automobiles, the opera house, and large tracts of real estate in and out of town. He dressed well—suit, Stetson hat, and four-in-hand tie framed by a stiff celluloid collar—and sported an educated, cultured wife.95At his gregarious best, Sam became active in politics once again. In 1914 and 1916 Sam Ealy and his brother-in-law, Clarence Martin, were instrumental in helping Governor James E. Ferguson carry Blanco, Gillespie, Kendall, and Llano Counties. It should be noted that although Sam may have been, like Ferguson, a champion of the tenant farmer, he was not one of them. The Johnsons and Martins were part of a rural aristocracy that formed an integral part of virtually every community under five thousand in Texas: businessmen, lawyers, and doctors. They could be found in Copeland, Granger, Bartlett, and Belton. They owned automobiles, and their women dressed in the fashions of the day, purchased not at the local dry goods store but through the Sears and Roebuck catalogue.




After the United States entered World War I, Sam was appointed head of the Blanco County draft board. When the sitting state representative from his district resigned his seat in the legislature to enlist, Sam announced for the now open position. Such was his reputation that no one opposed him in the special election held in February 1918. He subsequently won a two-year regular term in November of that year.96As the second phase of Sam Johnson’s political career got into full swing, Lyndon began to accompany his father everywhere—to the office, to political rallies, to country stores, post offices, and voters’ homes. At the barbershop, Lyndon insisted on sitting in the chair adjacent to his father’s and receiving a mock shave. “I wanted to copy my father always, emulate him, do the things he did,” Lyndon said later. “He loved the outdoors and I grew to love the outdoors. He loved political life and public service. I followed him as a child and participated in it.”97




At six Lyndon was handing out campaign pamphlets at a rally for Ferguson’s first run at office. He would sit for hours on his father’s end of the front porch and listen to the political talk. Among his fondest memories was being on the campaign trail with Sam: “We drove in the Model T Ford from farm to farm, up and down the valley, stopping at every door. My father would do most of the talking. He would bring the neighbors up to date on local gossip, talk about the crops and about the bills he’d introduced into the legislature, and always he’d bring along an enormous crust of homemade bread and a large jar of homemade jam. When we got tired or hungry, we’d stop by the side of the road … I’d never seen him happier … Christ, sometimes I wished it could go on forever.98




Sam Johnson was an outspoken supporter of women’s suffrage and an equally outspoken opponent of the Anti-Saloon League and its allies. But it was on the nativist issue that he distinguished himself. The legislative session that began in the spring of 1918 was dubbed “Burn the Germans” by one newspaper. And, in fact, the night skies in and around Austin were frequently alight with flames from German homes and businesses set afire by Texan super patriots aroused by the wartime rhetoric of George Creel, Woodrow Wilson’s propaganda chief, and his minions. The state legislature responded to nativist pressure by passing House Bill 15, a measure that made it a felony punishable by a term of two to twenty years in prison for “uttering in the hearing of another person … disloyal or abusive language … concerning the entry of the United States of America into or continuation of the war.”99Representative Johnson rose on the floor of the House to oppose the bill that would bear heavily on his German American constituents. He denounced the measure as an unconstitutional violation of every American’s civil liberties, and he pled with his fellow citizens to temper their patriotism with reason and compassion. The bill passed, but Sam and other liberals did succeed in eliminating from it a provision that would have granted the right of arrest to every Texas citizen.100




His stand against Prohibition was almost as unpopular with his colleagues as his position on free speech, but they both endeared him to his beer-drinking German constituents. “Although sentiment ran high during this session,” declared the Fredericksburg Standard, “Johnson stood by his promises and voted against prohibition and kindred measures. He knew from the start that the small bunch of liberals would lose out in the maelstrom of fanatical propaganda, but he stood by his promise and voted accordingly, notwithstanding unfounded and vicious attacks on his character as a loyal American citizen.”101




It was during the 1918 special session that Sam began taking Lyndon to Austin with him. For a nine-year-old boy, life in the state capital with his legislator father was intoxicating. Little did he know that from then on, his life and that of Austin would be forever intertwined.




 




LYNDONJOHNSONrecalled that as a nine-year-old he would sit in the gallery of the state House of Representatives for hours watching the proceedings on the floor and then would wander around the halls trying to figure out what was behind all the activity. Growing bolder, he would sit or stand by his father on the floor of the House. Though not officially a page, he would run errands for Sam and nearby legislators, who always tipped. One of Sam’s seatmates remembered Lyndon as a bright, energetic, friendly boy, a bit too aggressive, but overall, pleasing.102As a legislator, a drinking man, and, no doubt, an admirer of the ladies, Sam Johnson moved in interesting crowds. Texas solons entertained and were entertained by lobbyists in the elegant Driskill Hotel on Sixth Street, a Victorian edifice completed in 1886 whose marble floors, arched columns, and walnut paneling were famous throughout the South.103Lyndon saw it all.




A year after the end of the Great War, in November 1919, Sam Johnson mortgaged everything he owned to purchase the entire 433-acre farm his grand-father and granduncles had carved out on the Pedernales. Stimulated by wartime government purchasing, cotton prices had risen to unheard of levels—forty cents a pound—and Sam saw a chance to make his fortune. To his family’s dismay, he decided to rent out the house in Johnson City and move back to the Pedernales where he (or they) could oversee farming operations. Suddenly, Lyndon found himself in the eighth grade in Albert School, a one-room enterprise near Hye. One of his classmates remembered the eleven-year-old Lyndon riding to school on a donkey, with his long legs trailing in the dust. The students, as many as sixty, were taught in one room. They were predominantly German, and there was some fighting and name-calling between the German and non-German children, an aftertaste of the prejudices generated by the Great War. Lyndon shied away from athletics and music (Albert School had a twelve-piece “Ompah” band) and tried to focus on his books. Rebekah helped with declamation and drama contests.104During his absences, Sam would leave Lyndon in charge, and he would dutifully organize his brothers and sisters to chop wood, gather eggs, slop the pigs, and tend the other livestock. Rebekah had domestic help to do the washing and cleaning. When Lyndon turned thirteen, plans had to be made for him to attend high school. The nearest was in Johnson City, so he moved in with his Uncle Tom and Aunt Kitty Johnson, who lived on a ranch near town.




Meanwhile, Sam Johnson was going broke. The year 1920 brought searing heat and drought; the land yielded only a fraction of its normal production of cotton. Then, in 1921 the bottom dropped out of the market. With the stimulus of the war gone, the European economy in shambles, and a surplus glutting the market, prices fell to seven cents a pound and rose only slightly throughout the remainder of the decade.105Sam couldn’t pay his mortgages and had to sell the farm for a few cents on the dollar. In a matter of three years, according to Lyndon, his father lost $100,000 and was forced to carry a debt of some $40,000 for the rest of his life. In 1922, the family, humiliated, moved back into the house in Johnson City.106Sam refused to let the second great financial crisis of his life drive him out of politics, however. In the fall of 1920 he announced for a second full term in the Texas House of Representatives. He again enjoyed the support of theBlanco County Record and theFredericksburg Standard. During the previous session he had helped push through the legislature a bill appropriating $2 million for the relief of drought-stricken farmers. In addition, he had pressured the state department of education to increase subsidies to rural schools to the point where every student was eligible for seven months of free education. Sam won easily in 1920 and again in 1922.




Sam was a progressive legislator, working to protect the public from fraudulent stock sales, for example. But his real claim to fame was his opposition to the KKK. The second Ku Klux Klan was founded in Atlanta in 1915 by a former Methodist minister-turned-huckster named William Joseph Simmons. In 1920, Simmons joined with a shrewd publicity expert, Edward Clarke, in a scheme to sell the organization. Agents tried first to convert the leading citizens of a given community on the theory that lesser mortals would follow. Clarke and Simmons hoped to grow rich by collecting from each new member a $10 initiation fee known as a “klectoken.” The Klan was a self-styled superpatriotic organization dedicated to protecting white womanhood, Protestantism, and the purity of the white race. It was anti-Catholic, anti-Semitic, anti-Negro (al-though in this, the heyday of Jim Crow, there was little left to do to further degrade African Americans), anti-immigration, and anti-alcohol. From September 1921 to December 1922, national membership in the new KKK grew from one hundred thousand to seven hundred thousand.107




The Klan was immensely, if briefly, popular in Texas, where it was welcomed by the silk stocking set as a means to better control working-class whites, by working-class whites as a source of excitement and a means of escape from their social and economic plight (“A Knight of the Invisible Empire for the small sum of ten dollars,” H. L. Mencken observed. “Surely Knighthood was never offered at such a bargain.”), and by Protestant clergymen as a means to restore moral au-thority. According to one historian, it was the appeal to moral authority that was most important in the formation and growth of the Texas Klan, whose membership numbered between seventy-five thousand and ninety thousand by the close of 1921. The state recorded over eighty whippings administered by various Klaverns in that year alone. Among the victims were a Houston lawyer accused of fraternizing with blacks, a Beaumont doctor charged with performing abortions, a Houston attorney accused of annoying young girls, and a Bay City banker allegedly guilty of domestic abuse and infidelity. In Dallas a black bellboy suspected of pandering for white prostitutes was whipped and the letters KKK burned into his forehead with acid.108




During the regular session of the legislature in 1922, Wright Patman, Sam Ealy’s deskmate, introduced a resolution putting the House on record as condemning the Klan by name and labeling it “un-American.” When that proposal failed, Patman offered a bill to make it an offense “for two or more persons to conspire together for the purpose of injuring, oppressing, threatening or intimidating any person” and to “go in disguise upon the public highways.” It died in committee.109Sam spoke forthrightly and publicly for both measures. His stand was popular with his German constituents, but not with others. “The Ku Klux Klan had threatened to kill him on numerous occasions after he had made a widely publicized speech on racial tolerance before the state legislature,” Sam Houston recalled. “His words were quoted in newspapers all over the state, mostly in articles and editorials that condemned his stand, and almost immediately he started receiving anonymous phone calls and unsigned letters that threatened his entire family.”110




On one occasion, when Sam Ealy received a particularly offensive call, he exploded. “Now, listen here, you kukluxsonofa bitch,” he shouted into the receiver, “if you and your goddamned gang think you’re man enough to shoot me, you come on ahead.” Throughout the night, Sam, together with his brothers George and Tom, sat on the porch with their shotguns, waiting. Nobody came. From that day until he left the legislature in 1924, Sam always carried a pistol.111




The Klan’s star declined as rapidly as it had risen. When some of its members in Tenaha kidnapped from a hotel a young woman whom they suspected of being a bigamist, stripped her to the waist, beat her with a wet rope, and tarred and feathered her, a wave of revulsion swept the state. Both the Texas Chamber of Commerce and the Texas Bar Association, led by a young San Antonio lawyer named Maury Maverick, voted to denounce the organization.112Lyndon later attributed his lack of bigotry to his father, citing his stand on the Klan.113But it was the hooded brotherhood’s hypocricy and holier-than-thou attitude rather than race that moved Sam Ealy. When theHouston Chronicle asked various legislators to give their view of the Klan, Sam responded, “I am for the old Ku Klux Klan, but not the new.” Patman contended that Johnson was remembering the organization’s struggle against northern radicalism in the wake of the Civil War, but he also acknowledged that his deskmate was not in favor of giving blacks the right to vote.114




The Johnson family’s attitude toward African Americans during the teens and twenties is largely a matter of speculation. There were only one or two blacks living in Johnson City, but near Fredericksburg a community of some forty African Americans resided on land they had acquired after the Civil War. Apparently several of them were successful farmers and stock raisers. Judge Baines, Rebekah’s father, did considerable business in “the Peyton Colony,” as it was called.115More than likely, Sam and Rebekah supported Jim Crow, but not the cruder forms of racism so evident in the South, including parts of Texas. They would have agreed with Booker T. Washington that in return for giving up the vote temporarily and accepting segregation, African Americans ought to enjoy every economic and educational opportunity and be allowed to climb white society’s ladder of civilization.




Lyndon could recall only one story from his childhood in any way touching black-white relations. One day Melvin Winters, a road crew boss for a private construction company, brought a gang of some forty black construction laborers to Johnson City to work on a road project. In the saloon, a local redneck and bully confronted Winters and warned him to get his charges out of town by sun-down. Winters refused and a mammoth fight broke out. It spilled out into the streets, attracting a crowd of townspeople, including Lyndon, who cheered for Winters. Finally, the road crew boss managed to get on top and began beating the man’s head against the sidewalk, yelling, “Do my niggers stay? Do my niggers stay?” “Yes,” replied the bully. “Yes.”116Sam Ealy may have once supported Joe Bailey, an avowed segregationist, but his personal beliefs made it impossible for him to be a thoroughgoing racist. “Though not exactly an atheist or agnostic, he never seemed to give much thought to a formal religion,” Sam Houston said. “Still, he was deeply committed to certain ideas that you might consider religious. He was certainly a believer in the dignity of all human beings regardless of race or creed, and some of that rubbed off on all of us.”117




During these years Sam’s financial problems bore heavily upon him. Visitors to the legislature noted that the once dapper, poised legislator from Johnson City seemed gaunt and stooped, “a cadaverish looking fellow with a [large] Adam’s apple.”118To save money, Sam began sleeping on a cot in a large tent with other impecunious lawmakers; they hired a cook and attempted to survive on a dollar a day. After the family moved back to Johnson City, he was stricken with an unknown illness that caused him to waste and suffer outbreaks of boils. He was so sick that he had to drop out of the legislature before it finished its term in 1923 and take to his bed.119Residents of Johnson City remember calling on Sam Johnson at home; he was so weak that he could not rise for days at a time and had the family put his bed on the porch, where he could receive visitors.




Sam retired from the legislature in 1924 at age forty-six. In the short run, the best job he could land was as a $2.00-a-day game warden. He could never get politics out of his blood, however. When his health allowed, he spent as much time as possible in Austin, mostly drinking at the Driskill bar. To his family’s intense embarrassment, Sam could sometimes be found sleeping off his binges in the wagon yard at Second and Congress.120“When things went really bad,” a family friend observed, “he did start drinking too much. He didn’t do that always, but when things got too bad, you know, when the depression was at its worst, and the cattle market and the cotton market was really gone, his means of livelihood just vanished. And he had a wife and five children. Then he did get depressed, but other times he was an energetic, vital kind of man, like Lyndon.”121




In 1922, at age thirteen, Lyndon moved upstairs into Johnson City High School. The next three years were typical and relatively pleasant. Although not studious, Lyndon was a quick learner, and with his mother’s and girlfriends’ assistance, a successful student. The curricular emphasis was on English, history, math, and languages—Spanish and German. Science instruction was purely theoretical; laboratories were nonexistent. There was poetry memorization—“Evangeline” and “The Ancient Mariner”—and themes. “We had math assignments nearly every night of the world to do at home,” remembered classmate Louise Edwards. “We had two years of Algebra, then we had Plane Geometry, and Solid Geometry and Trigonometry.”122Contemporaries remember young Johnson and the Redford brothers, Emmette and Cecil, continually preoccupied with politics and current events. Emmette, who would later become a professor of government at the University of Texas and president of the American Political Science Association, could usually be seen with a copy of theCongressional Record protruding from his back pocket.123The Redford boys and Lyndon spent much of their free time at the courthouse when a trial was under way, listening to Clarence Martin or some other colorful country lawyer. “Well, there wasn’t anything in town except three churches and a courthouse,” Emmette later observed, “and although Lyndon and I gave some attention to what was going on in the churches … we were more interested in what happened at the courthouse.”124




Sports were a prominent part of the lives of Johnson City High School students and, in fact, a focus for the entire community. “Down here at the three points where you come into town, where the highway comes this way and goes out that way was part of the Fawcett farm,” Truman Fawcett remembered, “and we had a big relay track out there with baseball rounds. It was under the auspices of the school. Both boys and girls ran track and relay and played ball.”125Volleyball and tennis were available for Lyndon’s last two years. “Albert Morrison [a high school teacher] took a great interest in us,” Louise Edwards said. “He put up a tennis court, and of course, he had the one arm, but he got out there and trained us to play tennis.”126Lyndon’s specialty was baseball, which he had played since he was six. Tall and rangy, he was a solid first baseman for the Johnson City nine. In basketball he was more successful as a cheerleader than as a player.




Lyndon’s real skill, however, lay in debate. He won his first contest in 1921 at Klaerner’s Opera House in Fredericksburg. The question of the day was whether to divide Texas into five states, as provided for in the state constitution. When he was a senior, he and John Casparis, a tenth-grader, won first in the Blanco County meet and finished third in the district at San Marcos.127The topic for the county meet was the pros and cons of U.S. participation in the League of Nations, and for the district meet the relative merits of the Monroe Doctrine.128




Lyndon graduated in 1924 at age fifteen. He was one of six students, including Louise Edwards, Emmette Redford, Kitty Clyde Leonard, and his cousin Margaret. It was an elite and unusually small group. When Principal Scott Klett came to Johnson City, he had found a wide discrepancy in the abilities and accomplishments of students within a given grade. He decided to do something about it. “I’m thinking some twenty-five or thirty children always in our group,” Louise Edwards recalled. “When we got into high school, we had a little shake-up. A new principal came … He decided that some children were too far advanced. [The others] were not doing the work that they should do for that particular grade. Our class was divided and a number of our classmates stayed behind and a few of us went on. I’m thinking there were just about ten of us out of the thirty that went on into the next grade. Then when we finished school in 1924, there were just six of us to graduate.”129




Lyndon dated in high school, most frequently Kitty Clyde Leonard, a pretty girl whose classmates predicted a future as a model for her. Dating in that day and time usually meant walking together to church, to the opera house for a once-a-month showing of a movie, or to a “snap” party. “Some young fellas would come, ask the mother—‘Can we have a party tonight?’ And—yes,” remembered Mamie Klett. “Well then, they’d go out and spread the word around … There’s gonna be a party at such and such a house.”130The girls would station themselves around the outside walls of the parlor. A boy would approach one and snap his fingers. The couple, holding hands, would go outside and station themselves under a tree. When the next couple came out, they would chase the pair around the house until they caught them, at which point they exchanged partners.131




But there was another social realm in which Lyndon moved, a rougher, more dangerous male world. When Principal Klett began dating Dena Meyer, one of the new young teachers at the high school, Lyndon and the Crider boys began spying on them. They would cling to the rear bumper of Klett’s car when he and his girl were on their way to park and then harass them. The boys would peer in the principal’s window in hopes of catching a glimpse of his love life. The young teacher he was dating did not last the year.132Bootleg liquor was readily available; on more than one night Lyndon and the Criders failed to return home. Christian Lindig recalled that a group of Johnson City boys was constantly stealing his homemade wine. “I’m not calling any names,” Lindig said, “but one of them is the son of a representative.”133Then there were the dance halls. Reingold, a tiny German community near Willow City, boasted a huge hall that featured beer, whiskey, and dancing at least once a month. “I know Myrtle [Shelly Crawl] … she was a real good dancer … the boys would come up there. She was married, but then she still danced with all the boys. And she said she remembered helpin’ teach Lyndon how to dance.”134And the boys fought. According to Louise Edwards’s brother, he and Lyndon joined battle every Friday afternoon. “He wanted my girl friend and I wanted his, and we’d fight.”135Apparently, Lyndon had a terrible temper. He rarely lost it, but when he did, he was completely out of control. An argument with another boy at the blacksmith’s shop degenerated into a fistfight. Lyndon picked up a small anvil and would have brained his opponent if one of the men present had not intervened.136




When Lyndon was fifteen, he joined the Christian (Disciples of Christ) church. Explanations vary. His mother recalled that he was dating a girl who was a Disciple. Accompanying her to a revival, he became so caught up in the evangelical fervor that he allowed himself to be baptized. According to other sources, it was his cousins, Ava and Margaret, that attracted him to the Christian church. But there was more to it than that. Put off by the fire-and-brimstone sermons of his mother’s Baptist ministers, Lyndon began to look around for a kinder, gentler religion. The preachers, Lyndon later recalled, were “the Billy Graham type” who would get people to thinking they were “goin’ to hell in a hack … I got to believing it pretty deep.”137“And they told me that the devil was going to get the whole outfit of us, real hell fire and damnation stuff.”138Moreover, he had attended his father’s occasional Christadelphian camp meetings and was exposed continually to his father’s railing’s against Baptist preachers as teetotaling hypocrites who pandered to the guilt and prejudices of their congregations. Joining the more liberal Christian church seemed the answer to his dilemma. The inclusiveness and tolerance of the denomination, with its emphasis on good works, was to have a lasting impact on Lyndon. Rebekah was not pleased, however. “I marched right home and told Momma,” Lyndon said, “and she cried. She said that all of us were Baptists, and I was the only one that joined the Christian Church.”139




A continual nagging sidebar to Lyndon’s life as a high school student was the conflict between his mother’s and father’s lifestyles, a conflict that he could not help but internalize. Rebekah joined a temperance society and continued to make no secret of her abhorrence of alcohol. Sam would periodically attempt to dry out; his neighbors recalled his constant, almost frenzied gardening. When Sam fell off the wagon, which was fairly often, he fell hard. John Casparis remembers that when Sam was still in the legislature, he would sometimes speak to the assembled student body in the upstairs auditorium of the Johnson City School. On more than one occasion, he was so intoxicated that he stumbled and fell going up and down the stairs. “Several times I’ve seen Sam come to the school just lit up like a country church and have to climb up the steps on his all fours.”140Lyndon was mortified. There is the famous story of his standing outside the Johnson City saloon calling in a loud voice for his father to come home to his family.141




Sam Ealy and Lyndon’s relationship was complex: loving, fearful, competitive, protective. Later in life, Lyndon recalled for an interviewer that he frequently went hunting with his friends but did not like to kill the small animals, the squirrels and rabbits, that abounded in the Hill Country. Noticing that he never brought any game home, Sam challenged his son. Was he a coward who could not shed blood? Lyndon recalled that he took his .22, went into the hills, shot a rabbit, and proceeded to throw up. When his father was away, Lyndon would refuse to do his chores, disobeyed his mother, and got into his father’s personal things. When he returned, Sam would take a strap to the boy, but the pattern would only repeat itself. Later, after he was out of high school, Lyndon borrowed his father’s car for a blind date. When the girl in question realized that she was three years older than her escort, she refused to go out with him. There-upon, Lyndon gathered up a few of his friends for beer and joy riding. The luck-less youth hit a bridge and overturned the car. No one was hurt, but Lyndon was terrified. Instead of going home to face his father, he bought a bus ticket for New Braunfels, intending to hide out for a few days with an uncle who lived there. By the second day, Sam had tracked his son down. He phoned: “Lyndon, I traded in that old car of ours this morning for a brand-new one and it’s in the store right now needing someone to pick it up … I was wondering if you could come back, pick it up, and drive it home for me … I want you to drive it around the courthouse square, five times, ten times, fifty times, nice and slow. You see there’s some talk around town this morning that my son’s a coward, that he couldn’t face up to what he had done.”142Lyndon dutifully returned and picked up the car.




The tension between his parents, his father’s unpredictability, his mother’s lofty expectations, spoken and unspoken, continued to produce rebelliousness and defiance. Lyndon’s table manners were atrocious. He would eat with loud slurping noises until his mother burst into tears and left the table. When his father was out of town, Lyndon would refuse to do his chores and boss the other children. He would use and abuse his parents’ personal possessions. “No one could boss him or persuade him to do anything he didn’t want to do,” Sam Houston recalled.143




Parental conflict and mixed signals aside, Lyndon was able to live the life of a fairly normal teenager in rural Texas. His parents and siblings loved him, and he them. They wanted the best for him, and he knew it. He was part of a close-knit community that “cared when you were sick and knew when you died,” as Sam Ealy put it.144Despite his ups and downs, Lyndon performed satisfactorily in school. He was extremely bright, as were the select group of classmates who survived together to enter the eleventh grade (the final grade in the Johnson City School). All of Lyndon’s contemporaries remarked on his confidence and social skills. “He had a very pleasing personality and a very lovable personality,” Georgia Edgeworth recalled. “If he wanted something, he could usually get it through persuasion. He was especially good with the elderly, remembering their names, visiting them when they were sick.”145He seemed to have a confidence beyond his years, particularly in public venues.




One of the highlights of the school year was the senior play. Lyndon acted the lead in both the tenth and eleventh grades. The production his senior year was TheThread of Destiny , a plantation melodrama. “Lyndon was the hero, and I was the heroine,” Louise Edwards remembered. To earn money for a senior trip, the class took the production on the road. “The people at Cyprus Mills though—they thought it was right out of New York,” Edwards said.146At the commencement exercises held in the Johnson City High auditorium, Lyndon, six feet tall, rail thin, with his curly black hair cropped short, read the class poem. The senior motto was “Give to the world the best that you have and the best will come back to you.”147The official prophecy predicted that Lyndon Johnson would become governor of Texas.










CHAPTER 3
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COLLEGE




THROUGHOUT THE SUMMER OF1924, LYNDON’Sparents continued to send him mixed messages. He must go to college like his fellow graduates or face a life of poverty and hardship. Education was the ultimate status symbol. His mother talked of little else. At the same time, his father made it clear that there was no money to pay for college. Indeed, his father owed hundreds of dollars to local merchants as well as thousands to the bank for back mortgage payments, debts that would be settled by Lyndon after his father’s death. The Johnsons were proud but poor, an unfortunate combination.




Reluctantly, Lyndon agreed to take the first step. He enrolled in the subcollege in San Marcos run by Southwest Texas State Teachers College for children from rural schools like Johnson City that did not have a twelfth grade. “Lyndon is very young [he was then sixteen], and has been considerably indulged,” Rebekah wrote one of her son’s teachers, “[and] so finds the present situation very trying … To be away from home and to be compelled to really study are great hardships to him. Your sympathy and encouragement will help him keep up his interest and enthusiasm.”1




In fact, the whole experience proved too much for him; after a few weeks, he was back in Johnson City.2Lyndon’s stint at the subcollege was more traumatic than his family realized. He felt trapped, stifled. Johnson later told Doris Kearns Goodwin of a recurrent dream that originated during this period. He was sitting alone in a cage, bare except for a stone bench and a pile of books. As he bent down to pick up one of the books, an elderly woman passed by carrying a mirror. Glancing up, Lyndon caught sight of himself reflected; the image was not that of a healthy adolescent but of an old man with tangled hair and gnarled skin. He pled with the woman to let him out, but she refused and turned away.3




 




THE SUMMER OF1924 was one of the most difficult the Hill Country had experienced. It was hot and dry; farmers were mired in a five-year-long agricultural depression. There was little work for anyone, especially a sixteen-year-old recent graduate of Johnson City High. Lyndon learned that three of his older friends, Tom Crider, Payne Roundtree, and Otho Summy, and his contemporary, Otto Crider, were planning a trip to California. The word around central Texas was that California was the promised land. Money grew on trees, Otho said; all you had to do was reach up and pluck off the bills. Two Johnson City boys, Ben Crider and John Koeniger, were already there working in a plant owned by the Monolith Portland Cement Company.4Lyndon was intrigued. He longed to see the wider world, to escape his domestic dilemma.




Tom Martin, Clarence’s son and Lyndon’s cousin, was then practicing law in San Bernardino and reportedly making a small fortune representing movie stars. The boys bought a 1918 Model T from Walter Crider for $50 and began modifying it in Crider’s garage, where Payne Roundtree worked part time as a mechanic. The back seat was converted to a bed so that one of the boys could drive during the night when it was cooler while the others slept. The Model T had a windshield but no roof, so the adventurers fashioned one out of barrel staves and canvas. Johnson City’s response to Horace Greeley’s invocation, “Go West, young man,” was the talk of the town. Sam Ealy was not pleased. No son of his was going to become a wandering vagabond. According to Sam Houston, his father told one and all that “the minute he sees Lyndon gittin’ in that car to take off, he’s going to yank him out by his britches and carry him off home.”5Lyndon tried to muster the courage to tell his parents that he was going but could never face them. When the appointed day arrived, Sam was conveniently out of town on real estate business. Lyndon simply gathered up his belongings, left the house, and jumped into the car with the other boys. They drove out of Johnson City at full throttle, waving to pedestrians. It was July 3, 1925, the day before Independence Day.




Sam and Rebekah reacted differently. Noting that Lyndon had forgotten to take his pillow, Rebekah called his Aunt Josefa in Fredericksburg and asked her to intercept the boys and give him one of hers. When Sam got home he exploded. Cursing, he called every sheriff he could think of between Fredericksburg and El Paso, asking them to stop the runaways and return them home. Neither Aunt Josefa nor the law was able to locate Lyndon and his friends, however.6




The trip to California took ten days over potholed dirt or gravel roads, or in the desert over plank highways. To escape the worst of the desert heat, the boys traveled mostly at night and slept or lounged around a town on the route during the day. Each expeditioner had about $25 in his pocket. It cost forty cents to fill up the Model T. To save money they camped out along the way. “We lived entirely on fatback and bacon, cornbread and homemade molasses,” Otho Summy recalled. They also carried five-gallon jugs of water and a single-shot .22 rifle, which was fortunate, as they were forced to shoot a rattlesnake on their first camping stop. When Lyndon and his mates halted for sleep, they buried their money in a common hole to protect against thieves. The largest slept on top of the hole. “I’m burying my money, but I’m savin’ a little change,” Otho told the others. “I’ve heard they’ll kill you if you don’t have a little change.”7




The five made their way to El Paso and across New Mexico. The mesas and towers were aweinspiring even in the withering heat. “It was the most beautiful trip I ever made,” Otto remembered, “five of us boys … because I was young, and everything was new to me.”8In Arizona they took a wrong turn, got lost, and had to ask directions in Tombstone. The biggest problem in that state, however, was the blowing sand, which sometimes covered the planked highway. If ever they got off the beaten track, the Johnson City five would become so mired in the sand that they could never dig out. The boys encountered four female schoolteachers from Minnesota who were touring the Southwest, helped them fix a broken spring on their car, and accompanied them briefly northward to see the “Garden of the Gods,” as the Grand Canyon was sometimes then called. Lyndon and his friends made the crossing into California at Blythe, paying fifty cents to be ferried across the river. They could count $8 among them.




Having entered the promised land, the boys from Johnson City proceeded directly to San Bernardino, where Lyndon’s cousin lived. Tom Martin immediately invited Lyndon to stay with him. After dropping off their friend, the Crider boys, Payne, and Otho drove on to Tehachapai, where Ben Crider and John Koeniger were working. Martin took Lyndon out, bought him some clothes, and offered to teach him the law if he would work as office boy.9He could offer room, board, and nominal pay. Lyndon accepted and shortly thereafter began working in his cousin’s law offices in downtown San Bernardino, a thriving suburb of Los Angeles. Lyndon subsequently persuaded Tom to take John Koeniger in as well.




 




LIKE HIS FATHER,CLARENCE,Sam Ealy’s best friend and Rebekah’s nemesis, Tom Martin was a character. Before coming to California, he had served as chief of police in San Antonio. Twenty-eight when he was elected, Tom Martin was reputed to be the youngest chief of police in the country. In the years before and after Prohibition, San Antonio was a wide-open town. Like his father, Tom was a drinking man. For a small fee, the chief would allow certain bootleggers to operate openly in the city. Periodically, the police would sweep the city for prostitutes. Tom and a couple of his friends from the Hill Country got into the dangerous habit of selecting two or three of the most attractive, freeing them from jail, and taking them on trips to Mexico. When the political faction opposed to Tom’s came to power, the district attorney brought a seventeen-count indictment against the chief. He thereupon decided that the better part of valor was to migrate to California.10




Tom Martin’s California was a new and wonderful world for Lyndon. Talkies were just making their appearance, and Hollywood was finding its place in American culture. The major studios were beginning to make melodramas with Clara Bow and westerns with Tom Mix. Tom Martin’s clientele was diverse. He was a Democrat and a labor lawyer. San Bernardino was a major rail-head, and the rail workers were in the process of unionizing. But he had also worked for a time for Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr., who had settled in Los Angeles and established theLos Angeles Illustrated News. Tom also specialized in divorce. Lyndon recalled that his cousin-boss could make from $2,000 to $5,000 a case handling broken celebrity unions. He was married to the former Olga Priess, a Fredericksburg beauty queen, and the couple had one child. Lyndon and John Koeniger were able to gawk at and even meet the rich and famous. One of Tom’s clients, who was also his mistress, had been married to Jack Dempsey’s father. The famous fighter once came to the house, where the boys were introduced.11Tom Martin also had a pretty young secretary. She would frequently call a friend and they would go dining and dancing with Lyndon and John Koeniger in Tom’s Model A coupe.




Tom told Lyndon and John that if they worked in his office, read law, and accompanied him to court, they could qualify to take the California Bar exam and become lawyers without ever having to go to college. For several months, they ran his errands, filed court papers, and did whatever needed to be done. They soon learned, however, that California required three years of experience before a novice could even apply to take the bar exam.




Tom spent much of his time partying. He would be gone for days and sometimes weeks at a time. The boys’ pay came so intermittently that at one point, Lyndon had to take a second job as an elevator operator in the Platt Building, where the law offices were located.12The last straw came in the summer of 1925. Olga and her son returned to Texas for a month’s vacation in Fredericksburg. “Tom got in the car and drove to Hollywood and was back … that same evening with his girlfriend … who was named Lottie Dexter Dempsey,” John Koeniger recalled. She was a cowgirl from Idaho whose beauty and ability to ride horses had landed her minor roles in the movies. Tom had met her while handling her divorce from Jack Dempsey’s father. Tom called up his favorite bootlegger, who delivered a case of gin. There began a three-week party. It was left to Lyndon and John to run the law practice. “Tom said it was a rule of his to never talk to his clients while he had liquor on his breath, and that was so much of the time that he almost never went to the office,” John Koeniger recalled. The tryst ended when Tom received a telegram from Olga that she was arriving on the evening train. John drove Lottie back to Hollywood while Tom and Lyndon labored to eradicate any sign of her presence. Lyndon decided that he had had enough. Among other things, he and John were afraid they were going to get into trouble for practicing law without a license.13




For a time, Lyndon tried to make it on his own. His job as elevator operator paid $90 a month. Other odd jobs came and went but failed to make ends meet. “I found at the end of the month, after I paid for three meals and paid for my room and my laundry, that I was probably better off back there eating mama’s food than I was in California,” Lyndon subsequently told journalist Ronnie Dugger.14Lyndon later claimed that he hitchhiked back to Texas—his memory of his early years was sometimes exaggeratedly harsh—but the best evidence is that he drove back with his Uncle Clarence, who had come to San Bernardino to help Tom with a difficult murder case.15




Lyndon’s parents were glad to see him, and he them. The pressure to go to college began almost immediately, but still he resisted. “I was too young to go to college and at that time I wasn’t interested,” Lyndon remembered. “A lot of people thought I was grown up because I was tall, but I wasn’t grown up.”16His friends were relentless. He came back, as he recalled, with “empty hands and empty pockets.” “We teased him that he didn’t come through and we kidded him about being an elevator boy,” his cousin Ava recalled.17




Although Jim Ferguson had been impeached, he and his political philosophy were still popular in Texas. He could not run again, but in 1924 the citizens of the Lone Star State elected his wife, Miriam “Ma” Ferguson, governor. One of her first acts was to toss her Hill Country supporter, Sam Johnson, a small plum. The Texas Highway Department hired him to a supervisory post. From this lofty position, Sam was able to get Lyndon a job on the road gang then building a highway from Johnson City to Austin. He and Ben Crider, who had also returned from California, worked from sunup to sundown six days a week for $92.50 a month. Lyndon drove a tractor, wielded a pickax, and managed a dirtscraper, called a “Fresno,” pulled by a team of mules. It was hot, dirty, monotonous work. The soil, caliche, would dry to a fine powder in the summer and when mixed with water or human sweat would form an alkaline solution that could cause major skin irritations.18Lyndon and some of his coworkers traveled to and from the job in a gravel truck. One of the men on the road crew recalled that Lyndon “always talked big, he had big ideas … and he wanted to do something big with his life.”19Another remembered how stubborn he was: “He’s the hardest-headed thing I ever tried to work with. He could do better if he’d let you tell him something, but he won’t listen.”20




At night, Lyndon lived the life of a day laborer with no future, drinking bootleg liquor, hanging out at dance halls, and getting into fights. He borrowed a hundred dollars from his Aunt Jessie Hatcher to buy a stripped-down Model A.21“Lyndon wasn’t afraid of nothin’,” Otto Crider recalled. “He’d stand up toe to toe with them. He had a lot of fist fights around Johnson City over any damn thing.”22If they were really bored, the boys were not above stealing a few sticks of dynamite from the Highway Department and setting them off just to keep the local authorities off balance.23Once Lyndon and his mates burned down a barn, and they carried on a running feud with a young deputy sheriff who was constantly trying to rein them in.24There was more than one wrecked automobile. On the way back from a dance in Fredericksburg where Lyndon and his friends had been drinking heavily, they rolled their car. Lyndon was thrown some fifty feet into a pasture, from which he emerged scratched and bleeding, but with no broken bones.25




All through this period, Sam and Rebekah kept picking at Lyndon. “He said I’d never be more than a day laborer and that if I had the brains of the rest of the family I’d be making something of myself,” Lyndon remembered. “I used to resent the hell out of it.”26His mother made no bones about her disapproval of his chosen lifestyle and never missed a chance to regale him with the achievements of her illustrious ancestors, emphasizing particularly the role that education had played in their lives. Lyndon’s cousin Margaret and her boyfriend Alfred “Boody” Johnson were then attending Southwest Texas State in San Marcos; on their visits home they, too, urged Lyndon to give up the laboring life for college.27“He was at this time running the county grader there in Johnson City, out there about two or three miles out on the road there,” Boody Johnson related. “It had rained that morning and then the sun came out, and it was really hot, steaming hot. We all chatted around there a while … and I told Lyndon, ‘My goodness, is that all you’re going to do, just sit up there and run a grader the rest of your life? You ought to get an education and use your brain.’ He said, ‘Well, I don’t know. I tried that and got kicked out of school.’”28The low point came one Saturday night in January 1927. He picked a fight with a German boy who turned out to have fists like pile drivers. He beat Lyndon until blood from his mouth and nose soaked his white silk shirtfront. The next morning Rebekah found him in bed hung over and caked in blood, his nose broken.29She began to cry. It was incredible to her that “my eldest son would be satisfied with a life like this.” Lyndon gave in. He would enroll for the spring semester at Southwest Texas State Teachers College. An overjoyed Rebekah immediately had her husband get on the phone with the president of SWT, Dr. Cecil Evans, to get the process started. Sam had met Evans in the legislature when the latter came to Austin to lobby in behalf of his institution.30




 




LYNDONJOHNSON GREW UPwith people determined above all to make a difference—to educate, to inform, to reform, to uplift—despite Sam’s drinking and business failures. Not to go to college, not to connect to the larger world would mean a kind of self-loathing that would be intolerable. Six months experiencing the corrosive effect of being an underachiever in a family of achievers was more than enough. But there were ways to connect to the larger world and there were ways. Lyndon had experienced the larger life led by people like Clarence and Tom Martin, exciting, worldly, somewhat dissolute. It was seductive, but in the end it seemed to lack substance, as Lyndon confided to his Aunt Jessie Hatcher on his return from California.31The Martins, like other trial lawyers, seemed merely interested in manipulating the system for their own advantage rather than acting with any larger good in mind. Increasingly, Lyndon was drawn to the notion of living the life of a principled politician closely connected to his people. In 1928, still in college, he would venture to Houston to attend the Democratic National Convention. He was dazzled and moved. “He came back,” Vernon Whiteside, a college friend, remembered, “and that was when he began to say that he wanted to live such a life that after he’d been dead a hundred years somebody would know that he had lived on this earth, and that was his prime purpose in life, not to become a great … or a wealthy man or anything of that nature.”32




 




SOUTHWESTTEXAS STATETEACHER’SCOLLEGEbegan as one of the state’s normal schools dedicated solely to the preparation of public school teachers. Established in 1903, it consisted when Lyndon entered of some ten buildings situated on and around Chautaugua Hill overlooking the San Marcos River. At the center of campus on the crest of the hill was “Old Main,” a multi-storied neo-Gothic building whose red roof and spires were visible for miles around. By the time Lyndon entered, SWT had become a true regional institution. It remained primarily a teachers college, but students came and earned degrees who also became businesspeople, lawyers, and doctors. Tuition in the 1920s was $17 a semester; there were no dormitories for men, but rooms were available at private homes for between $30 and $40 a month. The base cost for attending Southwest Texas State Teachers College, between $40 and $50 a month, was a bargain. Two degrees were available, the bachelor of arts and the bachelor of science, plus a sophomore diploma after successful completion of two years. The institution included fifty-six instructors scattered across twenty departments comprising not only the arts and sciences but agriculture, business, and physical education. The largest faculty was English with eight. Most instructors had a master’s degree, several from the Peabody School at Columbia University. SWT operated on a quarter system: three three-month terms plus a summer term. Both the BA and BS required 180 credit hours; those who earned a BA had to complete twenty-seven hours of foreign language.33The library contained a respectable twenty-one thousand volumes.




The student body at SWT, some seven hundred strong, was white, predominantly Protestant, and rural, the vast majority having grown up within fifty miles of the campus. Blanco County, with only twenty-five hundred citizens, had twenty-two students enrolled in 1927. Anglo-Saxons, Germans, Poles, and an occasional Latino passed for diversity at the institution. SWT was a southern college in an age in which Jim Crow still prevailed. Racism was sometimes overt. A picture that appeared inPedagog , the student annual, featured Lyndon and several of his friends with a composite of a black girl wedged in. “There’s an old favorite saying back in that time that said, ‘Wait a minute, there’s a nigger in the woodpile someplace,’” Vernon Whiteside said. “That’s what that was meant to be.”34




San Marcos was a bustling town, and SWT offered an active social life, especially for one who had grown up in Johnson City. Women, who outnumbered men by three to one, were allowed three dates a week, although it was against the rules for female students to ride with males in an automobile. Curfew was 10:30 on weeknights and midnight on weekends. Couples attended dances at the women’s dormitories or went to the Palace Theater to see Charlie Chaplin or Bebe Daniels in the latest silent film. Afterward there were sodas at Williams’s Drug Store downtown.




Though Dean of Women Mary Brogdon fought to keep hemlines down, most women adopted the prevailing “flapper” style, featuring short, low-waisted, straight-lined dresses. Men wore khakis and sports shirts, or, as did Lyndon, khakis, white shirt, and tie.35SWT prohibited fraternities and sororities, but there were literary clubs that served the same function. Women joined the Idyllics, the Philosophians, the Pennybackers, and the Shakespeares; men the Harris-Blairs and Jeffersonians. Books were reviewed and issues debated, but the societies’ main preoccupations were dinners and dances. Student publications were thePedagog and a newspaper, theCollege Star. A speaker’s program featured such figures as Carl Sandburg and Alexander Kerensky. Attendance at weekly assembly held in the auditorium in Old Main was mandatory. President Evans opened with the same prayer every week, and the dean of men closed with “Let’s get that Bobcat spirit!”36




Athletics had become an important part of college life at SWT by the late 1920s. Coach Oscar Strahan’s basketball teams had begun the decade playing on outdoor courts, but by 1927 there was a gymnasium and football stadium as well as tennis courts and a track facility on campus. Strahan’s basketball teams won several conference championships during the decade. When the football team played neighboring institutions, it was customary for the whole student body, together with faculty chaperones, to travel to the game on a chartered train.37




Because it catered to public school teachers, SWT’s enrollment almost doubled during the summer sessions. Classes began at 7A.M. and were over by noon. Students and faculty spent their afternoons along the banks of the tree-shaded San Marcos River, just a stone’s throw from Old Main. The stretch along the border of SWT featured pavilions and promenades and was known as “Riverside.” Each summer, student organizations constructed elaborate floats, adorned them with campus beauties attired in “modern” bathing suits, and paraded down the river to the cheers of students and townspeople. Riverside was also the stage for College Nights, welcoming parties for new students held each semester. President Evans would address the newcomers, music faculty and students would perform, and dancing would ensue.38There were, of course, extra-extracurricular activities. The clubs would hold unofficial and unchaperoned beer busts at campgrounds in nearby Seguin and New Braunfels. In these German communities, Prohibition was observed principally in the breach. “Where we went to drink the beer was over at Hunter, right out of San Marcos,” Horace Richards, one of Lyndon’s classmates, remembered. “And halfway to Seguin over there—I can’t remember the name of the place but you would go over there, and there would be fifty or a hundred students every night sitting out under the trees drinking beer, the college professors, and all of them.”39Austin was just thirty miles to the north, and a few of the male students possessed cars. A truly wild time was a trip to Boystown in Nuevo Laredo across the border in Mexico. There the men of SWT could find saloons and brothels that catered even to the most immature.




•   •   •




AT THE TIMELYNDONJOHNSON ENTERED COLLEGE,America was experiencing profound cultural change. The twenties is a period famed for its revolution in morals and manners. The postwar rebellion was first evidenced by a revolt among young people, especially among the so-called flaming youth on college and university campuses, against the rules governing sexual behavior. The automobile extended the possibilities of lovemaking far beyond the sitting room. Increased drinking, despite Prohibition, among women and middle-class young people weakened inhibitions. But most important was the phenomenal spread of the teachings of Sigmund Freud, whose writings were popularly misinterpreted to mean that the main cause of maladjusted personality was the suppression of sexual desire, and that a free expression of the libido promoted mental health.




Women achieved political equality with the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, and the twenties saw women not only voting but also holding offices. Masculine supremacy had been based on the male’s economic primacy in the family. It rapidly deteriorated as spinster sisters moved into apartments of their own, unmarried daughters went into schoolteaching or office work, and wives gained independence either by going to work or threatening to do so.




President Evans had promised Rebekah and Sam that their son could have a job, but the best on campus paid only $30 a month. The most Sam could rake up to help Lyndon launch his college career was $25. The bank at Johnson City turned down Lyndon’s request for a loan, but a Fredericksburg banker who had been an admirer of Joe Baines loaned him $75.40It was enough to get started. Sam Ealy offered to drive Lyndon to San Marcos, but he refused, telling his father in a show of independence that he would rather hitchhike. But instead of standing on the side of the road and holding out his thumb, he positioned himself in the middle of the road, holding up both hands. He simply refused to be passed by. He arrived on campus in early February 1927. Once in San Marcos, Lyndon moved in with Boody Johnson, bought a meal contract at the Gates Boarding House, and then turned his attention to school.




As Lyndon well knew, he would not be able to enroll immediately for regular spring classes. He had completed only eleven grades and would have to attend the subcollege run by SWT. The professor who evaluated his transcript for the preparatory program was impressed with the individual, if not his academic record. Lyndon “sat down there and talked to me for thirty or forty minutes and there was absolutely no fear,” he recalled. Lyndon described the course of action he hoped to follow not only during his college years, but for the rest of his life. He wanted, he said, to learn all he could about government, politics, and society so that he could improve the world.41Even at this point the young man from Johnson City seemed to realize that how well he learned to work the machinery would determine how effectively he would be able to implement his ideals.




 




FOR THE NEXT SIX WEEKSLyndon wrote themes, studied, and took exams. His performance was exemplary, except in geometry. Rebekah came down to help him prepare for the exam, yet he barely passed. One of his English papers that dealt with current politics was so good that the teacher who graded it suspected its authorship—and probably with good reason.42Where Lyndon’s composition ended and Rebekah’s revision began was a fine line. Whatever the case, Lyndon graduated from subcollege on March 21 and enrolled for the regular spring term.




Money would always be a problem for Lyndon while he was in college, which is why he had taken Boody Johnson’s offer to share his garage apartment. The flat, which belonged to President Evans, was a two-room affair divided by a narrow hallway, at the end of which was a toilet and lavatory. An outside staircase connected the apartment to the ground. Boody was a starter on the basketball and football teams, who, together with another athlete, Clayton Stribling, was allowed to live above Evans’s automobiles rent-free.43Stribling, who had to share the larger room and a bed with Lyndon, did not approve of the new arrangement. He regarded Lyndon as loudmouthed, overbearing, and inconsiderate. “I had a job in the Power Plant and I went to work at 3:30 and I went to bed regular at 9 o’clock, so I could go to work,” he recalled. “It was a little aggravatin’, ’cause he was comin’ in at 9, 10, 11 o’clock at night.”44After a month, Stribling had had enough; he forced Lyndon to move out. A family crisis soon forced Stribling to leave school, however, and Lyndon moved back in with Boody. Vernon Whiteside subsequently joined them.45Whiteside, who worked in the college business office, made sure that the quarters above President Evans’s garage continued to be marked vacant so that the boys would not have to pay rent.46




Academically, Lyndon’s first semester in college was a struggle. He received two Ds, one in public speaking and one in English, his strongest subjects, two Cs, and a B. He had to spend more time worrying about where his next meal and next semester’s tuition were coming from than he did his studies. The two meals at Gates Boarding House, which he purchased for $16 a month, were not enough to fill him up. He was notorious for always eating, never passing the dishes to others, constantly talking to distract the other boarders. “There were eight or ten of us ate there, just on a table all together,” Horace Richards said, “and he stood up most of the time and reached all the way across the table. Never passed anything, never. He was just pouring it down while he was talking.”47The venerable Mrs. Gates had a rule that her boarders had to keep one foot on the floor while reaching for dishes, a rule that gave the six-foot-two Lyndon something of an advantage. “I’d call my mother and tell her I was bringing Lyndon home with me for Sunday dinner,” Vernon Whiteside recalled. “She always killed an extra chicken because she knew that Lyndon could eat an entire fried chicken.”48




The garage apartment that the Johnson boys occupied did not come with a bathtub, so they were forced to settle for a twice-a-week shower after gym class.49Discouraged by his poverty, Lyndon thought of dropping out of school. He wrote Ben Crider. “Lyndon said it was embarrassing to go to class with the seat of his pants worn,” Crider later recalled. “He said he didn’t have any money to operate on … He wanted to come out there [California] and go to work.”50Ben, who was in communication with Rebekah, wrote back, telling his friend that life in a cement plant was no life at all and sending him $80. Cecil Evans had promised Sam and Rebekah that Lyndon would have the opportunity to work, not work itself. Employment was available, but student applicants had to pay a price. “Every morning for one week I saw that man [President Evans] at seven o’clock,” Boody Johnson recalled. “Finally the last morning I went he said, ‘You’ve been very faithful. I believe you want to go to school. You have a job.’” The $15-a-month job consisted of picking up trash on campus. Like his roommate, Lyndon began his working career stabbing errant cups and paper, but he soon landed a spot as a janitor’s assistant cleaning the science building for $30 a month.51Within a matter of weeks he had secured the prize position of assistant to Tom Nichols, President Evans’s secretary, complete with a desk in the president’s outer office. The position paid $37.50 a month.52




Finally, Lyndon was able to devote at least part of his attention to scholastic matters. He would attend SWT continuously, with the exception of a six-month teaching stint at Cotulla, until he graduated with a BS in education in August 1930. He took the courses in education necessary to earn a secondary school teaching certificate. Years later, he confided to an interviewer that his grade point average in college was a low B. Transcripts reveal eleven As, twenty-two Bs, fourteen Cs, four Ds, and one F, in physical education, an enterprise in which, like all athletics in general, Sam Ealy’s boy showed almost no interest. As had been the case in high school, Lyndon chose to learn through conversation rather than by reading. His mother and cousins, Ava and Margaret, continued to help him with his written work and his math assignments.




 




YOUNGJOHNSON PROVED SKILLEDat cultivating his instructors. In class and in informal discussions around campus, he was deferential, respectful, attentive, not so much to earn high marks, but to learn about life, society, psychology, anything that would better prepare him for a career in politics. Those of his contemporaries who did not particularly like Lyndon regarded him as a “kiss-ass” or “brown-noser,”53but others noted that he was respectful and deferential to those older than he from whom he had nothing to gain. “My parents loved Lyndon,” Ella Porter said, “because he paid attention to them and showed them respect always.”54Moreover, many of the relationships he forged with instructors at SWT endured well past his college years. Lyndon’s favorite subjects were history, civics, and various social sciences. He took all the basic and advanced courses in history and government, especially diplomatic history and politics.55To those instructors who taught subjects in which he was not interested—generally math and science—Lyndon was indifferent, and they resented it. “He had a peculiar effect on both the faculty and the students,” English instructor Mattie Allison remembered. “You either liked him or you didn’t.”56




Lyndon’s favorite faculty member was Professor H. M. “Harry” Greene of the government department. Greene was a small, disheveled, tobacco-chewing iconoclast who had earned a master’s degree at the University of Texas and had a year toward his doctorate at the University of Illinois. Like Lyndon, he preferred to gain knowledge through conversation and reading newspapers. He frequently taught using the Socratic method, the classic dodge of the unprepared. Frequently appearing in class unwashed and unshaven, he punctuated his dialogues by spitting tobacco juice in a sand-filled coffee can in his desk drawer.57He related particularly well to the needy students because he was poor himself. He lived with his wife and nine children, the last named Hambone, in a cabin in the beautiful Hill Country resort village of Wimberly. Greene’s political philosophy was something of a cross between Thomas Jefferson and Robert LaFollette. He was a great respecter of democracy and the Bill of Rights, a self-appointed champion of the common man. He taught his students to be devoted to the American form of government but suspicious of those who held authority. The temptation to pervert the machinery, to exploit and oppress was ever present.




Lyndon Johnson was Harry Greene’s kind of student, and he did not hesitate to show his favoritism. Lyndon would readily join in the political debates that Greene loved to provoke, and the professor would allow the young man from Johnson City to follow him around campus, pumping him for his views on current events. Lyndon would walk downtown to listen in person as Greene gave the news and his latest political prediction over a contraband radio station operated by Horace Richards, another student and admirer, out of the Ford Motor Co. showroom. A staunch Democrat, Greene would lambast the pro-big business, do-nothing policies of the Coolidge administration and hinted more than once that they would in the end produce a massive depression. Lyndon’s con-temporaries remember the government instructor singling him out in class: “Son, if I were headed for the political arena, I would bear in mind that the United States Senate is one spot where a man of integrity has a real opportunity to serve his country.”58




 




PREVIOUS BIOGRAPHERShave made much of the “simple” patriotism that characterized the environment in which LBJ grew up. There were certainly the trappings of patriotism: the Pledge of Allegiance in school, the Fourth of July celebrations, the reverence for the landmarks of American history: the Constitution, the Revolution, the western frontier, the sense of exceptionalism. Yet patriotic though the ethos was, simple it was not. Even at nineteen Lyndon realized that the American political system was a process, not a state, that it contained the seeds of social good but also of social evil. Interests must be accommodated but not at the expense of the common good. American democracy would not in and of itself guarantee social justice and national cohesion; only men and women with the higher good in mind who were willing to get their hands dirty in the day-to-day workings of politics could do that. The Johnson family’s patriotism was the patriotism of Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, not Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge. Their liberalism was the “positive” liberalism of the Progressive Era presidents, who saw the federal government as an active agent dedicated to conserving natural resources, regulating big business to ensure a modicum of social justice, and doing its best to ensure equality of opportunity to the white citizenry of the country. The Johnsons saw the passive, laissez-faire “negative” liberalism of the modern Republican party, which envisioned the role of government as almost exclusively limited to protecting the rights of the individual, for what it was: a throwback to the nineteenth century, unsuited to the needs of a modern age or the imperatives of New Testament Christianity. Unlike William Jennings Bryan and Robert LaFollette, however, the Johnsons’ idealism did not stop at America’s borders. Lyndon (or Rebekah) would write an editorial for the SWT student newspaper accepting and defending the notion that America had entered the Great War to make the world safe for democracy.




In addition to politics, Lyndon and Harry Greene shared a passion for debate. Greene was the debate coach at SWT, and Lyndon became one of his star performers. In 1928, Greene paired Lyndon with Elmer Graham, a bright and pious young man who would go on to become a Baptist minister in San Antonio. The trio traveled around the state competing with comparable institutions and winning most of their matches. The topics assigned were current: Should the United States participate in the League of Nations? Should the United States send troops to Nicaragua? Should the United States continue “to protect, by armed force, capital invested in foreign countries except after formal declaration of war”?59Teams did not know whether they would be assigned the affirmative or the negative until right before the debate started. Typically, the organized and logical Graham would lay out SWT’s position, leaving it to Lyndon to attack the weaknesses in the opponents’ argument. According to Graham, his teammate could be ruthless once he had the advantage. He never lost his temper, however, and never took the matches personally. Greene provided motivation and an occasional offbeat fact. Graham was both repelled and attracted by Greene and Johnson. He found their active minds and conversation stimulating but was repulsed by their swearing, off-color jokes, tobacco chewing, and occasional drinking.60




 




FORLYNDONJOHNSON,college was not just a place to learn about the theory of politics and government but a laboratory to conduct experiments in them. He was interested in the job in President Evans’s office as much because of its potential for power as for personal income. He also appreciated the crucial role that apprenticeship played in the political world. Indeed, if ever anyone understood the wordprotégé , it was Lyndon. Cecil Evans found the young man compelling. His ambition, his deference, his willingness to serve, his obvious intelligence and energy attracted the president, a man known for keeping his social distance from students and faculty alike. “I was tremendously fond of him,” Evans said. “We promoted him to increasingly responsible positions. He could handle people extremely well.”61Though he was Tom Nichols’s assistant, most people on the SWT campus came to think of Lyndon as President Evans’s secretary—frequently to Nichols’s irritation. “Tom liked Lyndon,” Vernon Whiteside observed, “but he thought he was too pushy, and he was always trying to do something for Dr. Evans. He knew which buttons to press, all right … Tom would try to embarrass him by [saying], Lyndon, empty that wastebasket over there … Tom tried to put him in his place. But he was pretty hard to put in his place.”62And his power grew. Within a year, Lyndon was a frequent companion of Evans on his trips to the capitol in Austin to lobby for the college. By 1928, he was in a position to influence, if not control, the life-sustaining jobs that were handed out to students.63




President Evans’s protégé Lyndon might have been, but he was still a second-class citizen on the SWT campus because he was not an athlete. As was the case on virtually every other college and university campus in Texas, athletes were a privileged class. Coach Strahan’s basketball and football players were allowed to register early, miss assembly without punishment, and go to the head of the line in the cafeteria. They had their choice of coeds for dates. The social event of the season was a dinner given every winter in honor of the football players by the women of the Shakespeare Literary Society. To show their respect, President Evans and the deans as well as the coaches attended. In 1920, to better control campus life, student athletes created a secret society, Beta Sigma, or, as it was more popularly known, the Black Stars. Virtually all lettermen belonged to the organization initially, but by the late 1920s its self-selecting policies excluded some. A nominee had to receive unanimous support in a secret ballot of the existing membership. The organization dominated student government, and through it controlled the blanket activity tax that every student was compelled to pay. The Black Stars determined selections for Gallardians, the most popular and beautiful women who subsequently had their picture published in the Pedagog. Through the student council, which it dominated, the fraternity of athletes was able to control selection of the editors of theCollege Star andPedagog as well as of the business manager of thePedagog , prized positions because they paid $30 a month. Inevitably, this athletocracy created a groundswell of resentment and opposition among lesser male mortals—“The Brains vs. The Beef,” as one outsider put it.64




As the fall 1928 term opened, a number of students in a variety of settings began to discuss formation of an organization to counter the Black Stars. One of the instigators was Harry Greene, who believed that the campus ought to be controlled by the brightest, most politically savvy students on campus, not the strongest. “We were all about nineteen years old, and we went up to Wimberly,” Horace Richards, one of Greene’s students, remembered. “Just boys. We had a keg of beer … And the next time we took our girls and this thing just kind of grew and grew.”65When several athletes kept cutting in on Richards and Whiteside as they danced with their dates at a campus function, the dye was cast. Richards, Vernon Whiteside, Hollis Frazer, Wilton Woods, Willard Deason, and several other boys anted up $2 for a room on the fourth floor of the Hofheinz Hotel in downtown San Marcos to plan strategy. They were afraid to meet in any of the boarding houses for fear the administration or the athletes would become privy to their schemes. The conspirators hammered out a constitution and devised an initiation ceremony, both of which were to be kept absolutely secret. They selected the unoriginal name Alpha Omega, but became known, not surprisingly, as the White Stars. “Walter Grady from Tennessee seemed to be the only one that had prior knowledge of how fraternities operated,” Wilton Woods remembered, and so he guided the founders. Several days later, the anti-athletes gathered at midnight on the banks of the San Marcos and by candlelight swore the necessary oaths on Horace Richards’s Bible (a large dictionary, as it later turned out).66




After Lyndon became assistant to Tom Nichols and purveyor of student jobs, Boody Johnson put him up for membership in the Black Stars, but he was blackballed. Allegedly he had aroused the ire of one of the athletes by courting his girlfriend, but he probably did not get in because he did not play football, baseball, or basketball. Lyndon naturally came to the attention of the White Stars following their founding. Despite his later claims to the contrary, he was not one of the originators but was brought in later because of his position and his political savvy.67Even then, the founders had their doubts. “He tried a couple of times to get in,” Horace Richards said. “He’d been turned down by the Black Stars, and we didn’t want him because he talked too much. We called it flapping … He’d tell our secrets. We were afraid.”68But eventually, the membership relented. The first year there were only about ten White Stars. The organization had a rule that no more than two of them could be seen together on campus. There were no officers and no dues. The membership met frequently, usually late at night, in one of the student’s rooms to plot their strategy. The focus initially was on alliances with other groups: women students, YMCA members, the Harris-Blair Literary Society.69They were bright, resourceful, iconoclastic.




The first issue over which The Brains challenged The Beef was allocation of the student activity fee. Instead of pep rallies and athletic equipment, the White Stars wanted the money to go toward support of the debate team, the drama club, the choir, and special speakers. They insisted that the Gallardians be elected by the entire student body rather than chosen by the student council. The struggle went to the heart of what SWT was about, its importance underscored by Greene and other faculty’s active support of the White Star position and Strahan and the coaches’ backing of the Black Stars. The insurgents pitched the fight in terms of whether or not democracy was to prevail at San Marcos. In the dead of night, Osler Dunn, a White Star clad in long black coat and floppy hat, passed out subversive material. One pamphlet was entitled “Democracy and Equality.”70In this first great battle, the White Stars prevailed, and funds were gradually shifted to cultural activities.71Unbeknown to the Black Star leadership, the White Stars, with Lyndon’s help, had recruited several athletes—Boody Johnson and Sub Pyland the most prominent—who were also members of the Black Stars.72




The ultimate challenge for the White Stars was to capture the presidency of the student body. The athletes put up the handsome, popular Dick Spinn of Brenham, who was also a member of the YMCA group. The Brains nominated Willard Deason. Both sides campaigned vigorously for the votes of the two hundred seniors. The night before the election, Deason’s managers conducted a head count and found that their man was some twenty votes shy of a majority. Discouraged and resigned, they went to bed—all except Lyndon. Into the early hours of the morning he made the rounds of the boarding houses, knocking on doors, pleading and cajoling with those who would listen. When the final tally was in the next day, Deason had won by twenty votes.73Eventually the White Stars gained control of the student council, which enabled them to appoint the staffs of theCollege Star and thePedagog. One student who remained nonaligned remembered that it was easy to tell that the pendulum of power had shifted at SWT; all the White Stars were inside working in offices and the library, all the Black Stars outside picking up trash and painting.74




 




VERNONWHITESIDEdid not remember Lyndon as being particularly popular or unpopular. “He wasn’t trying to be popular. He was busy. He was so busy, like I say, his coattail was on fire all the time.”75His contemporaries remember seeing him on campus perpetually in motion, his long stride hurried, always focused on the next task: a class, delivering messages for the president, organizing a meeting, going to a debate, hustling some little money-making scheme. Boarders at the Gates House knew him only as “Bull” Johnson. The meaning of the term differed with the person. Some said the nickname stemmed from his aggressive nature, his willfulness, his impatience. Others blamed it on their classmate’s tendency to exaggerate, to overemphasize his woes, to inflate his dreams and accomplishments, to “bullshit,” in short.76“Hell, if the sun shone, Lyndon would have remembered the day as the day it snowed eight feet,” Sam Houston observed of his brother.77Athletes like Clayton Stribling and Joe Berry didn’t like him, for obvious reasons. “When he was destroy-ing the Black Stars,” Berry said, “he was never visible. He manipulated his friends and pulled the strings from behind the scenes … Down inside I just didn’t have very high regard for him.”78Lyndon’s loquaciousness irritated even his closest friends. “I remember one time … he was living over the President’s garage and we were playing poker up there,” Horace Richards said. “Two of us was on the bed and then two or three more were sitting in chairs around a little table … Old Dr. Evans would have died if he had known a big poker game was going on in his garage … [Mylton ‘Babe’] Kennedy was a pretty good sized guy, and I never will forget. He said, ‘Lyndon, if you open your mouth one more time, I’ll knock every tooth you’ve got plumb down your throat.’”79Lyndon was respectful of authority, but not that respectful. “Well, the first time we made beer,” Richards recalled, “the President went off on a trip with his wife, and the old boy that was his caretaker let us go in the President’s kitchen to heat the water on his electric stove, and after we got the beer all made, we put it down in the basement. Then as we needed a dozen bottles, we’d slip down in the basement at night and get it out.”80“I can recall Lyndon getting up on the stage in the auditorium for the assembly and giving the best imitation of Prexy [Dr. Evans] that you can imagine, imitating him, mocking him.”81




Lyndon’s contemporaries at SWT noted a characteristic that was to mark the man for the rest of his life: aggressiveness to the point of personal offense, followed by feelings of regret and efforts at atonement. “My first encounter with him was a little bit unpleasant,” Willard Deason recalled. “We were taking a math course and I having been a teacher thought I knew all the answers, and he thought he knew some of the answers, too, and we got in a little dispute right in the classroom … I kind of got in a huff and turned away from him. When the class was over I walked out ahead of him, he walked up and dropped his long arm down on my shoulder and said, ‘Now, that’s nothing to be mad about. That’s just all in the day’s work. No use you and I being mad at one another, might as well be friends.’”82But Lyndon did not apologize. Lyndon Johnson never apologized.




 




ACCOUNTS OFLYNDON’S DATING HABITS DIFFER.One of his roommates, Barton Gill, recalled that he had dates two or three nights a week. He was vain of his appearance. Gill remembered him standing before the mirror endlessly grooming, smoothing down his curly hair, “drawing his neck down into his collar so that it would not look so long.”83Following those first desperate, penniless weeks when he had to cover worn spots in the seat of his pants with a newspaper tucked in his back pocket, he dressed as well as he could on a limited budget. A bow tie was his trademark. According to others, Lyndon dated only intermittently. In fact, the young man from Johnson City fell in love in the spring of 1927 with Carol Davis, the daughter of a well-to-do businessman and former mayor of San Marcos. She was, he recalled, “very beautiful, tall and blond with dark blue eyes. Her skin was pale and very soft. She was very clever and everyone admired her. I fell in love with her the first moment we met.”84Carol played the violin, wrote poetry, and sang. Johnson City residents recall her coming home with Lyndon and performing at various venues. “I still remember the summer evenings we spent together, lying next to the river in a waist-high mass of weeds talking about our future,” Lyndon later recalled. “I had never been happier. After a while we began to talk about marriage.”85




It was not to be. Lyndon became temporarily obsessed with national politics in 1928, a presidential election year. Early in the summer Governor Dan Moody and State Senator Alvin Wirtz came to campus and delivered speeches at Riverside. Lyndon, of course, was on hand and introduced himself to both men.86According to a fellow student, he bored his classmates silly with “marathon talk about political personalities and how he would run a campaign if he were a candidate.”87The Democratic Convention was scheduled for Houston in August. Lyndon decided to go; he had been named summer editor of theCollege Star and could pass himself off as a representative of the press. “All during the months before the Democratic national convention that summer in Houston, Lyndon ran great headlines about it in theStar,” Tom Nichols remembered. “Later I saw his motive when he carried a bundle of hisCollege Stars down there to the convention chairman and laid them on the table and asked for a ticket to the press box.”88He persuaded Carol and her father to accompany him. Lyndon stayed with his Uncle George, while Carol and Mr. Davis made their own arrangements.




 




COMPARED TO THE1924 DEMOCRATICCONVENTIONin New York, which had lasted sixteen days and cast 104 ballots, the gathering in Houston was a tame affair. Nevertheless, the convention proved to be the most memorable event of Johnson’s young life. He not only got onto the floor but also secured gallery passes for the Davises. Once inside, Lyndon refused to leave. “He had stayed in the convention hall because they didn’t have enough places for reporters,” Vernon Whiteside said. “He slept on the table … and these other reporters, him being a young buck, brought him sandwiches and so forth.”89 The Democrats nominated Governor Alfred E. Smith of New York, a Catholic and a wet, over the objections of most southerners and westerners who tended to be Protestant and dry. The KKK, which embodied the ethos of the South and West, was an issue but not as important as it had been in 1924.90




The Houston experience was exhilarating for the young man from Johnson City, but it marked the beginning of the end of his relationship with Carol Davis. Her father was very conservative and a member of the KKK. He regarded Sam Ealy, Lyndon’s father, as liberal to radical in his views. Contrasting political philosophies created strains in the young couple’s relationship that were exacerbated by differences in tastes and by a long separation in 1928 and 1929, when Lyndon taught public school at Cotulla and Carol at Pearsall. Her hobbies were music, poetry, and motion pictures; politics bored her. “Miss Sarah,” Lyndon told his landlady in Cotulla, “this girl loves opera. But I’d rather sit down on an old log with a farmer and talk.”91Nevertheless, Lyndon was not only physically attracted to Carol; her family’s high social standing and relative wealth made her the perfect marriage partner for an up-and-coming young politician. Matters came to a head over dinner one evening at the Evans home. According to Lyndon, he had had several glasses of wine and began talking freely about his experiences in California, his relatively liberal views on government and society, and his family’s involvement in politics. The atmosphere tensed. Mr. Davis defended the Klan and denounced Jim Ferguson and all he stood for. Everyone in Blanco County knew, he said, that Sam Ealy Sr. had been “nothing but an old cattle rustler.”92Infuriated, Lyndon stalked out. Carol later told him that her father had forbidden her to marry into “that no-account Johnson family … one generation after another of shiftless dirt farmers and grubby politicians.”93According to Ronnie Dugger and Sam Houston, Carol came to Lyndon crying, indicating that she was willing to defy her father and marry him. He would have none of it. Family pride and cohesiveness were too important; the Johnsons had been insulted and there could be no thought of any union with the Davises. Johnson biographer Robert Dallek writes that Carol dumped Lyndon in the spring of 1929 for another suitor. Whatever the case, the love affair was over.94




During the 1927-1928 terms, Lyndon had been sure to take the five education courses that qualified him for an elementary school teaching certificate. With the help of President Evans, he secured a job as principal and teacher at the Welhausen School in Cotulla, Texas. If he saved most of his princely salary of $125 a month, he could pay for his final year of college and afford to buy some sort of automobile, his earlier acquisition having lasted only a couple of months.95




 




COTULLA WAS SITUATEDin the middle of the Brush Country, a flat, dry, ranching region stretching from south of San Antonio to Laredo. In 1928, the town of three thousand was 75 percent Mexican American, most of whom lived in one-room, dirt-floored shacks in thecolonia , or rural ghetto, on the south side of the Missouri-Pacific train line that divided the town east to west. Founded in the years after the Texas Revolution, Cotulla sported a violent past. Before and after the Civil War, marauding bands of Hispanics and Anglos roamed the territory, raiding cattle ranches and waging low-level warfare. When the Rangers came to clean up La Salle County, of which Cotulla was the county seat, they directed most of their attention to the brown-skinned banditos. “The killing of Mexicans [in Texas] without provocation is so common as to pass unnoticed,” the New York Times editorialized in 1921.96By the 1890s, Anglos had gained control of almost all of the land in the region by means of high taxes, purchase, and a legal system heavily weighted in their favor. The vast majority of Mexican Americans became day laborers, many on land they had previously owned. At the time Lyndon came to Cotulla, most Mexicans worked for large agribusinesses, made possible by modern irrigation methods, but some still worked on family farms.




Prejudice against Hispanics was deeply embedded in the culture of the state. Indeed, it was implicit in Texan nationalism. The Mexicans who remained after the Alamo were generally regarded as uncivilized trespassers, dirty, lazy, and priest-ridden. They were fit only in the view of most Anglos, to serve as beasts of burden. “Ranch culture [was] like a feudal system,” remembered Rita Binkley Worthy, whose father managed the giant Callaghan ranch south of Cotulla. Ranchers demanded total obedience and racial deference. No Mexican dared question the long, backbreaking hours of work at subsistence wages or rebel at the crop-lien system.97At lunch counters, in movie theaters, in parks, and on trains, Texans of Mexican descent were segregated and excluded. In the 1920s, nativists in the KKK pressed for legislation banning further immigration, but Mexicans were too valuable a labor source for ranchers and farmers, and the movement foundered. Thus did Lyndon Johnson come to teach and inspire in a community in which it was considered dangerously subversive to lead Mexican children to hope.




The twenty-year-old college junior was profoundly affected by what he found at Welhausen School, and it aroused all of his missionary sensibilities. The children of Mexican Americans were discouraged from attending school at all. State funds were distributed on the basis of the total school-age population; Anglo authorities quickly realized that the fewer Mexican children who went to school, the more funds would be available for white facilities. Some Mexican families insisted, however, and so schools like Welhausen were built, but they were intended to be dead ends, where children learned basic English and other minimal skills that would make them good workers. Lyndon found this institutionalized hopelessness intolerable: “They knew in their youth the pain of prejudice,” he recalled later in a speech in behalf of the Voting Rights Act. “They never seemed to know why people disliked them. But they knew it was so, because I saw it in their eyes. I often walked home late in the afternoon, after classes were finished, wishing there was more that I could do. But all I knew was to teach them the little I knew, hoping that it might help them against the hardships that lay ahead … Somehow you never forget what poverty and hatred can do when you see the scars on the hopeful face of a young child.”98Privately, Lyn-don was appalled by the attitude of the Anglo population of Cotulla: they treated Mexicans “just worse than you’d treat a dog,” he later remarked, and he remembered “the Mexican children going through a garbage pile, shaking the coffee grounds from the grapefruit rinds and sucking the rinds for the juice that was left.”99He meant to teach the thirty-odd children in his charge more than English; he was determined to convince them that they were human beings who could learn, strive, and live the American dream. But he would do it without confronting authority. He would use the ideals that underlay the system to defeat the flaws that threatened to corrupt it. It would become a pattern.




Lyndon arrived in Cotulla, rented a room at a local boarding house, and checked in with his boss, Superintendent W. T. Donoho, who would prove to be an ally. Young Johnson would be the fourth teacher at Welhausen School and the principal. He would tutor the sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-graders while the other members of the staff, Elizabeth Woolls Johnson, Twila Kerr, and Mary (Mamie) Wildenthal, taught the other grades. The new principal, dressed in a blue serge suit with bow or four-in-hand tie, cut a dashing figure. One of the high school teachers at the time remembered thinking that he was the hand-somest young man he had ever seen. As a classroom instructor, Lyndon was typical of his times. A strict disciplinarian, he brooked no disrespect or disorderly conduct, not hesitating to spank male students who transgressed. In conformity with school policy, he allowed no Spanish to be spoken in the classroom or on the playground. Fifth-grade boys who came to school unprepared had their ears pinched. Yet once his authority was established, he was kind, solicitous, and even affectionate.




The new principal was astounded to find that there were no extracurricular activities, which he regarded just as important as classroom instruction. Recess consisted of scuffling in the dust.100“I took my first paycheck,” he said, “and bought them a volleyball net, singing books for the choir, second-hand musical instruments.”101He compelled the other teachers, who usually spent recess smoking in the bathroom, to organize and supervise volleyball, baseball, and other games. And, of course, he organized a debate team. There were no buses for Welhausen, and so Lyndon drafted several Mexican families with automobiles to transport his debaters and athletes to competitions with other schools. With the janitor, Thomas Coronado, he planted the grounds with flowers and shrubs. He had his mother send him toothpaste for the children and began daily hygiene checks. Lyndon had his students greet him each day with a ditty he had set to a popular vaudeville tune:






How do you do, Mr. Johnson,




How do you do?




Is there anything that we can do for you?




We will do it if we can,




We’ll stand by you to a man.




How do you do, Mr. Johnson,




How do you do, do, do?102







Lyndon’s three grades of twenty-eight students and their parents found him exhilarating. “He put us to work,” one of his pupils said. “But he was the kind of teacher you wanted to work for.” The Mexican parents were astonished that an Anglo teacher would take such an interest in their children, particularly one who encouraged them to dream of becoming a doctor, lawyer, or even president of the United States. “We wanted to take advantage of his being there,” Dan Garcia remembered. “It was like a blessing from the clear sky.”103Lyndon wasn’t much into cultural relativity. He did not lead his charges and their families to believe that their heritage was superior or equal to Anglo culture. Rather, he taught them that the United States was a nation of immigrants, and that they had as much right to the American dream as German, Polish, or Italian Americans. To whites in Cotulla, in Texas in the 1920s, his was a profoundly repugnant notion.




Initially, Lyndon’s fellow teachers resented his sometimes coercive approach, and they were not used to having to spend time outside the classroom on the extracurricular activities of mere Mexicans. One Friday, when their boss was out of town, they went to the superintendent to complain. “Our traces are down and we have balked,” the spokeswoman for the group said. “The teachers went out on strike on me,” Lyndon later related. “They said they weren’t supervising any recesses with those kids; and they were some of the best-connected people in town, the daughter of a banker and another was a sister of the mayor, and another the sister of the postmaster.”104But the principal had his allies. One of the most prominent members of the school board was Rebecca Knaggs, a graduate of Randolph Macon and scion of one of the wealthiest families in Cotulla. The Knaggses had a reputation as progressives, frequently speaking out for fair treatment of the Mexican labor force and equal educational opportunity for their children. Evenings would frequently find Lyndon on the Knaggses’ front porch, for example, discussing national issues. “The brightest man we’ve ever had in Cotulla,” Rebecca told her daughter.105When Mamie Wildenthal offered her resignation and those of her colleagues, Ms. Knaggs suggested that they be accepted.106“Just accept their resignations,” Lyndon remembered her saying, “and go back to San Marcos and get replacements for them, replacements that will come here and supervise during recess.”107The teachers withdrew their resignations and accepted Mr. Johnson’s authority.




 




SO PLEASED WAS THECOTULLASCHOOLDISTRICTwith Lyndon that they offered him another contract. Superintendent Donoho remembered him as “one of the very best men that I have ever had with me … more than willing to carry out the policies of the school regardless of personal opinion.”108But the young man from Johnson City had no intention of remaining in the Brush Country of south Texas. While performing all of his duties as teacher and missionary for Americanism, Lyndon had managed to take five extension courses, including one entitled “Race Relations,” all taught by Donoho. “I wanted to finish my college work, and in June of ’29 I went back to San Marcos and continued right straight through until August of 1930 when I got a bachelor of science degree,” Lyndon said.109




The final fourteen months of Lyndon’s college life were a blur of activity. He quickly reestablished contact with his friends, moving into Mrs. Miller’s Rooming House on North Comanche with Boody Johnson and purchasing a meal contract with Mrs. Gates. “We were rooming together in that room on the right as you enter the Miller house,” Boody later recalled. “Of course, [there were] no fans or nothing, and it was hot. So we’d tie a sheet down the middle of the bed, and you better not get over on his side and he better not get over on my side.”110Meanwhile, things had gone from bad to worse for Sam and Rebekah. Lyndon’s friends had noted that whenever he had a little extra cash, he would stuff a dollar or two in an envelope and send it to his mother, but it wasn’t until Vernon Whiteside went home with Lyndon for a visit that they realized how bad things were. “I went up there one time on a weekend,” Whiteside later recalled. “And they had two old poor cows just grazing out there … You didn’t have to ask what the weather was, you could see through [the walls] where the piece of the batting was off … So we’re out there that evening, and his daddy hollers at us, said, ‘Lyndon, draw us some water and milk them cows.’ I remember Josefa … and Sam Houston. His younger sister [Lucia], she was still in diapers almost … What we had for supper that night was cornbread and milk.” He remembered Lyndon looking at his mother cooking over a wood stove and swearing that someday he would bring electricity to the Hill Country.111




Things between Lyndon and Sam Ealy were not good. “The next morning, about five-thirty, Mr. Sam came in our room, and we were sleeping in an old iron bed that had an old cotton mattress on it. He kicked that bed and it really shook us up. I opened my eyes and looked up at him … and he had a water glass that was about half-full of whiskey and water … He said, ‘Lyndon, get up from there. Every boy in Giles County has got an hour’s start on you already.’ Where Giles County is I don’t know; I thought Giles County was over in East Texas somewhere … So we got up and got out of there and we went on back to San Marcos pretty quick.”112




While he was living in the Miller house, Lyndon got the idea of renting a house in San Marcos so that his mother could come down and take in boarders. It would give her some independent income, and Sam Houston and Josefa would have a place to live when they went to college. He found an eight-room, single-story house west of campus at 542 Burleson that he rented for $30 a month.113The family did not immediately move, so he and Vernon Whiteside occupied the house. They slept on a mattress Vernon brought from home in Lockhart. Lighting was a single bare bulb. “It was a pretty crummy place, really,” Vernon remembered. “We stayed about forty days, and we changed the bedroom three different times because we didn’t have a broom to sweep out.”114Eventually, Rebekah, Sam, and the children moved in; Lyndon went back to the Miller house. In the fall, when Boody finished school, Lyndon relocated to Mrs. Hopper’s Boarding House on West Hopkins, where he shared a large screened-in porch with three other men.115He resumed working in President Evans’s office, signed up for a full load of courses, and plunged into a series of extracurricular activities. He was elected secretary of the Schoolmasters Club, an organization of present and future teachers, and he rejoined the Harris-Blair Literary Society. Many of his contemporaries thought at this point that “Bull” Johnson would become a public school teacher. He did his practice teaching at the Demonstration High School in San Marcos and seemed to glory in it. His students remembered how animated and involved he was. “He was very vivid,” one said. “He walked around and slung his big, old long arms out and pointed and gestured.” Another remembered that all the girls had a crush on him be-cause he was so handsome.116He managed to have himself appointed summer editor of theCollege Star again, and editorials under his byline appeared throughout the 1929-1930 school year. The paper’s offices were situated on the first floor of Old Main directly across the hall from President Evans’s suite. Tom Nichols, Lyndon’s boss, was the faculty sponsor.117




Initially, Lyndon’s editorials were set pieces on such flaccid subjects as “Fatherhood,” “Independence Day,” and “Thanksgiving,” or flattering biographies of administrators and faculty. Nearly all his editorials were written by his mother or a member of the staff he could command. “He’d say, ‘Now, next week is the paper that comes out the day before Thanksgiving,’” Wilton Woods recalled. “ ‘You write an article about the origin of Thanksgiving and the whole story,’ and I’d usually say, ‘Where am I going to get the stuff?’ He said, ‘From an encyclopedia.’”118One article on Charles Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight dwelt unoriginally on “the independence of spirit” that the feat symbolized. After a time, however, Lyndon began to put some of himself in his writing. After he re-turned from Cotulla, he penned a tribute to teaching: “To lead inquiring and impressionable minds into the great treasure house of the knowledge that the world has accumulated is of itself a priceless privilege. To be of service to humanity is recompense for struggling years and patient study.”119Gradually the themes and goals that would characterize Lyndon’s adult life would emerge: the value of public service, the nobility of duty, the virtues of a disciplined, self-controlled life.




Character, he said, comes from the “perfectly educated will.”120“There are no tyrannies like those human passions and weaknesses exercise … No master is so cruelly exacting as an indulged appetite.”121Joe and Rebekah Baines could not have said it better. One of Lyndon’s favorite scriptural quotes when he became president was “Without vision, the people perish.” In a 1928 editorial, he applauded the vision that gave inspiration to artists, architects, but particularly statesmen, as they sought to frame laws for the general good.122Even as a college student, Lyndon seemed profoundly counterrevolutionary. He lauded Benjamin Franklin as a reluctant rebel more interested in building a new government after the fighting was over than in tearing down the existing regime. He saw danger, the edge of chaos, in professional revolutionaries like Patrick Henry. The 1920s produced some of America’s great iconoclasts: Sinclair Lewis, H. L. Mencken, F. Scott Fitzgerald. Although he was a person of biting satirical wit himself, Lyndon distrusted critics, or “cynics,” as he labeled them. To him they seemed profoundly subversive, especially those who attacked America and its institutions. In an editorial denouncing the then current genre of debunking biographies, he pointed out that hero worship was a “tremendous force in uplifting and strengthening humanity.”123




Lyndon’s utopia was an inclusive society dedicated to orderly growth. He was certainly a nationalist. Knit more and more closely together, the American people would bring forth and sustain a government that would act positively not only to protect individual rights but to advance the cause of social justice. His notion of the ideal public servant was quite Confucian: selfless, disinterested, humble, introspective, and yet dynamic in his dedication to the common good. Respect your elders, your laws, your ideals, and above all, be responsible. Young Lyndon Johnson was a natural mandarin with an affinity for democracy. Above all, he seemed an individual determined to make his mark, to make a dif-ference in the lives of others for the better, to earn a place in the books of Whig historians.124




Though a somewhat naïve exponent of the Horatio Alger myth and the American dream, Johnson as a collegiate was not one of the rural “hayseeds, hillbillies, and boobs” that H. L. Mencken continually derided in theAmericanMercury. Like his father, he was an outspoken opponent of the Klan and Prohibition. He certainly believed in the equality of the sexes insofar as the culture of the 1920s defined it. Technology was not a threat to traditional values, but the pathway to a brave new world. Lyndon applauded science and rationalism for their promise to create a safer, more prosperous, more just world. He was the quintessential hustler, but not of the Babbitt genre. In the first place, Lyndon and his father did not dream of $50,000 a year; they dreamed of $2,500 a year. Financial disaster, a lifetime of debt were just one bad deal, just one commodity price collapse away. Materialism was not a matter of choice for the struggling middle class of central Texas, it was a necessity. Success in providing the fundamentals of life plus a few extras was the ultimate badge of manhood. As he wrote in one of his editorials, fatherhood was an exercise in stoic responsibility. A mature man was above all the “producer, provider, and protector.”125A mature public servant was one who worked to make tangible the ideals implicit in the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and the machinery of republican government. In that sense, Lyndon was profoundly conservative, but no more so than Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow Wilson or, for that matter, Samuel Gompers or Robert LaFollette.




It should also be noted that for Lyndon Johnson, the press existed to serve the people and the responsible officials who watched over them. In the summer of 1930 Mylton Kennedy was the editor of theStar. He did a satirical piece on the relationship between Lyndon and President Evans. At that time, theStar was printed in the offices of the town paper, theSan Marcos Record. “This particular Thursday morning we had put it [the issue] to bed the night before,” Kennedy explained. “I guess that I had stayed down there all night that night, because this particular time we were running the paper on the presses … I had written a story about Lyndon in a satirical approach … Someway, somehow, Lyndon got wind of it … TheRecord got a telephone call … my inclination would be to say that it was from Dean [H. E.] Speck. But they were told to stop the paper. Then I was told to bring up all of the copies of that paper that had been run off … And when I got up to the top of the hill, the remains were seized and I had to get some filler to put in for that particular column.”126




Though he was writing editorials, taking an overload of classes, working for the president’s office, and generally playing the big man on campus, Lyndon still had time for politics: 1930 was an election year, and a political gathering was scheduled at Henly, a wide spot in the road near Dripping Springs. Some two hundred people gathered at the campground to eat a picnic lunch and listen to the candidates for various offices stand in the back of a flatbed truck and extol their virtues. One of those speaking was Welly Hopkins, who was running for the state senate seat held by the retiring Alvin Wirtz. Hopkins recalled that he made his pitch and stepped down. The master of ceremonies then asked if Pat Neff, who was making a bid for a place on the Railroad Commission, was there. He was not. Would anyone make a speech in his behalf? As it turned out, Sam Ealy, who had gotten a patronage job from Neff, was supposed to speak, but he was not in attendance. Hopkins recalled that after some delay, a voice called out of the crowd, “ ‘Well, I’ll make a speech for Pat Neff.’ And here through the crowd came this tall, brown haired, bright-eyed boy, kind of, with a bushy-tail attitude of vigor … He spoke maybe five to ten minutes in a typical fashion, a little bit of the oratorical effect, and a good one, some of the arm waving that I guess I’d indulged in some too. But he showed pretty good cause why Pat Neff should be reelected, and was favorably received.”127




It had all been a set-up. Sam Ealy and Neff had been in regular correspondence. Neff’s opponents had already criticized him for using public employees for political purpose. Thus was it decided that the twenty-two-year-old Lyndon, already a seasoned campaigner, would speak, rather than Sam.128




Back in San Marcos Lyndon enlisted the help of Wilton Woods, Willard Deason, and others of his more politically inclined friends. In the weeks that followed, he accompanied Hopkins on campaign swings throughout Blanco and Hays Counties. “I rode all the byways in Blanco County with Lyndon,” Hop-kins recalled, “and followed his judgment in Hays County almost completely because he had a favorable standing with the local people in San Marcos.” On the night before the election, the student politician organized mass meetings for his candidate in both New Braunfels and San Marcos. Hopkins won going away.129










CHAPTER 4
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THE SECRETARY




LYNDON DREAMED OF A LIFE IN POLITICS , BUT IN THEmeantime, he had to have a job. He had to support himself, and his siblings as well. In 1930, the year his son officially entered the working world, Sam Ealy was employed by the Railroad Commission. Sam never made more than $150 a month, yet he and Rebekah were determined that each of their children would attend college. “During those years … all of us children got through college by helping each other,” Lyndon recalled. “When I graduated and started teaching, I helped the younger ones. When my sister graduated and began teaching, she helped the younger ones.”1Sam and Rebekah continued to live in the house on Burleson Street, taking in boarders, while Rebekah and Josefa attended Southwest Texas State Teachers College.2




Other than his mother and father, perhaps the relative Lyndon was closest to was Sam Ealy’s brother, George Desha Johnson, who was chair of the history and government department at Sam Houston High School in Houston. In visits and letters, nephew and uncle had discussed history and politics over the years. In the spring of 1930, Lyndon’s last term in college, George used his considerable influence with Superintendent E. E. Oberholtzer to have Lyndon appointed to a position teaching public speaking and business arithmetic at a salary of $160 a month. Unfortunately, the Great Depression, then beginning its second year, had caused a hiring freeze, and the job in Houston was contingent on a vacancy opening up. None did, so Lyndon persuaded his old friend George Barron, superintendent of schools at Pearsall, to give him a job teaching speech and government at $1,530 a year.3Pearsall, where Carol Davis had taught, was a small town some thirty-five miles north of Cotulla.




Lyndon had not been in Pearsall a month when he got a call from his Uncle George. The position at Sam Houston High had opened up. He promptly marched into George Barron’s office, perched himself on the corner of the superintendent’s desk, and said, “George, I look upon you as an older brother. I feel somehow that you have a kindred feeling toward me. If I didn’t feel that way toward you, I wouldn’t make this request.”4He wanted out of his contract in order to take a job in the state’s largest, most exciting city. “I don’t want to leave you,” he told Barron, “but what I am looking for in life will not be found in Pearsall.”5The indulgent Barron agreed to release his new teacher on the condition that he find a replacement. Lyndon had already thought of that. His sister Rebekah and a friend took the job, splitting the salary between them.




 




DESPITE THEDEPRESSION,Houston in 1930 was a dynamic city. During the previous decade, the population had nearly doubled to three hundred thousand. The federally funded Houston ship channel, connecting the city to the Gulf of Mexico, had been completed just prior to World War I, ensuring Houston’s future as a major port. The first of the east Texas oil wells, Spindle-top, had come in in 1901. The 1920 census reported oil as the leading industry in the state, responsible for $240 million in products for the preceding year. Houston was at the geographic and economic center of that industry.6In addition to oil storage and refining plants and shipbuilding yards, the thriving metropolis boasted oil field equipment manufacturing concerns, cotton warehouses, and numerous financial institutions. The Depression had had an impact. The jobless loitered on city street corners or stood in line waiting for bread and soup, but there was a sense in the city that the downturn was temporary and that the future held great promise.7




Lyndon moved in with George Johnson and his extended family in their two-story, white frame house in downtown Houston some ten blocks from the high school. Occupying the house with George, a bachelor, were Jessie Johnson Hatcher, a widow, and her daughter and son-in-law, Ava and John Bright, and their two daughters. Bright coached football and taught math at Sam Houston High. Lyndon shared a room with his Uncle George. The two rode to work together virtually every day of the year that Lyndon lived in Houston.8He augmented his income by taking a job teaching speech in night school for the Houston Independent District.




The newest faculty member was delighted to learn that Sam Houston High had a debate team and that it had not fared well in recent competitions. Here was a chance for a twenty-two-year-old novice teacher to make his mark. As the speech instructor, Lyndon was the ex officio debate coach. The goal that he set for himself and his team was nothing less than a state championship in interscholastic league competition. Gene Latimer, one of the team members, recalled his initial experience with “the Chief,” as he came to be called: “Let’s say it is an October day in 1930 at Sam Houston High School as I enter my speech class. A few things become quickly apparent. If I am to continue on the debate team, my outside activities will be confined to after-school practice and visits to the city library in search of arcane references to the jury system, which is the subject selected for this year’s high school debates.”9




Lyndon immediately held a series of class competitions to select his team; the male winners were Gene Latimer and Luther Jones, the females Margaret Epley and Evelyn Lee. From December to April, when the ISL competitions were held, Coach Johnson arranged for more than fifty practice debates, beginning with archrival San Jacinto High, and extending to schools throughout east and central Texas.10“I never will forget—the principal of the school was W. J. Moyes, and I can recall two or three discussions where I was present and heard rather vigorous arguments by Mr. Johnson,” Luther Jones recalled. “He’d be asking for money, for example, to take the debaters on trips, and he would be informed that it had never been done. Mr. Johnson would say, ‘Yes, but you’ve never had a teacher like me.’”11Lyndon recruited other teachers to judge practice sessions. When they would whisper criticisms to him, he would yell at the offending speaker, cutting him or her off. He would roam the room, sit, watch, wait, criticize, his arms flailing, and walk again. “If they would take one side of the question, I would take the other, and I would just try to run them underground, just almost stomp them,” he later said. “But always make it clear that I loved them, so they never ran completely off. But I’d humiliate them and embarrass them, and I would make fun of them and everything until they got to where they could take care of themselves, which they did.”12He also kidded his team, encouraged them, and made them feel valued. He had his students stand up in front of class and act silly, making animal noises, for example, until they felt comfortable. He once challenged his class to debate the virtues of string or the proposition “Spit is a horrid word.” When no one accepted, he delivered a fifteen-minute oration on string.13




During competitions, the Chief would sit in the back of the auditorium making eye contact with his debaters. Gene Latimer reconstructed the scene: “Once in a while he opens his mouth in amazement at how clearly I am making a point. He sits up straight and looks around in wonderment at the audience to make sure they’re not missing this. And it is then that he makes me think I … am in the process of improving on the Sermon on the Mount.”14Reflecting his mother’s passion for poetry, Lyndon displayed a penchant for romantic, sentimental language. “Bob Ingersoll was a great speaker of 75 years ago,” Luther Jones said. “One of these was a speech at his brother’s grave. Lyndon used to read that because it’s filled with beautiful language.”15On April 1, the Sam Houston debaters defeated Milby High for the right to represent Houston in the county competition. The debates took place before a packed house. “I used to have pep rallies before debating contests,” Lyndon said. “I’d have people get up and sing songs, and I’d have people hurrah for Jones and Latimer, just like you would at a football game. And we had them running out of seats at the final debate and you couldn’t get in. Every place was taken in the balcony, every one on the floor, and they were sitting in the windows to hear the debate.”16The Sam Houston debaters went on to win the district and to earn a place in the state finals in Austin. The girls were defeated in the first round; Latimer and Jones lost in the finals by a vote of three to two. After congratulating the winners, Lyndon went into the bathroom and threw up.17By the time the Chief was done, “we were more important than the football team,” Latimer recalled.18




 




LYNDON LATER REMEMBERED1930-31 as one of the best years of his life. One of the reasons was Uncle George Johnson. A tall, balding, gracious man, he seemed to have none of the demons that tormented Sam Ealy. Childless, he lavished his attention on his nieces and nephews, but particularly Lyndon, probably because of his interest in politics and history. George was a “yellow dog” Democrat (meaning that he would have voted for “an old yellow dog” if it were running on the ticket), whose principal historical interest was the age of Andrew Jackson. He talked often to his young protégé of the life and times of Old Hickory.19The president who had been Sam Houston’s friend made no secret of his attachment to the great republican principles of Thomas Jefferson, which assumed continual conflict between liberty and power and between virtue and corruption. Public virtue, which required a willingness to subordinate private interests to the common good, was essential to preserving the precarious balance between liberty and power, Jackson (and Uncle George) believed. The best means of combating corruption in a society undergoing rapid and profound change, Jackson argued, was to hold fast to majority rule, limited federal power, and government protection of the interests of ordinary citizens. Jackson’s ability to blend his idealism with practical politics captured Uncle George’s and Lyndon’s imagination. “The first president I really loved was Jackson,” Lyndon later told an interviewer.20




Both SWT President Cecil Evans and George Johnson were passionate about politics and no doubt fantasized about running for office, but they would not leave the security of academia. Instead, they projected their dreams onto Lyndon. “I was never disinterested in politics,” he later recalled. “But I did think about teaching. Dr. Evans … and my Uncle George both had the same idea, that teaching was a wonderful profession and gave a man a satisfaction that he could never get out of just making money, but it did have one drawback … The teacher was a law unto himself in the classroom, and it wasn’t the competitive operation that either the law or politics would bring out. They bring out more of what is in you than teaching.”21“I never heard him [George] tell Lyndon to get into politics,” one of George’s colleagues said, “but I did hear him say that ‘if I were a young man like you, I’d run for Congress.’”22




Lyndon’s opportunity came when Congressman Harry M. Wurzbach, the lone Republican representing Texas in the House of Representatives, died suddenly on November 6, 1931. The governor called a special election to be held twelve days thence to fill the vacancy. The Fourteenth District that Wurzbach represented stretched north from Corpus Christi on the coast to San Antonio and from there northwestward into the Hill Country. The cattle and oil interests that dominated the district were determined to control the seat. To this end, Roy Miller, chief lobbyist for Texas Gulf Sulphur, persuaded Richard Kleberg to become one of eight candidates for the position. Kleberg was heir to the famous King Ranch that stretched more than one hundred miles from Corpus south to Brownsville.23




The upper part of the congressional district included Sam Ealy’s old legislative district, so it was natural for Miller to enlist his aid in the campaign. There was another connection with the Johnsons as well. Kleberg’s father had been president of the Texas Cattle Raisers Association when Sam’s friend, Dayton Moses, had served as its chief counsel. Finally, Kleberg remembered that as a young law student in Austin, he had been in the galleries when Sam had made his famous speech defending the liberties of German Americans. Sam readily agreed to help and even managed to draft Lyndon for a few days’ service.24




Kleberg won by several thousand votes over his nearest opponent and, inexperienced as he was, began searching immediately for an administrative assistant (then called simply “secretary”). He offered the job to Felix McKnight, a Houston journalist, who accepted, but he had not reckoned on Sam Johnson. Secretary to the newly elected congressman would be the perfect entrée into politics for Lyndon, Sam Ealy decided. He immediately enlisted the aid of Welly Hopkins and Dayton Moses. Both called Roy Miller, who was impressed with descriptions of Lyndon’s energy and political instincts and with the notion of gaining a political foothold in the area between San Marcos and Fredericksburg for Kleberg’s run at a regular term in 1932. “Lyndon knows almost every man, woman and child in Blanco County,” Hopkins told him, “and has a wide acquaintance in Comal, Kendall and Guadalupe counties.”25Helen Weinberg, a history teacher, was in the office when Lyndon was summoned to take a long distance call: “He was so excited he didn’t know what to say,” she remembered. “When he hung up, he turned to me and said with great excitement, ‘Mr. Kleberg wants me to be his private secretary. I’ll have to go up and tell Uncle George.’”26George was as excited as his nephew, of course. Lyndon called Kleberg back and arranged a meeting for the 29th. Driving to Gonzales the day before, he rendevouzed with his mother and father at Welly Hopkins’s house. The next day, the four drove to Corpus, where Lyndon met first with Miller and then with Kleberg. Hopkins remembered that the young high school teacher made a very favorable impression as a likeable, hard-working individual who would be devoted to his boss’s interests. He got the job, and Miller arranged for McKnight to return to his paper.27




Lyndon persuaded the administration to grant him a leave of absence from his teaching job at Sam Houston. Willard Deason recalled that he wanted to make a good impression when he arrived in Washington, but “like the rest of us … he never had a dollar ahead on anything.” So he borrowed his Uncle George’s overcoat and Deason’s new leather suitcase.28The train carrying Lyndon and his new boss was scheduled to leave Houston at four in the afternoon on December 2. “All that day I’d gone about feeling excited, nervous, and sad,” he later recalled. “I was about to leave home to meet the adventure of my future. I felt grown-up, but my mind kept ranging backward in time. I saw myself as a boy skipping down the road to my granddaddy’s house. I remembered the many nights I had stood in the doorway listening to my father’s political talks. I remembered the evenings with my mother when my daddy was away. Now all that was behind me. On the platform more than two dozen people, relatives and friends, waited about to say goodbye. I tried to say something important to my mother, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. When the train came, I felt relieved. I kissed my parents and climbed aboard.”29His recollection seems maudlin, even contrived, but it was not. “He was inclined to be emotional,” Luther Jones recalled. “He was fiercely loyal to those he loved. He loved people and they loved him.”30




The appointment as Kleberg’s secretary introduced Lyndon not only to the nation’s capital, but also to the congressman’s opulent lifestyle. Kleberg and his assistant rode first-class aboard the sleek Bluebonnet Express that provided a direct connection between Houston and Washington. Once there, the two shared a red-carpeted room at the Mayflower Hotel—“Washington’s finest,” Lyndon wrote a former student—shared early morning coffee brought by room service, and took daily cab rides to and from the House Office Building.31The new secretary went with his boss to pay his respects to Congressman John Nance Garner from Uvalde, Texas, who, it was rumored, would be the next speaker of the House. Lyndon remembered the future vice president as a close-mouthed man with “cold blue eyes.”32His second evening in Washington, Lyndon and Kleberg had dinner with Senator Morris Sheppard at the Occidental, which Lyndon subsequently described in a letter to Luther Jones as “an exclusive Washington eating place where they advertise: ‘Where Statesmen Dine.’”33“You just had to look around, and it was very exciting to me to realize that the people, many of them that you were passing, were probably congressmen at least, maybe senators, members of the cabinet,” he later recalled his first impressions. “And there was the smell of power. It’s got an odor, you know, power, I mean.”34




 




THERE WAS NO WAY, of course, that Lyndon could match Richard Kleberg’s lifestyle. Although he made $3,900 a year, a princely sum in the Depression era, his family obligations and his decision to supplement the salaries of a staff to help him run Kleberg’s office meant that he would have to live as frugally as possible. Besides, he had a lot to learn and he wanted to get as close to his peers—other congressional secretaries—as possible.




Kleberg’s election had helped tip the scales in favor of a Democratic majority in the House. John Nance Garner was indeed elected speaker. As a Texan, Lyndon was able to take a seat in the speaker’s box at the front of the chamber to witness Garner’s swearing in. There he met another young secretary, Robert Jackson. No sooner had he settled in for the ceremony, Jackson later recalled, then he was aware of this “tall, countrified boy, talking loud, embarrassing me,” squeezing into the box. There was a tapping on his shoulder. It was Lyndon, who extended his hand and introduced himself. Abashed, Jackson rose and responded in kind. After some initial patter, Lyndon asked his fellow Texan where he lived. The Dodge Hotel, he replied, which was also home to some twenty other congressional aides. “I’ll move there,” Lyndon said.35




The Dodge was a relatively elegant establishment that had traditionally catered to upper-class women. The dining room, complete with maître d’and white-jacketed stewards, was one of the best in Washington. To cope with the cash shortfall brought about by the Depression, the Dodge began renting rooms on its two basement-level floors to congressional staffers. The B floor, the first floor down, featured large, well-furnished rooms with semiprivate baths. Lyn-don would later occupy one of these, but to save money he moved into one of the twelve cubicles on the men’s side of the A floor where Robert Jackson resided. Each enclosure included two cots, a wash basin, and a table and chair. The twenty or so occupants shared a common shower and toilet facility at the end of the hall. Rent was $20 a month. A duplicate row of cubicles occupied by women employees of Congress composed the other half of the floor. There was, of course, no entryway connecting the two. Occupants came and went by separate outside doorways. The facilities were clean and well-lighted, but the steam pipes hammered loudly and relentlessly in the winter. Lyndon and his fellow secretaries could afford to eat in the hotel dining room only once a month, and then they purchased the cheapest course available for a dollar. When the young staffers were not taking advantage of the House cafeteria, they ate at the lunch counter at the neighboring Continental Hotel, the All States Cafeteria on Massachusetts where a meal could be purchased for fifty cents, or at Child’s Restaurant across from Union Station.36




Although Lyndon was Richard Kleberg’s chief lieutenant, he knew absolutely nothing about a secretary’s duties or how Congress worked behind the scenes. His move to the Dodge was designed not only to save money but also to alleviate his ignorance. By his own account, he took four separate showers his first night there and brushed his teeth five different times the next morning in order to meet as many people as possible. At Child’s he would rush to the head of the line, buy his food, and wolf it down as quickly as he could to be able to question the other staffers while they ate. He organized bull sessions at the Dodge that went long into the night. Living in the basement of that hotel, recalled Arthur Perry, another congressional staffer, “was like living in a permanent debating society, with Lyndon as the focal point.”37Lyndon had to learn quickly because he was thrust into a situation in which he had to be follower and leader, the captain of a team of which he was one of two members.




Richard Kleberg had little or no interest in being a congressman. He had run to represent his class and his vested interests in the national legislature and for the prestige of living large in the nation’s capital. Kleberg was a handsome, athletic man who stood five feet, seven inches and weighed 157 pounds. He loved to ride horses—polo ponies, not quarter horses—and to play golf, which he did as frequently as possible at Burning Tree Country Club in nearby Maryland. Fluent in Spanish, he took frequent trips to Mexico to hobnob with wealthy friends there. In Washington he lived with his wife, Mamie, in a suite at the elegant Shoreham Hotel on Rock Creek Park. He quickly made it clear that he was going to leave all the work to Lyndon. Kleberg’s routine brought him into the office in the late morning, when he would check with Lyndon to see if there were any important visitors with whom he had to spend a few minutes. He would make the noon roll call vote in the House and then depart for Burning Tree and an afternoon of golf. What else could be expected of a man who lived on a ranch that was larger than the state of Rhode Island and whose cattle and oil operations brought in millions each year.38




Initially it was only Kleberg, Lyndon, and a House stenographer who occupied Room 258, a single office facing the inner courtyard of the old House Office Building (now the Cannon Building). In January, Lyndon hired Estelle Harbin, a young woman from Corpus Christi who had been recommended by Roy Miller.39Kleberg’s district included some five hundred thousand souls, making it almost twice as populous as the next largest Texas district. The mail arrived three times a day; soon the office was full to overflowing with letters from veterans asking the congressman’s help in obtaining early payment on bonuses promised at the close of the Great War, from cotton and vegetable farmers asking for legislation guaranteeing crop prices or for help in refinancing their farm mortgages, from small businessmen and bankers asking for low-interest loans. Neither Lyndon nor Estelle had any idea initially in which order to answer the letters or how to meet the needs of the correspondents. They quickly learned. Lyndon continued to hound his contemporaries for information and even had the temerity to approach congressmen themselves. “He’d come across [the hall] and talk to me and want to know just how everything was done,” Marvin Jones, a Texas congressman who was also chair of the House Agriculture Committee, remembered. “He wanted to find out how that big piece of machine operated. And he’d talk to all the other chairmen … And he learned more in six months than the average [novice] learned in twice that length of time.”40




The twenty-three-year-old Lyndon was a young man of immense, almost frantic energy, but even working seven days a week, he and Estelle found it difficult to keep up. “I don’t know when I’ve been so tired as I am tonight,” he wrote his mother. “To start to tell you how I’ve worked since I came here would require more time and effort than I feel like expending. I get up at 6 o’clock and go to the office by 7:30, take off 30 minutes sometime during the day for lunch and leave the office about six or seven depending on the correspondence. I run the office force. Mr. Kleberg doesn’t spend an hour a day there and then only signing letters. Frequently I go back at night to finish so I won’t get behind … Am afraid I can’t come home Xmas. You don’t know how I want to.”41




Lyndon decided to answer personally every letter that came into the office. He would dictate and Estelle would type. More important, he decided to get results for the district’s constituents. Quickly he learned who to call in the Department of Agriculture or Veterans Administration. If the bureaucrat were a woman, particularly an elderly woman, he would sweet-talk; the men he would alternately cajole and threaten. Because “Mr. Dick,” as he called Kleberg, was rarely in the office, Lyndon sometimes posed as the congressman himself. “He was as persuasive on the telephone as he was in person,” Estelle Harbin said. Typically, he refused to take no for an answer, and the office soon acquired a reputation for efficiency and effectiveness throughout the district.




The routine took its toll. Though constantly busy and among people, Lyndon grew lonely and discontented that first winter. He seemed to survive on his mother’s twice-a-week letters. One of his roommates remembered that one morning while reading the latest missive from Rebekah, the Texan started weeping and said, “I love my Mother so much.”42“Haven’t been out of the office all day,” he wrote Luther Jones. “Didn’t get up until late this morning so I was forced to rush to work and have been at it until only a few minutes [ago]. I never get time to do anything but try to push the mail out to the people back home. Received over 100 telegrams today … You are a real boy. I love you and Gene [Latimer] as if you were my own. I know you are going places and I’m going to help you get there.”43




As it turned out, Lyndon’s promise to help his protégés get ahead was more than just hyperbole. Typically, however, he tended to view their welfare in terms of his own. He persuaded first Latimer and then Jones to come to Washington and go to work in Kleberg’s office. Latimer, a short, good-natured Irish kid, full of life and energy, came first, in December 1932. His fiancée had moved to Washington, and he was looking for something exciting to do in the capital. After two years of college at Rice University in Houston, Jones, the more serious and studious of the two, decided he needed a job and took Lyndon’s offer in August 1933. The most immediate problem the secretary faced was how to pay his two new employees. A congressman was allotted $5,000 a year to pay for of-fice expenses. As $3,900 of that went for Lyndon’s salary, only $1,100 was left for all the rest. He succeeded in getting Gene a $130-a-month patronage job in the House post office. Because he could get most of his deliveries in before noon, Latimer was free to type for Lyndon in the afternoons and evenings. Jones was more of a problem. Finally, Lyndon decided to reduce his own salary to pay Jones the $1,200 a year he asked for. He moved them into his basement cubicle in the Dodge, where they paid $15 a month each.




By the fall of 1934, Lyndon had moved upstairs to the B level, with its relatively spacious rooms and semiprivate baths.44With his new staff in place, he felt he had time to take on an extra job, as assistant doorkeeper on the Democratic side. Tending the door and carrying messages from staff and constituents into the chamber, he quickly got to know most of the members. He was able to listen to debates and familiarize himself with the arcane parliamentary procedures that were so crucial to the flow of legislation. More important, perhaps, he was witness to the whispered conversations and cloakroom deals that revealed the formal and informal power structure in the House. The experience brought home to the young man from the Hill Country that the exercise of power in Washington involved not only what state you represented, what committee assignment you were able to secure, but how strong your personality was, how much you drank, whom you slept with. “He’d say, ‘But how did he do it?’” Russ Brown, a friend, remembered his asking in regard to some legislative coup. “ ‘Did he know somebody? Is he a nice guy? What’s his secret of getting ahead … Well, I tell you one thing, it isn’t any accident … I don’t believe in luck.’”45




“At first, Lyndon Johnson was a hard man to work for,” Jones said in a mastery of understatement. He drove himself and his staff relentlessly.46Robert Jackson remembered being struck by Johnson’s “absolutely incredibly restless energy.” If he and his staff took time to go to a movie, which was rare, Lyndon would nearly always get up before the end to return to the office or to his room to read mail or the Congressional Record.47Estelle Harbin recalled occasionally persuading him to take a walk around the Capitol grounds on a sunny day. By the time they finished, she was running to keep up as he loped to get back to the office.48




It was nothing for Latimer and Jones to work seven days a week, twelve or more hours a day. On the way to the office Lyndon would “issue enough instructions to put ten people to work for a month.”49Coffee and cigarette breaks were forbidden, and if he could, Lyndon would make his staff eat their lunch at their desk. He was a perfectionist. Latimer remembers having to retype literally hundreds of letters when he first came. The secretary sometimes compared members of his staff unfavorably with one another to instill competition. He could be abusive toward Jones, who was the more aloof and self-contained of the two. He would ridicule his work, tongue-lashing him in front of the rest of the staff. It was with Jones that Lyndon began the repulsive habit of giving instructions or dictating while defecating in the bathroom. And he could be incredibly intrusive. Johnson found out that Latimer had run up bills with the local cleaner, tailor, and other merchants. He summoned the young man and demanded all of the cash he had on him. Stunned, Latimer gave it to him. Lyndon handed back a dollar and said, “Now I’m going to pay your rent over there at the Hotel, and I’m going to give you a dollar a day to eat on … When your checks come in, you’re going to endorse them over to me and I’m going to pay your bills. I’m going to give you twenty-four hours to get me a list of all your bills.” Gene, who enjoyed his drinks, replied tearfully, “You mean I’m not going to get any money for whiskey?” Not one nickel until the bills were paid, his boss replied.50




His staff sometimes thought about quitting, but they never followed through. Lyndon did not ask anything of them that he did not ask of himself. He was incredibly loyal to his boss and obviously dedicated to the interests of Kleberg’s constituents. And he was loyal to his staff. When Latimer got married in 1935, Lyndon arranged for a $100 bonus from Kleberg, secured the use of an automobile, and arranged a $2,600-a-year job at the Federal Housing Administration. When Jones and Latimer began attending law school, Johnson gave both a raise and saw that they got two to three hours a day off from work to study. He wrote the two young men’s parents frequently to report on their progress.51There would be innumerable tales in the future of Lyndon learning of an illness or misfortune suffered by an employee or an employee’s close relative and his paying off debts or hospital bills. Both Jones and Latimer recall that when all was said and done, they liked, even loved Lyndon Johnson. “A reasonable statement is that Lyndon Johnson is hard and he is tough,” Latimer said, “but far from being ruthless to his employees, their welfare was very important to him.”52




 




AT AGE TWENTY-THREELyndon Johnson was a tall—six feet, two or three inches—slender young man with a broad forehead, fair skin, and dark, wavy hair. He was always neatly dressed in suit and tie, as expensive as his limited funds allowed. He smoked Camels and ate sporadically, consuming strange combinations of food, chile and steak, for example, in large amounts. He drank socially, almost as an afterthought. And he read voraciously: all the Washington newspapers plus theNew York Times, Wall Street Journal, Time Life , and of course, theCongressional Record. But not books. He had no time for information that was not absolutely, immediately useful. There was a social life of sorts. Russell Brown, who would later work for Lyndon, remembered galas put on by the Texas Society, frequently at the Dodge. Lyndon would come and dance the night away, but not with the young, pretty, single girls—with the wives of congressmen and senators. There was sex, but in these early frantic months, it was hurried, almost a biological response. “When I think of Child’s [restaurant],” Latimer recalled, “I think of a little discussed side of the Chief, and that is that prior to his marriage … he had an eye for girls with pretty faces and figures and did not regard too much what was behind those faces. One of the beauteous young ladies at Child’s succumbed almost instantly, at least after two or three nights, and I was not to see the Chief until the early hours of the morning.”53




Within six months, Lyndon had established his dominance over Richard Kleberg, personally as well as politically. He was always deferential to Mr. Dick and mindful of his interests, but one did not come into Lyndon’s sphere with any sort of vulnerability without being subsumed. And Kleberg had vulnerabilities. He was not a person of ambition, but of tastes and appetites. He was a student of classical Spanish, a connoisseur of horses and fine whiskey, an avid sportsman. He sent his four children to private schools and lived with his wife, “Miss Mamie,” in the city’s most expensive hotel. Though rich, Kleberg was constantly cash-strapped because most of his wealth was tied up in land, cattle, and oil rigs. “He got five thousand dollars a year as chairman of the King Ranch corporation and ten thousand dollars a year as congressman,” recalled Sam Houston, who would replace Lyndon as Kleberg’s secretary. His mother was secretary-treasurer of the corporation and would provide funds when approached, but Kleberg frequently did not want to ask or simply forgot. As a result, creditors were constantly knocking at his door, or rather, the door of House office 258. As with Gene Latimer, Lyndon took over. He would sit down periodically with his boss, go over the bills, and tell Kleberg how much money he needed. Eventually, the congressman gave his secretary the authority to sign his personal checks.54




When Miss Mamie initially attempted to make personal use of Lyndon and the staff, she was rebuffed. One time she called and asked Johnson to pick up her daughter, Mary Etta, at the train station; he replied simply, “Mrs. Kleberg … we don’t have any chauffeurs here.”55She was at first offended, but Mamie Kleberg, like her husband, soon came to place her trust in the young man from Johnson City. Hailing from Brenham, Mamie Searcy had attended the University of Texas, where she had been a beauty queen. “She was quite a handsome-looking woman,” Russ Brown recalled, “and she had real grace and charm.”56In 1932, Mr. Dick had an affair with another woman. Mamie got wind of it and fled in tears to Corpus Christi. Lyndon intervened to try to patch things up, and from the beginning she treated him as a confidant. “It tore my heart out … to leave him,” she wrote, “but I knew I would never get myself straightened out up there … I am so thankful that you are with him.”57Kleberg attempted a reconciliation but to no avail. Upset and exhausted, the congressman followed his wife to Corpus, but she would not see him.




Lyndon arrived on the scene and informed Mamie that he was going to camp out on her front porch until she relented. Eventually she did, and the couple was reunited. “Mr. Kleberg was on the edge of a nervous breakdown,” she subsequently wrote Lyndon. “He is so appreciative of all you have done and could not love you more if you were his own son, and I feel just like he does, Lyndon. If you had not been in Corpus the night I went all to pieces, I know I would have done something desperate … Love from us both—your other Mother.”58Mamie suspected that the other woman was Estelle Harbin. She was not, but Lyndon and Mr. Dick decided that it would be better if Estelle left. Lyndon got her a job with the Texas Railroad Commission. According to Sam Houston, the ever suspicious Mamie intermittently rifled through her husband’s and even Lyndon’s mail. Sometime in 1934 or 1935 she came across a letter from Estelle to Johnson: “Lyndon, you don’t know how much I appreciate you getting me out of that mess.” Mamie interpreted this to mean that Estelle had been her husband’s lover and that Lyndon had been an accomplice. She never forgave him.59




 




MAMIE ANDRICHARDKLEBERGwere not the only Americans on the verge of a nervous breakdown in 1932; hundreds of thousands of others were suffering. The country was entering the depths of its unprecedented Depression. The Republican presidential candidate in 1928 was Herbert Hoover, a wealthy mining engineer with a distinguished record of public service, who easily defeated Alfred E. Smith. Hoover was the high priest of free regulated capitalism. It was to society’s benefit for the rich to get richer, he argued, because the wealth would “trickle down” to even those occupying the lowest rungs on the socioeconomic ladder. His philosophy rested on two principles: individual self-help and voluntary cooperation. Enlightened self-interest would presumably motivate businessmen to pursue self-regulation to achieve economic stability and prosperity. Described by his public relations team in 1928 as the great engineer, an efficiency expert, able administrator, humanitarian, and even “miracle man,” Hoover appeared to be precisely the individual needed to perpetuate the prosperity of the 1920s. He proclaimed the arrival of a new day in his inaugural address and predicted that the free enterprise system would end poverty in America in his lifetime.




Less than six months after his inauguration, in the fall of 1929, the Hooverian vision collapsed with a resounding stock market crash that heralded the onset of the Great Depression. By midsummer 1932, the gross national product had declined by more than 50 percent. Unemployment grew from 4 million in October 1930 to between 12 and 14 million during the first months of 1933. National income declined from $87 million in 1929 to $40 million in 1933. Adjusted for the cost of living, per capita income declined from $681 to $495 per year. Some two hundred thousand residents of Chicago converged on the Loop in a hunger march, chanting “We want bread.” Everywhere, unemployed men by the thousands simply stood on street corners waiting futilely for something to happen. In rural areas, farmers suffered from the twin tragedies of drought and depression. During the early part of the 1930s rain simply disappeared from certain parts of the country. Huge dust storms rolled across the plains, darkening the sky and depositing silt over a vast area of the United States. In the Midwest, Milo Reno’s National Farm Holiday Association set up armed roadblocks in an effort to call attention to the farmer’s plight by stopping the flow of milk and food to the nation’s urban dwellers. Young men and women stopped going to college, and families disintegrated. In many cases, rural dwellers were forced to resort to barter to survive.




By experience, temperament, and philosophy, Herbert Hoover was unprepared to deal with the Depression. He was no laissez-faire economist of the classical school. He approved of friendly regulation of businesses clothed with public interest, and he championed order and efficiency in finance and industry rather than destructive competition. At the same time, he believed that under almost no circumstance should the government provide jobs to citizens to combat unemployment. And he was convinced that relief activities were a duty of private charities and local governments rather than the federal authority. Eventually, under intense pressure from Congress and the states, Hoover would initiate a federal public works program and would secure from Congress the legislation necessary to create the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (1932) to extend federal credit to banks, insurance companies, and various industries, but all major economic indices continued to decline.




Dick Kleberg did not care for the president any more than the common man did, but it was because he considered him too liberal, not too conservative. Like his friend and patron, Roy Miller, Kleberg “was a democrat in name only,” Russ Brown said. “He was a wealthy man, and he associated with wealthy people and he had no feeling for the needs of the economically underprivileged in the community. This was not part of his background and he hadn’t trained himself to think about it or to worry about it at all.”60Kleberg and Miller, who flew back and forth from Washington to Corpus Christi in Kleberg’s private plane, were in fact reactionaries who embraced the notion of the divine right of wealth. Well-dressed, well-groomed, and well-fed, they were as insensitive as rocks. Miller treated Kleberg’s office as his own, occupying the congressman’s desk during his frequent absences and conducting Gulf Sulphur’s business. They believed that workers had no right to organize and were in fact economic units whose labor was to be bought or sold at whatever rate the market dictated. The only action they wanted from the government was help to maintain the prices of cattle, oil, and cotton. Indeed, Kleberg and his sponsors were about as far removed as could be in temperament, philosophy, and experience from the Hill Country Johnsons.




“His [Lyndon’s] thinking, if you could call it that, was Populist,” Robert Jackson recalled.61His father’s life, in practice, and his mother’s life, in theory, had been built on the notion of helping other people. During Lyndon’s months in Washington, virtually all of his waking hours had been devoted to taking care of the needs of others. “When I first went to work for Mr. Kleberg,” Luther Jones recalled, “a large part of the work of the office consisted of helping veterans of World War I get their claims for service compensation to show that any ailment they then had was connected with some injury they sustained in the war. Lyndon spent an enormous amount of time on this … His service [provided relief for] hundreds of them.”62




Lyndon was also exposed to legislators who were very different from Kleberg. He left standing orders with the doorman of the House to call him whenever the newly elected senator from Louisiana, Huey Long, was making a speech. Dressed in iridescent suits that ran from maroon to lime green and two-toned shoes, the short, wavy-haired demagogue quickly earned a reputation as the new champion of the common man. Both quoting the Bible and spouting racist anecdotes, Long attacked monopoly capitalism and proposed a massive redistribution of wealth through confiscatory taxation. Campaigning for Hattie Carraway, who was running for governor of Arkansas, he told the citizens of that state that 540 men on Wall Street made more money each year than all the farmers in the country and that he wasn’t going to allow the situation to continue. Criticized back in the Senate by Democratic Majority Leader Joe T. Robinson for interfering in the politics of his native Arkansas, Long counterattacked in an incident Lyndon would never forget. “He had this chocolate silk suit on,” he later recalled, “and his brighttoned brown-and-white shoes, and he was just marching back and forth.” He marched over to Robinson, a very conservative and very portly man, and put his hand on the majority leader’s shoulder. Almost affectionately, Long told the galleries, “I wasn’t in Arkansas to dictate to any human being. All I went to Arkansas for was to pull these big, potbellied politicians off this poor little woman’s neck.”63




In 1935, while making a bid for the Democratic nomination for president, Long would promulgate his “Share Our Wealth” program. It promised every American family a homestead worth $5,000 and an annual income of $2,500 to be paid for by expropriating the holdings of the nation’s wealthiest citizens. “He hated poverty with all his soul and he spoke against it until his voice was hoarse,” Lyndon later told an interviewer. “For leading the masses and illustrating your point humanly, Huey Long couldn’t be beat.”64To the young secretary from the Hill Country, Hoover was the opposite: a donothing president, the tool of Wall Street who thought that “constitutional government gave every man, woman, and child the right to starve.”65“Giving a man a chance to work and feed his family and provide for his children does not destroy his initiative,” Lyndon would later say. “Hunger destroys initiative. Hopelessness destroys initiative. Ignorance destroys initiative. A cold and an indifferent government destroys initiative.”66The task facing Lyndon Johnson, one that had confronted him in Cotulla and that would reappear throughout his career, was how to finesse the conservatives. His double-pronged strategy was to cultivate them personally and then, if necessary, invoke the Jeffersonian-Jacksonian ideology of representative democracy to justify government activism in behalf of the under-privileged.




In May and June 1932, twelve to fourteen thousand unemployed and destitute veterans descended on Washington to lobby for passage of a $2.4 billion soldiers’ bonus bill. Congress had passed such a measure immediately following the Great War, but it was in the form of a paid-up insurance policy that would come due in 1945. The veterans wanted their money now, when they needed it. After marching down Pennsylvania Avenue, the tattered Bonus Expeditionary Force, as the media dubbed the group, built a shantytown on Anacostia Flats on the edge of the capital. Hoover denounced the bonus bill as an unnecessary raid on the treasury that would unbalance the budget. With the gaunt veterans, who had risked their lives for their country and who represented the ultimate injustice of the Depression, vowing to sit it out all summer if necessary, the House took up the measure.




When Lyndon learned that his boss intended to vote against the bonus bill, he rebelled. Confronting Kleberg, he pounded on his desk, shouting, “Mr. Kleberg, Mr. Kleberg, you can’t do this!” Congressmen and senators were elected to represent their constituents, Lyndon said, and mail from the district was running fifteen to twenty to one in favor. He knew what was best for his people, Mr. Dick replied, and an unbalanced budget was not in their interest. Maybe not, but there were a huge number of veterans in the Fourteenth District, and if Kleberg voted no he would not be representing their or anybody’s interests after the fall elections.67Lyndon’s boss voted for the bonus; it passed the House only to fail in the Senate.




When some six thousand veterans still refused to go home, Hoover called on the military, which dispatched a contingent of troops under the command of a young brigadier general named Douglas MacArthur. Declaring that the very “institutions of our Government” were being threatened, he led a small army equipped with tanks and machine guns, clearing the veterans from Anacostia and burning down their shantytown. Lyndon was appalled. He would never forget seeing “the Bonus Army being driven down Pennsylvania Avenue by quirts like sheep by a man on a white horse.”68




 




AS A NUMBERof his contemporaries have observed, Lyndon Johnson tended to absorb people, particularly people who were weaker willed than he and who were useful to his larger ends. Thus it was with Richard Kleberg. Lyndon placed his desk strategically in the office so that anyone wanting to see the congressman had to go through him. He prepared memoranda for his boss on the major issues of the day, cultivated other congressmen and their staffs on his behalf, and saw that he got full credit with the people of the Fourteenth District for everything positive that the office did. The individual services—veterans’ benefits, green cards, Reconstruction Finance Corporation loans, agricultural aid—ran into the thousands. Once a full staff was in place, Lyndon decided that every boy and girl in the district graduating from high school should get a letter of congratulation from the congressman. “When he was Kleberg’s secretary,” recalled Sam Fore, a Floresville newspaper editor and mentor of Lyndon’s, “he made a number of trips back to our county—Wilson County—and he’d have those farmers and ranchers meet him at the courthouse and give him their troubles. He’d take them in his car even to Houston to try to save their farms through the Federal Land Bank … I think he stayed about two or three weeks one time just on jobs like that, doing things for people in distress.”69As Robert Montgomery, a young UT economist who had gone to work for the Department of Agriculture, said, being secretary to Congressman Kleberg was excellent training for Lyndon because he could be Congressman Kleberg, or rather Congressman Johnson using Kleberg’s name.70




It never crossed Lyndon’s mind to run against Kleberg. Loyalty, Russ Brown recalled his friend saying, was the most important of all human virtues. “If a fellow is brilliant and energetic and smart and he’s not loyal, then I don’t know who he’s being brilliant and energetic and smart for,” he said, “and I haven’t got room for him around me.”71Lyndon and his boss returned to Texas and stumped the Fourteenth District as if there were no tomorrow. Kleberg’s secretary and campaign manager linked up with Fore, the 275-pound Seguin newspaper editor and Democratic activist who had contacts throughout the district. Typically, Lyndon covered more territory and saw more people in a shorter time than any advance man in the district’s memory. He “wasn’t one of those who walked into the office and sat down and wasted a lot of time,” a Seguin attorney remembered. “He covered not only the area around the office but all of Seguin in a whirlwind fashion and yet he saw everybody and talked to everybody.”72Kleberg won the nomination, capturing ten of eleven counties in the Four-teenth District and winning the general election easily.73




While campaigning for Kleberg, Lyndon followed the contest for the Democratic nomination for president with rapt attention. Even as a congressional secretary, he acquired a reputation for political prescience. That reputation was based in part on instinct and in part on a never-ending search for political information. “Lyndon dropped by my office almost every day,” Texas Congressman Wright Patman remembered. “He wanted to talk politics—who was doing what and what the probable outcome would be.”74He did the same thing with Sam Rayburn from Bonham, Martin Dies of Lufkin, and even John Nance Garner. He read all of the political pundits, including Raymond Clapper, whom he liked, and Walter Lippmann, whom he did not (smart but too theoretical—and pretentious).75As a result, Johnson’s political intelligence was among the best in the capital. Treated to a Lyndon tour de force on the upcoming House elections, a dazzled Robert Montgomery remarked to his wife that Johnson was a savant, one of Plato’s political animals who “just knew.”76In the presidential race, Lyn-don was putting his money on a young man from New York named Franklin D. Roosevelt. “Very quickly after I met [Lyndon], the campaign of 1932 started,” Robert Jackson said, “and he was just terribly stirred up about the Roosevelt campaign and Franklin Roosevelt. Radios were not very common then. Car radios were especially unusual, but Arthur Perry [another congressional aide] had a little Chevy coupe with a radio in it. Every time Roosevelt talked, and it was broadcast we would get in this little coupe and drive around.”77




 




BY1932 FDRHAD EMERGED as the leading contender for the Democratic nomination, but he was by no means a shoo-in. By promising the vice presidency to John Nance Garner of Texas, speaker of the House and a presidential hopeful, the New Yorker survived a serious “Stop Roosevelt” movement and won the nomination. Shattering precedent, he flew to Chicago to accept in person and promised the American people “a new deal.” The ensuing campaign between Roosevelt and Hoover was a rather dull affair. Although Roosevelt traveled extensively, his radiant smile and air of self-confidence on constant display, he took few risks and spoke primarily in general, even vague terms about how he intended to combat the economic crisis. He did, however, lay the blame for the Depression at the feet of Hoover and the Republican party. Because Americans tended to share this view, they elected Roosevelt in a landslide. Although the Socialist and Communist Parties were convinced that the severity of the economic crisis would expose the bankruptcy of capitalism and prompt a massive shift in popular support to their causes, American voters proved to be less radical than the left hoped and the right feared. They rejected the revolutionary alternatives offered by socialist and communist candidates and opted for a capitalist system shorn of its defects.




Inauguration day in Washington was cold and rainy, so Lyndon and his friend Robert Jackson watched the proceedings from the shelter of John Nance Garner’s office in the Capitol. It was a striking scene. Despite the weather, a huge crowd gathered, anxious, fearful, expectant. Soldiers with machine guns stood guard. Roosevelt was resplendent in cutaway and top hat. Lyndon later recalled the famous Rooseveltian phrase, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” and his quote from Proverbs: “Where there is no vision the people perish.” Those words, he recalled in 1964, would stay with him the rest of his life.78




 




LYNDONJOHNSON WAS MIGHTILY AFFECTEDby the New Deal, and it would be slightly affected by him. Roosevelt did not enter office with any master plan for solving the myriad problems that faced the nation, but his lack of ideological inhibitions meant that he had few qualms about using federal power to alleviate human suffering and to correct what he perceived as grievous flaws in the economic system. Nor was he averse to experimentation to achieve the desired results. The ideological sources of the New Deal were as numerous as they were diverse. The host of economists, former social workers, business-men, young lawyers, and others who converged on Washington to build the new order represented a bewildering array of economic philosophies and policy perspectives. Among them were fiscal conservatives wedded to government economy and balanced budgets, advocates of deficit spending to expand mass purchasing power, and devotees of expensive federal social programs. Some were reformers from Theodore Roosevelt’s day; a few were Woodrow Wilson-style progressives; still others represented a younger generation that had come of age in the postwar years. Yet, Franklin Roosevelt stood as the central figure in the New Deal, its spokesman and symbol; he was the one who gave it what coherence it possessed and who saw that proposals were enacted into law. Some have argued that Roosevelt was incapable of sustained thought and possessed more style than substance, but no one has questioned his mastery of the art of politics, his skills in communication and public relations, and his fine-tuned sensitivity to the shifting moods of the public and Congress.




During the first two and a half years of the Roosevelt administration, Congress, overwhelmingly Democratic in both houses, would pass more than a hundred laws creating dozens of new government agencies and programs. They were designed to save American capitalism by providing relief and jobs to the millions of unemployed and then reforming the system to ensure that the Great Depression did not repeat itself. Congress convened on March 9 and passed legislation providing government guarantees and funds to the struggling banking system. The Truth in Securities and Securities Exchange Acts aimed at preventing another stock market crash. A host of new public works agencies, the most important of which was the Works Progress Administration (WPA), were created to provide jobs for the struggling workforce. The Public Utility Holding Company Act sought to bring regulation to an industry manifestly clothed with the public interest. Labor benefited from passage of the Wagner, or National Labor Relations Act that sanctioned, for the first time, the principle of collective bargaining. Two Agricultural Adjustment Acts established a system of payments to farmers, first to destroy some existing crops and livestock and subsequently not to plant a certain portion of their acreage or not to raise a portion of the livestock they had planned to raise in an effort to limit production and elevate farm prices. A reorganized Farm Credit Administration emerged to provide low-interest loans to farmers. In August 1935, Congress passed the Social Security Act, which set up a system of old-age insurance, compelled employers to contribute to state unemployment programs, and offered federal aid to the states on a matching basis for the care of the nation’s crippled, blind, dependent mothers and children, and for the establishment of public health systems.




Like Charles Lindbergh, Herbert Hoover, and most of Wall Street, Richard Kleberg believed that the Roosevelt administration was nothing but a bunch of socialists who were waging war against the free enterprise system. When he announced his intention to vote against legislation creating the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Federal Emergency Relief Corporation, and other New Deal agencies, Lyndon could no longer stand mute. The confrontation came over the first Agricultural Administration Act that, to raise prices, proposed to pay farmers not to plant. Kleberg came into the office one afternoon to find his secretary emptying his desk into cardboard boxes. “What’s the matter?” the congressman asked. “I’m going home,” Lyndon replied. Seeing his golf game going down the drain, Kleberg pled, “My gosh, Lyndon, you can’t go off and leave me.” Lyndon said, “Well, Mr. Dick, I feel like the folks back home sent us up here to support the President, and that’s what we’ve got to do. If you don’t do that, they’re bound to think I’m not supporting him either, and I just can’t face them … Our people are for this legislation by ten-to-one or more.”79In fact, Texas farmers hated the Act: it ran counter to their go-it-alone ethos, and it made no sense to be paid not to produce. Kleberg observed that he knew what was best for the people and that he was going to vote his conscience. Fine, said Lyndon. The congressman would have to do without his services—and he would be sure to lose the next election. Kleberg relented and voted for the AAA.




It was a temporary victory. The scion of the King Ranch steadfastly refused to embrace other aspects of the New Deal. In 1935, with the Social Security Act pending, Lyndon had to go through the whole routine again.80Johnson was particularly enthusiastic about the Federal Housing Administration. When consumers had to rely solely on private lending institutions, a homebuyer had to agree to pay off the mortgage in five years and put up as much as one-third of the cost as down payment. Banks could or could not renew at the end of five years; if they did, they charged exorbitant refinancing fees. With the establishment of the FHA, it became possible to take out a twenty-five-year mortgage with a 10 percent down payment. Private institutions had to follow suit or lose out completely.81




It was in the application of New Deal programs to the citizens of the Fourteenth District that Lyndon proved most effective, however. The object of the AAA was to restore to American farmers the purchasing power they had enjoyed during the peak years 1909-1914. This was to be done by means of a domestic allotment scheme for basic commodities such as cotton, wheat, corn, and pigs. The incentive for farmers to reduce acreage under cultivation was a system of government subsidies, known as “benefit payments.” The AAA would pay out $100 million in 1933 to farmers to destroy existing crops and livestock. Lyndon worked furiously to persuade farmers that limits on production were the only answer to the persistent farm depression, and in the end the Fourteenth District had one of the highest percentages of farmers signing up for the program. Similarly, after the administration pushed through Congress legislation creating a Federal Land Bank to refinance farm mortgages, Lyndon saw to it that every struggling farmer in south Texas knew about and took advantage of the low-interest loans.82




Lyndon met some of the dozens of young Ivy League lawyers and economists who flocked to Washington during the New Deal; most he did not like. They dressed better than he did, and many did not have to work for money. And they refused to give him his due because he was from Texas.83His famous dislike of eastern intellectuals would not stem from any sense of inferiority. “Johnson had awfully strong class feelings,” Horace Busby, his friend and future speech writer, recalled. “They were not of someone from the underclass feeling strongly against the upper class; it was the fact that Johnson [felt] … that there were an awful lot of people from the upper classes elsewhere who did not understand he was from the upper class in Johnson City. I mean, it was aristocrat against aristocrat.”84With those young New Dealers who he felt were not condescending, Johnson established close ties. The AAA general counsel Jerome Frank and staffers Adlai E. Stevenson, Abe Fortas, and Alger Hiss all became friends.85




During a late-night bull session in the Dodge House involving Lyndon, Arthur Perry, Texas Senator Tom Connally’s assistant, and Robert Jackson, the subject of the “Little Congress” came up. In 1919, legislative secretaries had created a model house of representatives, complete with speaker and parliamentary rules. The body quickly degenerated into a closed debating society dominated by a handful of the oldest and most conservative of the secretaries. It was a shame, Perry observed, because the organization could be used to share useful information and bring in speakers of national prominence. “Why don’t you run for speaker?” Perry asked Lyndon. “I might just do that,” he replied.86




The next organizational meeting was scheduled for April 1933. Quietly Lyndon and his friends began to circulate among the congressional staff. Most had not participated in the Little Congress, believing that the $2 yearly dues were not worth it. Lyndon campaigned against the “standpatters,” who ran the organization, calling them “dictatorial” and “reactionary” and promising his own new deal: open debate and stimulating speakers. On the evening of the election, the usually half-empty committee room was packed with more than 250 people. “It was quite an occasion,” Carroll Keach, who worked in Kleberg’s office, recalled. “It was held in the Democratic caucus room … the main caucus room in the old House Office Building. It was packed to the rafters and people even standing around the walls … They had all the news media of the day there, klieg lights all over the place.”87The old guard shouted that many in the room were not eligible and that it was only Johnson’s second meeting, which was true. Nevertheless, the vote was held, and Lyndon won two to one. Immediately, he moved to placate his defeated foes, promising that his appointments would be nonpartisan and reflect both seniority and membership. The Little Congress coup brought Lyndon his first national publicity. TheWashington Evening Star ran a two-column story under the heading “Little Congress Upset: Progressives Put Over New Slate in Election.”88




 




AT VARIOUS TIMES DURING HIS YOUNG LIFE, Lyndon had been advised by his elders to earn a law degree. Both Sam Ealy and Lyndon had been fascinated by Clarence and Tom Martin’s careers. There was power and money in the profession. In 1934, Alvin Wirtz, who had preceded Welly Hopkins in the Texas State Senate and who was an old friend of Sam’s, became a member of an up-and-coming law firm in Austin. During one of Lyndon’s visits back home, Wirtz urged him to go to law school. He could then come back to Austin, join the firm, and make “a ton of money.”89Lyndon thought it over and decided to give it a try. Georgetown Law School offered early evening courses, from five o’clock to seven, for federal employees who got off work at 4:30. Lyndon enrolled for classes beginning in September. Russell Brown recalled that first class: “This big tall fellow from Texas sat right beside me. He looked over at me and he said, ‘I’m Johnson from Texas.’ I said, ‘I’m Russell Brown from Rhode Island.’ He was cordial in sort of an impersonal way.”90




After a week or so, Lyndon, Brown, and Luther Jones went to dinner. Lyndon asked Brown why he always seemed to know the answers. Because he did not have a job and could study when he was not pounding the pavement looking for work, Brown said. Lyndon replied that he wished he had that luxury; he usually had to go back to the office and work after class was over. But Luther Jones, who confronted the same routine, found time to study for an hour or two every night after returning to the Dodge. He noticed that his boss neglected to hit the books even when he had the chance. For Lyndon, the law was too abstract and too much of a detour from his chosen profession: politics and public service. When a professor went over the procedure required to pass a law in Congress, he scoffed. He knew more about it than his teacher. He wanted to know why the legal profession insisted on using Latin terms when plain English would do. “I should say that Lyndon’s attendance at the law school was, to say the least, sporadic,” Brown recalled. “He was probably running congressional errands for the Congressman or meeting with people and setting up arrangements, making political alliances and friends.”91Still, he could have gotten by. Brown, for whom Lyndon found a job as assistant doorkeeper of the House, took excellent notes. He, Lyndon, and Luther would have intensive study sessions in his room over a meat market. “He had a mind like a sponge, quick and alert and very perceptive,” Brown recalled. He was aware of and interested in the great theoretical divide that separated most legal scholars: the traditionalists or “natural law” advocates, who insisted that the Constitution and other legal statutes be read narrowly with a view to what the framers had in mind, legal precedent, and little else, and proponents of “sociological jurisprudence,” who agreed that the Constitution and federal law should be interpreted in the social, economic, and political contexts from which the case in question arose. “In the course of our conversation,” Philip Kane, another of Lyndon’s Georgetown classmates, recalled, “we began to discuss Reverend Francis E. Lucey, S. J., then regent of the Law School and Professor of Jurisprudence. It should be noted that Father Lucey was strictly a Natural Law scholar and did not think much of Justice [Oliver Wendell] Holmes, particularly of Holmes’s approach to moral issues. [LBJ’s] comments were ‘That Father Lucey can certainly talk. He knows his material and puts it over to the students. But I can’t go for that Natural Law stuff.”92It did not take Lyndon long to decide that law school was a useless diversion. He did not even bother to take the first-term exams. There was another reason for his neglect of his legal studies. In September 1934, Lyndon had met Claudia Alta Taylor.










CHAPTER 5
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LADY BIRD AND THE NYA




THE YOUNG WOMAN WHO WOULD CAPTURELYNDON’Simagination hailed from a wealthy but troubled east Texas family. Claudia Taylor was born on December 22, 1912, in a seventeen-room southern mansion dubbed “the Brick House,” which lay tucked away in the piney woods near the hamlet of Karnack some fifteen miles from the Louisiana border. Her father, Thomas Jefferson “T. J.” Taylor, an imposing man, six feet, two inches and well over two hundred pounds, had come to east Texas in 1899 from Alabama. The son of a tenant farmer, T. J. had arrived under a cloud. Rumor had it that he and his brother had robbed a train. In Texas, he paid $500 for a section of land at the intersection of two trails and made plans to open a general store. Living in a boarding house for $5 a week, T. J. managed not only to build a dry goods operation but to establish a small agricultural and business empire.1




By the time Claudia was born some thirteen years later, her father owned a fifteen thousand-acre cotton plantation, two general stores, a cotton gin, and a fishing business on nearby Lake Caddo. In fact, as Lady Bird recalled, her father, known to blacks as “Mr. Boss” and to whites as “Mr. Cap’n,” ruled Karnack and its environs as a feudal fiefdom. More than half of the residents of Harrison County were black, and many worked as sharecroppers for T. J. Taylor, buying the necessities of life at hugely inflated prices from his general store. “I worked for him sunup to sunset for fifty cents a day,” recalled Dorsey Jones, one of the oldest African Americans living in Harrison County.2




After establishing himself in Texas, Taylor returned to Alabama to marry Miss Minnie Lee Patillo, daughter of a Confederate officer who was also one of the largest landholders in Autauga County. Her father viewed T. J. as nothing more than a low-life criminal, and no members of the family, including Minnie’s beloved sister, Effie, attended the wedding.3The couple was married in Taylor’s brother’s house. Minnie, a bright but physically unattractive girl, stout with thin reddish-blond hair, had had a difficult childhood. Her father, Luke, liked to boast he was “the meanest man in Autauga County.” Her mother, Sarah, had been married previously and had two children by a man killed in the Civil War. She never got over him, and Luke resented both the dead man and his children. Sarah died bitter and broken, her family riddled with suicides and alcoholism. After Minnie ran off with T. J. Taylor, Effie took to her bed with migraines and ulcers.




Claudia’s past reeked of the Civil War, Reconstruction, slavery, of the burden of history borne by a land torn between cruelty and gentility, education and ignorance, promise and hopelessness. When she was five, a group of white men confronted a local black in the woods near Karnack. They accused him of “some crime,” she remembered. “The poor man was so terrified that he just took off running. The white men shot him in the back.” The little girl, shivering, heard the story in her father’s general store. Claudia’s favorite author was William Faulkner. “He describes a South I’m somewhat acquainted with,” she later told biographer Jan Jarboe Russell. “It has a dark side. It’s shadowy but yet it speaks to a world I know.”4




Minnie followed national and international affairs and was active in local politics. Not surprisingly, she was a committed suffragist.5Contemporaries recall her as somewhat aloof. “I remember that she wore this large hat with a veil and her carriage was excellent,” said Lucille McElroy, a Karnack resident.6She gave birth to her first son, Thomas J. Taylor Jr., on October 20, 1901, and her second, Antonio J., on August 29, 1904. The pregnancies damaged her health and further strained her relationship with her ever-absent husband.




By all accounts, T. J. Taylor was a shameless womanizer, making little effort to hide his affairs. Rumor had it that he had fathered a son by a local black woman. The child was nicknamed “Sugar” because he would periodically come by the general store and Taylor would give him bags of sugar. He made little effort to hide his faithlessness or his racism. A contemporary, Jack Hayner, remembered dropping in at the general store one morning with his hunting dog. When the dog persisted in sniffing Mr. Boss’s groin, he told Hayner, “I’ve been out with a nigger woman this morning. The dog’s got her scent.”7Shortly after the birth of her second son, Minnie Patillo Taylor took her children and left for Alabama.




Confronted with two ailing daughters, Luke Patillo turned to Dr. John Kellogg, who ran his famous sanitarium out of a six-story building in Battle Creek, Michigan. As the Patillos listened, Kellogg, dressed dramatically in a long white coat, lectured on the physical and psychological benefits of a strict vegetarian diet, exercise, sweat baths, and frequent enemas. Meanwhile, T. J. Taylor was ruthlessly building his business empire, silently, relentlessly competing with “Old Man Patillo.” He was rich and wanted people to know it. Mr. Cap’n paid the salary of the Methodist minister, whose sermons he listened to, and half of the Baptist minister’s, whose sermons he did not. He loved dependency. “You were nobody in this world without a white man standin’ behind you,” Dorsey Jones said. “Boss Taylor was a good stand-behind man.”8As long as you stayed and worked. Many a local black forfeited his land to T. J. Taylor for bad debt. Despite their differences, T. J. and Minnie reconciled briefly in 1910. He bought her the Brick House as a present.




On December 22, 1912, Minnie gave birth to a daughter, Claudia Alta, whom T. J. nicknamed Lady Bird after the nursery rhyme: “Lady Bird, Lady Bird, fly away home, your house is on fire and your children will burn.” (Actually, the rhyme T. J. had in mind begins, “Lady bug, Lady bug … ”)9The baby was bright-eyed and pretty, with fair skin and dark hair. The prominent Taylor nose, which would inevitably hook, was already evident. Minnie was thirty-nine and did not feel well enough to care for three children, so the two boys were sent away to the Raymond Riordan School for Boys in upstate New York. In 1918, at age forty-four, Minnie Taylor became pregnant again. Two months later, she fell down the circular staircase at the Brick House. Rushed to the hospital in Marshall, Minnie died on September 14, 1918. It was the defining moment of Lady Bird’s young life.10




There were rumors that T. J. had pushed his wife down the stairs. In 1909, during one of Minnie’s trips to Michigan, her husband filed for divorce, claiming that she had abandoned him and that she was mentally unbalanced. Their sons were then seven and five. In 1911, with Minnie still absent, the divorce was granted. At this point she returned, and in a retrial the divorce decree was overturned. Minnie feared the loss of custody of her children and of her inheritance. The reunion was hardly a joyous one.11




Lying on her deathbed in Marshall, Minnie Taylor called her daughter to her. Lady Bird remembered, “She looked over at me and said, ‘My poor little girl, her face is dirty.’” She called for a washcloth and carefully wiped Lady Bird’s face. “ ‘Nobody at home to care for you but the Black nurse,’ she said. ‘Poor child.’” Minnie was more right than she knew. T. J., who waited almost a year to tell his two sons in boarding school that their mother had died, was not about to take up the task of raising a little girl. The period from September through December, when tenants brought their cotton to be ginned, was the busiest time of the year for Mr. Boss. A few months after Minnie’s death, T. J. put Lady Bird on the train and sent her off to Alabama. She bore with her a suitcase containing her worldly possessions and a sign around her neck that read “Deliver this child to John Will Patillo,” who was Minnie’s uncle.12Lady Bird had in effect become an orphan.




Lady Bird responded to the devastating loss of her mother by withdrawing emotionally. Instead of melting into a pool of self-pity, however, she transformed her pain into feelings of sympathy for her undeserving father and her brothers. After she arrived in Alabama, no one in the Patillo family was allowed to mention Minnie’s death. “No one dared say a word about it—including me,” Lady Bird later said.13A friend of Effie’s remembered the first time she saw Lady Bird. On an automobile ride into the country, the little girl, clad in a starched dress, sat silently on the back seat reading a book and munching fruit. The ability to withdraw, to rise above whatever storm threatened her psychological and emotional balance, would remain with her throughout the rest of her life. Both of her daughters, Lynda Bird and Luci Baines, would recall their mother as the most emotionally self-contained person they had ever met.




After a stay of several months in Alabama, it was decided that Effie and Lady Bird would move back to Karnack. Lady Bird could attend elementary school at the one-room Fern School, located on a wooded hill near the Brick House. In theory, Aunt Effie would take care of Lady Bird; in reality, it was the child who cared for the adult. Effie continued to be a self-conscious semi-invalid. Rarely was a trip made to Marshall without a visit to the drug store for a bottle of Lydia Pinkham’s Tonic. Nearly 40 percent alcohol by volume, Lydia Pinkham’s was the perfect medicine for Effie’s aching head and queasy stomach. When she was eleven, Lady Bird accompanied her aunt on one of her periodic visits to Battle Creek. She did calisthenics with Dr. Kellogg and caught a glimpse of the famous senator from Wisconsin, Robert “Fighting Bob” LaFollette. Lady Bird’s playmates at the Brick House were the children of Cap’n Taylor’s black employees. She even occasionally attended services at the local black church.




When it was time to enter the seventh grade, Lady Bird and Effie moved to nearby Jefferson, an important nineteenth-century inland port that had gone to seed. Jefferson was quintessential Old South, its social life dominated by the local chapter of the Daughters of the Confederacy. It was here that Lady Bird developed her marked southern accent; for the rest of her days, unless making a conscious effort, she would roll her r’s and use the shorta in place ofi. When she was ready for high school, she and Effie moved back to the Brick House, and Lady Bird was transported to and from Marshall, a town of fifteen thousand, by one of T. J.’s employees.14




Two years after Minnie’s death, Lady Bird’s father married one of his employees, Beulah Wisdom, an attractive young woman with a business degree from a college in Tyler. Lady Bird was simultaneously attracted to and repelled by Beulah. She and Effie resented the intrusion; they were the women of Brick House. Beulah wore short skirts, bobbed her hair, and careened around Karnack and environs in her new car. Married to a rich older man, she made no attempt to hide her sexuality. Lady Bird admitted she was pretty, but “in a coarse and crude sort of way.”15But there was something about her independence and daring that was attractive. She was so un-Aunt Effie. During one of her trips to Battle Creek, Lady Bird, in a Beulah-like moment, paid $2.50 to ride in a biplane with an aviatrix. “It was the most exciting ride of my young life,” she later remembered.16In the clouds she was above it all, in control, free.




 




BY THE TIME SHE REACHED HIGH SCHOOL,Lady Bird had come to see books and learning not as an escape from reality but as a means for living a fuller and freer life. She made excellent grades, graduating third in her class. At Marshall High, she was neither popular nor unpopular. Her best friend, Emma Boehringer, was also a rival, a pretty girl who sometimes excluded Lady Bird from her clique. Although her father had money, the girl from Karnack did not pay much attention to fashion. She was sensible, self-effacing, down-to-earth. There were boyfriends, J. H. Benefield in Jefferson and later Thomas C. Soloman, but Lady Bird had to be escorted to the senior prom by the boyfriend of a friend whose mother felt sorry for her. Lady Bird’s real love was nature. She and her friends spent the summers roaming the woods, swimming in Lake Caddo, collecting the wildflowers to which she would later give so much of her life. She found consolation in her father’s power and money. And she realized that the root of his power was money. In 1928, she kept a running tab of monthly sales in Cap’n Taylor’s store—down to the penny. The total gross sales for that year alone for one store was $212,127.45. As an adult and successful businesswoman, Lady Bird would earn a reputation as a tight-fisted, no-nonsense manager. Not wealth particularly, but financial security was very important to her.




Graduating from high school at fifteen, Lady Bird enrolled in summer school at the University of Alabama. Her high school friend, Helen Bird, the daughter of the Episcopal priest in Marshall, talked her into attending St. Mary’s, an exclusive Episcopal girls’ school in Dallas, beginning in the fall. There, she made excellent grades, embraced Episcopalianism, but decided to transfer to the University of Texas for her final two years of college.17




When Lady Bird arrived in 1930, Austin was the place to be for a young person. Her friend, Emma Boehringer’s sister, Eugenia (“Gene”), picked her up in her car. They drove down Congress Avenue, passing the famous Driskill Hotel on their way to the Texas capitol, built of rosehued granite and modeled after the national Capitol. Gene drove her west to Zilker Park, which included the cold, clear-blue swimming hole of Barton Springs. Dominating the city was the sprawling UT campus, home to some 6,652 of the state’s brightest and most socially ambitious students. Despite paeans to gender equality, men came to UT to get an education that would land them a substantial job, and not a few women came to find a husband. Given the fact that men outnumbered women four to one, those interested in the latter goal could not have come to a better place. UT was typical of many state institutions: students could get an excellent education if they chose, or could graduate without getting much of one at all. Tuition was $25 a year, and for $10.50 students could buy a blanket “tax” that gained entry to all sporting and cultural events.




Lady Bird chose to stay in a boarding house with six other girls rather than in Scottish Rite, Littlefield, or one of the other large dormitories for women. Her roommate was Cecille Harrison, an outgoing blonde from San Antonio. Lady Bird pledged a sorority but was forced to drop out when her father objected to the organization as a waste of money.18For the next two years she ran with Gene, who worked as secretary to C. V. Terrell, head of the powerful Texas Railroad Commission. Lady Bird continued to dress down; her friends wore tailored ensembles with high heels, while she sported simple skirts and blouses and loafers. Despite her somewhat dowdy appearance, she had no trouble getting dates. Her companion for most of her last two years at UT was Duncan Dawson, “a handsome, smart man who was absolutely smitten with Lady Bird.”19Dawson covered the capital for the Dallas Morning News and was largely responsible for her decision to major in journalism.




Lady Bird was no prude. One afternoon, she and Wayne Livergood, a wealthy boy from Houston, and another couple drove to Nuevo Laredo. They drank gin and danced all night at a spot called the Bohemian Club. She, Cecille, and another friend became acquainted with Hiram King, a vice president of Sinclair Oil Company. A married man, King owned a large house on Mt. Bonnell. He frequently entertained the young women with cocktails and steaks. Her companions remembered the undue attention King seemed to be paying Lady Bird.20Despite a relatively active social life, Lady Bird made As and Bs and graduated with two degrees, in journalism and history.21Politically, she and her friends were liberals. They all supported Miriam “Ma” Ferguson, who as governor would oppose the Klan, support repeal of Prohibition, and authorize $20 million in bread bonds to feed the hungry.




As her graduation present to herself, Lady Bird decided on a trip to Washington, D.C. Cecille Harrison agreed to accompany her. Gene Boehringer urged Lady Bird to go by the offices of Congressman Richard Kleberg and meet his handsome, dynamic young secretary, Lyndon Johnson. The two young women had a grand time touring the nation’s capital, but the trip did not include Lyndon. Instead, as she had planned, Lady Bird spent time with Victor McRea, a young man from Roby, who had just graduated from law school and taken a job with the postal service. Then, two weeks following her return to Austin, she stopped by Gene’s office at the Railroad Commission. Who should appear but Lyndon Johnson. He had a date with Dorothy Muckleroy, Gene’s roommate, who was there waiting. Before taking Dorothy to dinner, Lyndon asked all three out for a drink. “He was very, very good-looking.” Lady Bird later said. “Lots of hair, quite black and wavy, and the most outspoken, straightforward, determined young man I’d ever met.”22While Gene and Dorothy were talking, Lyndon leaned over to Lady Bird and asked her to meet him for breakfast the next morning at eight at the Driskill Hotel Coffee Shop. Without really thinking, she agreed.




Lady Bird was attracted to Lyndon, but he had come on a bit strong. She decided to keep an appointment the next morning with Hugo Kuehne, an Austin architect she had hired to remodel the Brick House, and skip the date with young Johnson. In the summer of 1934, Beulah Taylor had taken up with one of her husband’s hired hands. Discovering the affair, Boss Taylor kicked both of them off his property. The divorce became final in September, and Taylor had asked Lady Bird to take charge of renovating the family home, which had fallen into disrepair. On her way to Kuehne’s office, which was next door to the Driskill, Lady Bird saw Lyndon waiting at a corner table. As she was leaving, he was still there. This time he saw her and waved her down. “I was sitting at the front table waiting for her, when I saw her come out of that office,” Lyndon said.




“I’ve always doubted whether she would ever have found the courage to walk in there otherwise.”23




For the next hour she sat wedged into the coffee shop booth listening to a nonstop monologue by Lyndon on Lyndon. He related his family history, told her about Kleberg and his job. He was, she recalled, a young man who wanted to rise in the world by helping others. Lyndon seemed intoxicated with Roosevelt and the New Deal and bragged of his ability to maneuver the reactionary Kleberg into supporting legislation to help farmers, workers, small businessmen, and the jobless. “He began to tell me all about his job, his family,” she remembered. “And he just kept on asking the most probing questions: ‘What did you take in school? What’s your family like? What do you want to do?’ He was telling me all sorts of things I would never have asked him, certainly on first acquaintance.”24“It was just like finding yourself in the middle of a whirlwind,” remembered Lady Bird of her breakfast. “I just had not met up with that kind of vitality before.”25




After breakfast, the two got into the automobile Lyndon was driving, a showy Ford convertible complete with hand-tooled leather seats stamped with the King Ranch symbol, and spent the rest of the day driving around the hills of west Austin. Periodically, Lyndon would ask Lady Bird about her life and family, but before she could answer would interrupt with more about himself. He spoke glowingly of Rebekah and her capacity for self-denial. Lady Bird recalled the impression Lyndon’s description of his mother made: “I saw her as an absolutely lovely woman, who had given too much to her husband and family.”26He made no secret that he had dated numerous other women, and he described his failed love affair with Carol Davis. Instead of being offended, Lady Bird was sympathetic and impressed. “My feeling was here was a very attractive man, who had all kinds of women interested in him,” she remembered. “I was a little amazed that he was at all interested in me.” At the close of the day, Lyndon asked Lady Bird to marry him. “You must be joking,” was her altogether appropriate reply, but she agreed to drive to San Marcos with him the next day to meet his parents.27




The day with Sam and Rebekah was as strange for Lady Bird as the day before. Everything was so serious. Sam, Lady Bird noted, seemed “pretty much used up.” On this, the second day of their relationship, Lady Bird got the feeling Rebekah was evaluating her, judging her, seeing if she measured up. “I just wanted to reassure her that really I had no interest in taking her son away from her,” Lady Bird said, “and wasn’t at all sure that I wanted any part of him myself, and on the other hand if I did, it wouldn’t do her any harm.”28From San Marcos Lyndon drove the somewhat stunned Lady Bird to Corpus Christi to show off the King Ranch. That night they had dinner with Ben Crider and then checked into separate rooms in a midtown hotel. The next day, Lyndon drove Lady Bird out to meet Alice King Kleberg, the family matriarch. At the close of the visit, she told the young couple that they were perfect for each other and advised them to get married. Back in the car, Lyndon informed Lady Bird that he had to go to San Antonio to pick up Malcolm Bardwell, secretary to newly elected Congressman Maury Maverick, and return to Washington. He again pressed her for a commitment to marry him. It was absurd to make such a momentous decision after such a short time, Lady Bird told him, but she invited him to stop by Karnack and meet her father on the way back to Washington.




Not surprisingly, Lyndon was impressed with the Brick House, the Taylor empire, and the Boss himself. More surprising, given that Lyndon continued to babble about himself and the New Deal throughout dinner, T. J. was impressed with his daughter’s suitor. “You’ve been bringing home a lot of boys,” he told Lady Bird after dinner. “This one looks like a man.”29Taylor may have been impressed with Lyndon, but he also wanted to get his daughter out of the house. By then, Lady Bird’s father, sixty years old, had taken up with Ruth Scoggins, two years younger than Lady Bird. She would become his third wife.30




As he left, Lyndon gave Lady Bird a book which he told her to think of as an engagement present. It was a collection of essays by a group of German journalists entitledNazism: An Assault on Civilization. “To Bird,” he inscribed it, “in the hope within these pages, she may realize some little entertainment and find reiterated here some of the principles in which she believes and which she has been taught to revere and respect.”31She responded with Voltaire’sCandide , whose absurdly optimistic protagonist reminded her of Lyndon. Over the next few weeks, the two continued their courtship by long-distance telephone and through the mail. As always, he was impatient when she did not respond to him immediately. “For three days, I’ve watched and waited for your second letter,” he wrote. “Honey, don’t be so long between notes.”32




Lyndon was then enthralled by the dynamic liberal Maury Maverick, who was already beginning to attack some of FDR’s lieutenants as too conservative. “Maury Maverick and Malcolm Bardwell have been with me all week and every day has been a busy day for me,” he related. “We have visited dozens of departments to bring relief and satisfaction to … constituents.” Maverick took Lyndon to see the famous black Washington cleric, Elder Michaux, preach. “This was my first time to be in a Negro church,” he wrote, “but here I learned the effectiveness of psychology. I heard some of the best singing to be heard anywhere. All of the Negroes [were] laughing, shouting and happy. Why can’t we have more enjoyment and happiness?”33Lady Bird began to respond. “And whenever do you play, Lyndon?” she wrote back. “There isn’t any time left for you to, you poor lamb. But I adore you for being so ambitious and dynamic.”34In fact, Lyndon always found time to play. He went to the circus with Maverick and Bardwell. “Sunday and until early Monday with Bill & Mrs. White, Helen and Malcolm,” he wrote. “I dined, drank and danced. Monday night we drove several miles into Maryland and had dinner and music that almost made me leave for Texas and you that night.”35




Johnson pressed Lady Bird to agree to marry as soon as possible; to his disappointment and frustration, she suggested they wait a year. Lyndon regaled her with all the adventures they would have, all the sights they would see: Civil War battlefields, New York City, the Smithsonian.36She responded with descriptions of long, melancholy walks in the woods. “[Neighbor and friend Doris Powell and I] walked through the woods to the old Haggerty place—site of an old colonial mansion, now quite dilapidated and doleful looking,” she wrote. “It always gives me a very poignant feeling to go over there. It must have been a lovely place. There are the tallest magnolias I’ve ever seen, and great live oaks and myriads of crepe myrtle, and a carpet of jonquils and flags in the spring.”37She told him of a favorite movie,The World Moves On: “The love-making is in the most flawless good taste I’ve ever seen on the screen. It makes me feel very set up about the human race to watch them.”38Then later, “There’s nothing I like better than being comfortable in a nice cozy place and reading something amusing or well-written or interesting to someone I like.”39His response: “This morning I’m ambitious, proud, energetic and very madly in love with you. I want to see people. I want to walk through the throngs, want to do things with a drive. If I had a box I would almost make a speech this minute. Plans, ideas, hopes, I’m bubbling over with them.”40Lyndon continued to accuse her of being distant and aloof, but she was hardly that. “Darling” and “lamb” were some of her favorite appellations for him. There were frequent declarations of love and some teasing. “When I get up to Washington my brain will have reverted to the idiot state!” she wrote, hinting at a commitment. “So I’m going to buy me two or three up-to-the minute books on economics or government . . . And one good one on Russia, which I’m very interested in.”41




As Lyndon continued his romantic assault, Lady Bird, living in the yet to be remodeled Brick House, reading at night by kerosene lamp, became depressed, then frantic. What if this dynamic young man, her pathway to brave new worlds, found someone else? She got in the car and drove to Alabama to consult the perpetually bedridden Aunt Effie. “If he really loves you as much as he says he does, he’ll wait,” Effie advised.42Oh God, Lady Bird thought, and if he does not, I’ll wind up just like you. Another aunt, Ellen Cooper Taylor, told her to follow her heart. During long-distance telephone calls, he kept up the pressure. Perhaps he should go into another line of work, one that was more secure and that paid better. The Klebergs had promised to obtain for him the presidency of Texas A&I College at Kingsville if he wanted it, but the life of an academic, particularly such a provincial one, was not very appealing. He had received an offer from General Electric in New York to work for them as a lobbyist at $10,000 a year, but money was not everything. He was called, he believed, to a life of public service.43By this point, Lady Bird was distraught and confused. “Lyndon, please tell me as soon as you can what the deal is … I am afraid it’s politics. Oh, I know I haven’t any business—not any proprietary interest—but I would hate for you to go into politics. Don’t let me get things any more muddled for you than they are though, dearest … I still love you, Lyndon, I want to say it over and over, goodnight, not goodbye, Bird.”44




Sensing that he had the object of his desire on the ropes, Lyndon intensified the courtship. “I see something I know I want,” he wrote back. “I immediately exert efforts to get it. I do or I don’t but I try and do my best … You see something you might want. You tear it to pieces in an effort to determine if you should want it … and conclude that maybe the desire isn’t an ‘everlasting’ one and that the ‘sane’ thing to do is to wait a year or so.”45




While Lady Bird was visiting her relatives in Alabama and Mississippi, Lyndon had to return to Texas on business. They arranged to meet in Marshall and then drive to Karnack for dinner. Aunt Effie had written Lyndon pleading with him to delay marriage until spring at least so that Lady Bird could spend the winter with her in Florida. The next morning T. J. Taylor found Lyndon at the breakfast table, “blue.” “Mr. Taylor,” he said, “I guess I will be gone when you come from town today as I must be back in Austin tonight. I was so in hopes that I could persuade Bird to marry me [on] Thanksgiving, but her aunt says ‘no.’ And Bird seems to think she should regard her wishes.” Taylor sided with Lyndon, telling him that Effie was old and sick and had no right to require further sacrifice of Lady Bird. When he returned from town, the couple was gone. The maid told him they had left around ten o’clock “with four big grips.”46Sometime between nine and ten Lady Bird had succumbed. “I’ll marry you,” she said. “When?” “Tonight,” he replied.47




They decided to “commit matrimony,” as Lady Bird would describe her marriage to a friend, in San Antonio rather than Austin. It would offend her many friends, but this was in essence an elopement, and as such was best executed in an unfamiliar place. On the road, Lyndon pulled over and phoned Dan Quill, the postmaster in San Antonio and a fellow politico who had helped in the Kleberg campaign. Lyndon told his friend of his intention to marry at 8:00P.M. in Saint Mark’s Episcopal Church. Make all the arrangements, he instructed Quill, who was used to Lyndon’s habit of treating everyone as a willing coworker in a scheme of which he was the mastermind. While a triumphant Lyndon and an excited but apprehensive Lady Bird traversed the three hundred miles to San Antonio, Quill worked feverishly.48




The first task was to persuade the Reverend Arthur R. McKinstry, who oversaw the wealthiest congregation in Bexar County, to perform the ceremony. He refused. The young couple needed counseling, their faith in God affirmed, their understanding of the burdens as well as the joys of marriage confirmed. The congressman’s secretary had to get back to Washington, Quill cajoled. McKinstry was mindful of Lyndon’s friendship with the powerful Mavericks and his position as assistant to San Antonio’s congressman. Reluctantly, he agreed.49




Under Texas law, couples applying for a marriage license had to undergo a physical examination. Obviously there would not be time for that, so Quill filled out the marriage license himself and persuaded the deputy clerk at the courthouse to sign it. The breathless couple arrived in the Alamo City around six and checked into adjoining rooms at the Plaza Saint Anthony Hotel; Lyndon, Quill, and two lawyer friends of theirs retired to one and Lady Bird, alone, to the other. She phoned her college friend Cecille Harrison, and asked her if she would “come stand up with me,” that is, be her maid of honor, at St. Marks at eight o’clock. She agreed, pulled a black cocktail dress out of her closet, and headed for the hotel. Meanwhile, Lyndon and Dan Quill discovered that neither had procured a ring. Quill rushed off to the local Sears, Roebuck. He persuaded the clerk there to allow him to take ten or so rings of various sizes on approval. Lady Bird tried them on until she found one that fit.50Quill returned the rest and paid $2.50 for the symbol of the complicated, famous relationship that would last for nearly forty years. Cecille arrived at the Saint Anthony to find Lady Bird sitting on a window seat looking pensively down at the street. “If you give me a quarter,” she told her friend, “I’ll jump out of this window.”51




Perhaps it was a premonition. But she quieted her fears, rose, and put on the lavender sheath she had bought in Corpus several weeks before. Prior to the ceremony, Lady Bird had read the wedding vows carefully, committing them to memory. She asked Lyndon if he had read them. He said yes, and she said she hoped so because “I want to make sure you understand what’s in them.”52There were only twelve guests at the ceremony at Saint Mark’s. The wedding party celebrated with a dinner on the roof garden of the Saint Anthony. One of the guests, Henry Hirshberg, had sent for several bottles of wine from his private stock at home, and the group drank and danced until well after midnight. Cecille remembered what a handsome couple Lyndon and Lady Bird made, he at six foot three and she with her head nestled naturally in the hollow of his shoulder.




 




IN THE YEARS THAT FOLLOWED,Lyndon would love Lady Bird in conventional and unconventional ways. “She was the best piece of ass I ever had,” he would confide indelicately to friends. But he meant it, and he loved her. He would buy her clothes, entrust business and political matters to her, solicit and take her advice on public and private questions; she was virtually the only per-son he was to so trust as president. He also yelled at her, humiliated her in public and private, ignored her emotional needs, and cheated on her. Through it all, she seemed undiminished. Lady Bird attended to his every need, laying out his clothes, waiting dinner until all hours, suffering continual invasions of her privacy, abandoning her daughters to be with him, and acquiescing in his dalliances. “He took her completely for granted,” said family friend Virginia Durr, “and he expected her to devote every waking hour to him, which she did.”53




But Lady Bird reveled in her husband’s energy and ambition. She was part of his great mission to serve mankind. She enjoyed the power that he wielded. Lyndon simultaneously provided escape from the world of Aunt Effie and protection from the chaos and destruction that lurked in every brave new world. As a southern woman, she was conditioned by heritage and experience to suffer and to sacrifice with dignity and integrity. “Ours was a compelling love,” she told Jan Jarboe Russell. “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.”54To another interviewer. “He needed somebody around him who was soft and gentle and laughed, and who was tough about his or her own priorities and feelings of the right course of action, but perfectly glad to hear him out.”55




And what was she to him? With her hooked nose and somewhat irregular features, Lady Bird was certainly not the most beautiful woman Lyndon had ever met. She was certainly not the most sophisticated or confident. And yet she was attractive, educated, and unintimidated. He sensed that she could love him like his mother, but without the guilt and emotional manipulation. She was obviously capable of putting his interests and career first, of making them her own. Her calmness was capable of quieting the emotional and psychological storms that frequently swept over him. Lyndon loved her for all of those things but in the end could not keep from subsuming her, treating her as an appendage. “He never paid any attention to Lady Bird when she was around,” journalist John Chancellor observed,” and when she wasn’t around, he seemed to miss her badly.”56The fact that she was fully aware and accepting of the terms of the relationship did not excuse him, but they both must be given credit for the truth that she was strong enough to have left him at any time. And he knew it.




By mutual agreement, Lyndon and Lady Bird opted for a honeymoon in Mexico. They spent their first night in the Grand Ancira Hotel in Monterrey. The following day, the newlyweds took the train to San Luis Potosí, enjoying the quaint hotel there and the incredible bargains in the marketplace. From Monterrey, they made the long rail trip to Mexico City. Lady Bird tried to interest her mate in the countryside—she was particularly fascinated by the in-numerable shrines to the Virgin Mary—but all he could talk about was Washington and what he was going to do to help save the nation from poverty and become the greatest congressional secretary of all time. In Mexico City, they climbed the pyramids and visited the floating garden of Xochimilco, which dated from the time of the Aztecs. There they posed for a photo standing in the prow of a gondola, he in formal double-breasted suit with his arm around her and she in a dark dress holding a bouquet of flowers.57What Lyndon seemed to have liked most about the honeymoon was sex. Lady Bird did not complain about her aggressive husband, but on their return to San Antonio before leaving for Washington, she made a hurried appointment with a gynecologist.58




Instead of renting an apartment, Lyndon and Lady Bird resided for over a month in the basement of the Dodge. He had lived in close quarters with others all his life, frequently sharing a bed with relatives and roommates. He seemed to have no concept of private space, hating to be alone even when he went to the bathroom. She had grown up at times as an only child. After weeks of sharing a bathroom with others and having to hide under the covers in the early morning while Lyndon and his friends discussed the forthcoming business in their room, she persuaded him to rent a one-bedroom apartment at 1910 Kalorama Road overlooking Rock Creek Park.




Lady Bird learned to be Lyndon Johnson’s wife. He expected her to man the home front, to do the cooking and cleaning, to pay the bills, to be ready to entertain at a moment’s notice. She knew how to do none of these things at first. Every month, Lyndon kept $100 of his $267 paycheck and gave the rest to Lady Bird to run the household. She had to write checks intermittently to Rebekah and his siblings. Both came to resent this unending drain on their resources. Indeed, Lady Bird’s relationship with the Johnson clan was at times strained. She thought the other children resented Lyndon’s success and what they thought was their mother’s favoritism toward him. She became particularly peeved when Sam Houston, who was attending law school, moved in with them, sleeping on a cot in the living room. To his friends and sometimes to Lyndon, Sam Houston was a weak but lovable playboy who drank too much. To Lady Bird he was a loudmouthed, self-indulgent lush. Typically, she kept her feelings to her-self, but a letter from Lyndon to his mother revealed the strain the younger brother was causing: “I don’t know what to do—I am borrowing money this month to get by on … Sent S. H. $100 in January [he had finally moved out]—$50 in February to school and additional $20 or more spending money … and now he is yelling for more … I can’t continue to bear his expenses when he spends more than I do and apparently can’t find time to do more than call for more.”59With Rebekah, Lady Bird was correct, deferential, but distant. She was aware that her mother-in-law saw her as nothing more or less than a tool to sustain her son and help advance his career.60
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