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To Livio



PROLOGUE
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AT EXACTLY 4 p.m. on December 9, 1967, Lady Bird Johnson started a slow, dignified descent down the wide stairway from the residential quarters of the White House to the State Floor, where more than six hundred guests were waiting. All of them were dressed for an evening gala, and while some lingered around the foyer at the foot of the stairs, chatting in small groups, others had already taken their places in the huge East Room, where Lady Bird was headed. In the four years of her husband’s presidency, she had walked this route dozens of times to greet heads of state and delegations of various sizes from all over the United States. But today was different. And very special. Today her twenty-three-year-old daughter, Lynda, was marrying the military aide she had begun dating that summer.

The press had avidly reported on all the prenuptial festivities leading up to this, the first White House wedding of a president’s daughter in more than fifty years, and Lady Bird was determined to deliver an event perfect down to the smallest detail. Since the August morning when she first learned of her daughter’s decision to wed Charles “Chuck” Robb, she had devoted more hours than she could count to mulling over white silks for the gown that Geoffrey Beene would design for the bride. She had composed and then revised guest lists and she had considered multiple cake recipes before deciding on the pound cake, flavored with rum and white raisins. She had even taken time to insure that the cameras recording the ceremony would be hidden, their presence indicated only by tiny slits in the white fabric backdrop behind the improvised altar.

Dedicating this much attention to her daughter was uncharacteristic of Lady Bird Johnson, who knew she did not deserve high marks for her mothering. Both her daughters had told her so, sometimes in teary-eyed sorrow or in accusatory tones. In her household, Lyndon always came first, and she had often left Lynda and the younger Luci for weeks at a time so she could appear at his side in political campaigns and cater to his every command. Even when she resolved to stay behind with her daughters, she would change her mind and go to him, unable to resist his plea that he needed her. Rather than offer some excuse for falling short, she admitted to her diary that she had “neglected” her daughters but not “enough for me to get a guilt complex.”

On the wintry afternoon of Lynda’s wedding, Lady Bird’s arrival in the East Room was the signal for the ceremony to begin. As soon as she took her place behind the velvet rope setting off a space around the altar for the wedding party, the groomsmen began filing in, followed by the bridesmaids in their Christmasy red gowns. As the Marine Band struck up “Here Comes the Bride,” it was as if a drum roll had suddenly hushed the crowd, and Lady Bird could see all eyes turn toward the door to watch Lynda enter on her daddy’s arm. Beautiful as Lynda looked in her “regal” high-necked gown, embroidered with silk flowers and seed pearls, Lady Bird’s gaze fastened not on her daughter but on Lyndon. In her account of that day, she described how she watched him “all the way” to the altar, her heart “full of tenderness” for the man whose hair suddenly looked much whiter than before.

The East Room was so packed that everyone had to remain standing, except for a handful of elderly guests who had been provided with benches. How different this glittering crowd was from the motley small gathering that witnessed Lady Bird’s wedding thirty-three years earlier in Texas. Surrounding her today were U.S. senators alongside Supreme Court justices and American ambassadors who had journeyed from posts in Europe and Asia to attend. She knew most of the six-hundred-plus by name, while at her own wedding, an impromptu event put together by a friend of Lyndon’s, the only familiar face was that of her college roommate.

Although clad for Lynda’s wedding in a costly designer outfit, Lady Bird knew there would be odious comparisons made between her and her glamorous predecessor, Jacqueline Kennedy. In the aftermath of JFK’s assassination, flustered Americans meeting Lady Bird for the first time occasionally blurted out Mrs. Kennedy’s name instead of hers. Even after that stopped and Lady Bird became a household name, she understood she would never match Jackie’s “magic,” her ability to draw people to her like a “Pied Piper.” But the comparisons failed to sting. Lady Bird blithely brushed off derogatory references to her looks and provincial tastes, and when once faced with a portrait emphasizing her prominent nose, she quipped that it “looked just like my nose looks.”

When the time came for Chuck and Lynda to repeat their vows, Lady Bird warmed to the way the bridegroom answered in “firm and clear” tones. But it was Lyndon’s response to the minister’s question, “Who gives this woman in marriage?” that she thought sent a “ripple of emotion” through the crowd. Lyndon had said, “Her mother and I.”

It was a remarkable affirmation of a partnership that had caused more than a little comment during their years in public life. Lady Bird knew very well what people were saying, that Lyndon had married a plain Jane for her money after courting more beautiful women. She had registered the descriptions of her as a dish rag, subject to his bellowed orders and demeaning remarks. But it was her reaction to his womanizing that seemed to baffle everyone. Not only did she put up with it and with his talking about it—she was unfailingly polite to every woman with whom he had or was rumored to have had an affair. She invited them to the ranch and complimented them on their looks and accomplishments. Several of them were in the East Room that day. A lot of people were asking each other why.

Lady Bird knew what few others did—that Lyndon trusted her—and only her—with his most important secret—his own frailty. This big strong man, a genius at politics, could be suddenly undone and once undone had trouble getting himself back on track. When faced with a huge problem or disappointment, he would go to bed and pull the covers over his head, and that’s when she stepped in, to get him on his feet and moving again. Only she could do that. She had done it time and again, and while she realized that some of his closest staff during these last two years, years she would describe as “pure hell,” sensed that something like this was going on, only she knew, and she would never tell. It was their secret.

The fact that he had admitted his problem to her and relied on her to help him deal with it gave her the strength to take the hit. She would rather look weak herself than bring him down. She could blow off what others said about her. Those humiliating descriptions, the comparisons with Jackie, her daughters’ complaints about her lack of nurturing—they counted for nothing. She was as sure now, as when she married him, that she was the most important person in Lyndon’s life.

In just twenty minutes, the Robb ceremony was finished. As soon as the Marine Band struck up Mendelssohn’s special march and the wedding party exited, Bird took Lyndon’s arm and moved quickly through the throng of guests and back upstairs for photos. She had not permitted the press pool to witness the taking of vows, but here in the Yellow Oval Room, from which all the furniture had been removed, were dozens of reporters, armed with a “vast array of cameras.” After pictures were taken of the wedding party, the bride and groom and their parents went back downstairs to greet every single guest, in a reception line so slowed by all the hugging and kissing that it took two hours to get through it.

By that time the East Room had been converted to a dance hall, and as soon as Peter Duchin’s orchestra struck its first notes, everything became such “a swirl” that Bird could not remember who danced with whom first. What she remembered very clearly was how quickly Lyndon had cut in on her, and with one of his broadest smiles quipped how far she had come since that “purple dress” she had worn as a bride thirty-three years earlier. He didn’t leave it at that, but, in the very dearest “touches” of the day, he referred three more times to their own wedding ceremony and that “awful purple dress.” His jesting words, for her ears only, conjured up so many memories—of the day she married Lyndon and of all that had happened since.

At times like this, when Lady Bird was thinking about marriage in general and her own in particular, her thoughts went to a little metal box she had carried with her through a dozen house moves. It contained the letters she had written to Lyndon and he had written to her, when she was still “Bird” to him and all her friends. Those letters laid out the quid pro quo of their relationship, and that box, now carefully stowed in her sitting room on the second floor of the White House, contained the key to understanding what held this marriage together.

The morning after Lynda’s wedding, she took out that box and spent several hours going over the precious letters. Even in the exhilaration of her daughter’s big day, an opulent White House wedding, it was her own marriage that Bird wanted to revisit. It had been her husband, not her daughter, who captured and held her gaze in their walk down the aisle, and it had been his teasing remarks about the purple dress that had provided the strongest emotional pull. It would be those letter-reading hours that she would single out as among the very “most satisfying” hours of her time in the White House.

This is the story of that marriage.
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BIRD LEARNS TO FLY

A YEAR AFTER her husband died, Lady Bird Johnson sat down for an interview on the Today show. With millions of Americans watching, she expected anchorwoman Barbara Walters to ask her about the beautification project she had started as first lady and had continued in the five years since leaving Washington. It was a topic Lady Bird felt comfortable with. She had given countless interviews and speeches on the subject. But Walters quickly veered away from wildflowers and national parks to ask a question that had nothing to do with beautification. It zeroed in on Lady Bird’s marriage: “How did you handle your flirt and ladies’ man husband?”

After only an instant’s hesitation, Lady Bird replied evenly, “Lyndon was a people lover and that certainly did not exclude half the people of the world, women.” The unflappable Lady Bird had faced down one of the most renowned interviewers in the world and answered a potentially embarrassing question with honesty and grace.

If Walters had researched Lady Bird’s early years, she could have anticipated the sort of response her query would elicit. It was all there, in the first years of Lady Bird’s life, how she virtually raised herself in a household where humiliation and adultery were part of the picture. It was also a home where the exercise of raw power was taken for granted, and managing it became vital to survival. Rather than strike back against an attack such as Walters’s, Lady Bird relied on the protective carapace she had begun developing as a child—it equipped her to spar, disarm, and vanquish while maintaining what looked like gentle, ladylike composure.

Mrs. Johnson rarely talked about her early years. Perhaps she preferred to forget. More likely, she never knew the whole story—part Gothic novel, part comic opera—of how her aristocratic mother wound up giving birth on a December day in 1912 to her only daughter in a hardscrabble part of Texas that she loathed, among people she wished she had never met.

Lady Bird’s father, the big, dynamic Thomas Jefferson Taylor (known as T.J.) was one of those men who had to feel he was the most important man in the room. At six foot three, he towered over most people, craved attention, and expected his behavior to be tolerated, no matter how outlandish. The deference he commanded frequently involved money, and he had ingenious methods to keep people owing him. One oft-repeated story had him manipulating an impoverished neighbor back into debt after the man had struggled hard to pay off the last cent owed. The story goes that T. J. Taylor knew the man’s weakness for cats and he offered to give him one, but the man, being scrupulously fair, insisted on paying a little something. The two settled on a minuscule amount, but that was enough to put him back on T.J.’s debtor list. While he wheedled to get what he wanted, T.J. also contributed generously to both churches in town, an effective way to keep the entire community in his debt. The local saying was: “T. J. Taylor owns everything.”

T.J. so firmly ruled that part of Harrison County, lending at exorbitant fees and collecting on his own timetable, that virtually everyone called him “Mr. Boss.” But not his wife, the pampered Minnie, whom he had lured to Texas from more cultured surroundings in Alabama. Miss Minnie called no one “Boss.” When the adult Lady Bird offered one of her rare descriptions of her parents, she called theirs a “stressful” union, and those words, though true, did not begin to capture the truth.

Minnie Pattillo and T. J. Taylor grew up in the same Alabama county, but on different planets. Her father, Luther Pattillo (whose Scots ancestors spelled it Patiloch), had begun acquiring land after the Civil War, and by his shrewd (some would say exploitative) management, he had become one of the largest landowners in the state. While most sharecroppers in the region split 50/50 with their landlord whatever the crops brought, Luther Pattillo demanded 60 percent for himself, and because he owned so much land and the general store where many sharecroppers traded, he could get away with it.

Luther and his wife, Sarah, liked to enjoy their wealth by moving around, from one of the homes they owned to another, depending on the social season and the school year. Wherever they lived, they maintained a large library and kept a piano in the drawing room so Minnie and her younger sister Effie could perform for guests. Effie got so proficient she set her sights on attending the Juilliard School in New York City, while Minnie remained the bookworm of the family, content to sit alone reading for hours at a time.

Behind that genteel facade, of piano music and shelves of old books, the Pattillo household reeked of jealousy and malice. Sarah had been a Confederate widow with three young children when Luther married her, and she never let him forget that she came from a background superior to his. While he used his cunning to accumulate wealth, she had been born to it. It would have been appropriate for Luther to treat his stepchildren as his own, but he neglected them in favor of the two boys and two girls—including Minnie—he fathered by Sarah. As a result of his ruthless business practices, he became known as “the meanest man in Autauga County,” but his offspring, proud of their self-made father, liked to lord it over their half-siblings and play up to him. Luther called himself a “general merchant,” and passed along the label (with the business) to his own son Claude, leaving his stepchildren to fend for themselves.

If Autauga County, Alabama, had been more urbanized, the Pattillos would have looked at T. J. Taylor as coming from the wrong side of the tracks. In rural Alabama, the common phrase for people like the Taylors, who never managed to own much land of their own but had to eke out a living as tenant farmers, was “dirt poor.” Polished pianos and store-bought books were foreign to them, and they worried not about the winter social calendar but about winter shoes. Yet Autauga County was small enough that Minnie Pattillo and T. J. Taylor, born within months of each other in 1874, were bound to cross paths. Whether it was the romantic setting of his rescuing her after she had been thrown from a horse, as family lore had it, or some other, less dramatic meeting, the mutual attraction was strong. Standing alongside the much taller T.J., Minnie, with her many freckles and ruddy complexion, made his jet black hair and olive skin appear all the darker.

Who knows what really drew Minnie to the untutored T. J. Taylor? One answer seems obvious. T.J. acted much like Luther Pattillo in his ambition and business practices, and if most women marry their fathers, Minnie was simply following that instinct. Minnie had a rebellious streak, and she may have found T.J.’s rough edges exciting, so at odds with the social snobbery she witnessed at home. Naturally, her parents were dead set against her having anything to do with T.J., and it was all too clear that she could register her defiance to them by sticking with him.

For his part, T.J. set out on the fast track to prove himself worthy. Leaving Autauga with an older brother in late 1898, he managed to pay cash for 116 acres as soon as he crossed the Texas border. Where he got that $500 (about a year’s wages for a working man) remains a mystery. He later told his daughter he had sold a saddle, but only a very elaborate saddle would have brought $500. And how would he have acquired such a saddle in the first place? His neighbors decided he must have robbed a train along the way. T.J. soon bought more land, swapping poorer acres for better, and when he opened a shop in Karnack, the sign he put out front, “Dealer in Everything,” sounded like a bloated version of his future father-in-law’s “general merchant.”

In November 1900, when T.J. returned to Alabama for Minnie, the Pattillos still labeled him “white trash.” Acquiring a rustic little store in a speck of a Texas town did not catapult him into their class. Even if they made allowances for his lack of education, they weren’t likely to forget that his mother had married four times and produced thirteen children, making her something of a joke to their society-minded friends. When Minnie persisted with plans to wed, her family refused to attend, and so the ceremony was a Taylors-only event at the home of T.J.’s older brother.

If Minnie had known where T.J. was taking her, she might have reconsidered. With fewer than one hundred residents, Karnack, Texas, had only recently gotten its own post office. Marshall, the county seat fifteen miles away, had already become one of the wealthiest towns in that part of the state, and it would have suited Minnie better. Its strategic location, on the railroad connecting Dallas and Shreveport, made it a hub for commerce, and prosperous local residents had built imposing large homes along Washington Avenue and opened centers of higher learning, including a Female Institute. But a man on the make, like T.J., needed a less settled spot, with weaker competition. Karnack was his kind of place. He set down his stakes and refused to budge.

The marriage showed cracks from the start. Minnie made clear she detested her new home, and she wanted nothing to do with neighbors she saw as clearly inferior to herself. Most had never seen an opera or traveled outside the county. Her husband offered little consolation. His long workdays, as he continued to accumulate acres, meant she saw little of him. What she might have heard, she would not have liked. His reputation as a “ladies’ man” was well deserved, and what’s more, he didn’t care a whit what people said about him.

Yet Minnie stayed, at least for a while. The son she bore within a year of marriage was named for his father, but by the time the second was born, in August 1904, Minnie wanted a name that had nothing to do with her husband, and she settled on the exotic-sounding “Antonio.” Before little Tony could walk, she left Karnack, taking both boys back to Alabama where she farmed them out to relatives, both T.J.’s and hers. To her family, she explained that she had left her husband because he was seeing other women. What had started out as a summer break for Minnie and the boys was going to last a lot longer.

According to court documents T.J. filed in February 1909, Minnie had been gone four years and he wanted a divorce. Whenever he had written her to ask for an explanation, she had pled illness and requested more time to convalesce. But T.J. suspected she was not even with her family but had decamped to more appealing surroundings in the upper Midwest, possibly opera-rich Chicago or Battle Creek, Michigan, where she and all her family liked to go to take cures at the Kellogg Sanitarium.

It’s not clear where T.J. was getting his information, but his suspicion was confirmed when he received word from Michigan that Minnie, having left her sons in Alabama, was indeed a patient at the sanitarium. But, as the Kellogg doctors informed him, she had recently undergone surgery and was unable to travel the “two thousand miles” (the actual distance was half of that) to answer T.J.’s charges. She was not too sick, however, to know what she wanted, and through her attorneys, she asked for alimony, payment of her attorneys’ fees, and a share of the Texas property considered hers under the state’s community property laws. Her counterclaim left out all mention of her two little boys, Tommy and Tony, whose custody T.J. was seeking.

That response raised T.J.’s ire and, through his lawyers, he went after Minnie’s father and officials at the Kellogg Sanitarium, demanding to know who was supporting his wife and what ailed her anyway. Luther Pattillo’s response has not survived, but Dr. Bertha Moshier, an internist younger than Minnie, signed a statement on October 6, 1909, declaring that Minnie had been under her care in Battle Creek for “5 weeks” (only a tiny bit of the four years she had been gone) and that since she suffered from “nervous prostration” she needed a private nurse day and night. Travel was out of the question for “four or five months at least.” Given Minnie’s delicate condition, any trip sooner than that carried the risk of “permanent derangement.”

Now T.J. sounded baffled: if his wife was indeed suffering from “nervous trouble,” would she not be better off in his “quiet country home [than in] a hospital where . . . numerous other people are being treated?”

Minnie continued to dither, even accusing T.J. of taking unfair advantage of her by filing for divorce after he had encouraged her to seek treatment. She had never intended to abandon him permanently, she insisted, but in the meantime she refused to set a date for her return. As for the “valuable . . . real and personal property,” accumulated during the marriage, her lawyers noted, she “avers that she has an interest.”

During the years Minnie was separated from T.J., she moved back and forth between the sanitarium and the home of one Alabama relative or another. When the census taker came around her parents’ house on April 18, 1910, she was there and described herself as a “widow” named “Minnie Pattillo.” A different census taker, enumerating Karnack, Texas, a few days later, listed T. J. Taylor as “married” and “head of household.” Neither parent claimed the company of Tommy and Tony, now aged nine and six, but a census taker found the boys living with T.J.’s older sister and her family in Alabama.

When T.J. was granted his divorce nearly a year later (on February 6, 1911) Minnie was still in Alabama, but she immediately went into action. It was grossly unfair, she telegraphed her attorneys, that T.J. had won a “judgment by default,” without her presence or participation, and she instructed her legal team to obtain a new hearing.

Within weeks, T.J. and Minnie were back together. He dropped his case and she brought the boys to live with him in Karnack. He showed no signs of giving up his womanizing but he did offer Minnie one considerable consolation—a big, showy house, one of the most impressive for miles around. The couple had begun their married life in humble quarters behind the store, but during her absence he had purchased a two-story mansion (with seventeen rooms and six fireplaces) three miles south of Karnack. Built originally by slave labor and always called the Brick House, it had fallen into disrepair, but T.J., who resisted spending money on any personal pleasure, spared no expense in turning the house into one of the most elegant in the county. He put huge white columns out front—giving Minnie something to flaunt if her picky Pattillo kin ever came to visit.

Even without the house, Minnie had her reasons for returning to T.J. She still felt drawn to this big, commanding man, for whom she had once bought barbells and a mat for workouts. More importantly, he provided an escape from the infighting of Luther Pattillo’s household in Alabama, where one of his stepdaughters, a widow with four children, had recently returned to live. The always festering resentment between Luther’s own offspring and those of his wife Sarah could only grow, now that both parents were failing in health and questions about inheritance became more pressing.

In fact, both parents died within months of Minnie’s going back to T.J., and Luther, who managed to survive his wife by only a few weeks, made sure to funnel the bulk of his estate to his own blood, leaving only a pittance to each stepchild. That gave Minnie, now heiress to almost a quarter of her father’s holdings, ample reason to put some distance between herself and her disinherited half siblings. Her new wealth wasn’t hers to spend immediately—it came in land and revenues to be turned over later, when acres were sold and loans paid back. Even if Minnie had inherited a ready fortune, Southern ladies did not go off to live on their own. Certainly not a woman in her forties with two young sons.

All through the turmoil of the divorce proceedings, the statements of Minnie’s attorneys highlight the importance of money. She knew that T.J. had become a wealthy man in her absence, owner of thousands of acres of cotton-growing land. By renting to farmers who paid him back with a share of the crop, and by supplying those same folks with most of the store-bought items they needed, “Mr. Boss” held them in what even his loyal relatives described as a kind of peonage. His continuing good fortune was virtually assured by the fact that his neighbors could not avoid dealing with him—he owned the gins they needed to process their cotton. If Minnie had accepted the terms of the divorce, she would have lost a lot.

On December 22, 1912, little more than a year after Minnie returned to T.J., she gave birth to a baby girl with large brown eyes. Dr. Baldwin, living just over a mile away, arrived in horse and buggy to deliver the newest Taylor, named Claudia, after Minnie’s bachelor brother Claude. But very soon, chubby little Claudia Alta Taylor got a nickname that stuck: Lady Bird. The popular version of its origin credits a hired nursemaid, who pronounced her “pretty as a ladybird,” but the subject herself admitted that it came from her black playmates—Stuff and Doodlebug—who preferred something more vivid than Claudia. Later, it was “deemed more respectable to assign credit to the nurse” and avoid any mention of interracial socializing.

Nobody suggested that Minnie liked being back in Karnack. She still found it a dreary, lonely place, populated by people who knew nothing about Italian opera or her favorite authors. She had no close friends, and kept clear of her neighbors, who considered her “wacky.” She sometimes accompanied T.J. to the store, then walked the three miles back to the Brick House alone. But more often she rode alone in her chauffeured sedan, a veil covering her face. When she went out for a walk, she loped solo through T.J.’s acres, her long skirts swishing through the grass and her reddish blond hair blowing in the wind. Local residents saw her as a dreamer at heart, a woman who yearned for life on a bigger stage than Karnack could offer. It was that deep, overpowering yearning that she passed on to her only daughter.

For her sons, Minnie wanted exposure to a world beyond Texas, and soon after Lady Bird’s birth, she dispatched both boys to boarding schools so distant they would find it difficult to come home, even at Christmas holidays. At first enrolled at Riordan, an upstate New York school known for its progressive ways, they were then split up, with Tony transferring to a school in New Mexico. That meant the two brothers, just entering their teens, were deprived of the comfort of each other’s companionship, and their little sister saw neither of them. Minnie showed scant interest in making amends for taking the boys away from their father earlier or for leaving them with relatives while she traveled for cures and culture. She reserved her minimal maternal instincts for little Claudia, who remembered her as a gentle figure, who liked to play records of Italian operas on her Victrola and read Norse tales aloud.

Neighbors saw a less benevolent figure, who showed little interest in anyone but herself. On the rare occasion she took a stand on a community matter, T.J. was sure to be found on the opposite side. Her sole foray into politics is a case in point. After Texas granted women the right to vote in primaries in 1918, Minnie began crusading against a popular local candidate, whose relatives were T.J.’s friends. The candidate had been a “slacker” in the war, she argued, and did not deserve public office.

T.J. and Minnie disagreed on just about everything. She still liked to travel, to attend musical events in Shreveport, fifteen miles away in Louisiana, and confer with doctors at the Kellogg Sanitarium. He stayed close to home, going to bed early so he could be up and at work before sunrise. The half of Harrison County that was African American interested him only as subjects for exploitation, but she assembled a few of them in her living room to talk about their religious practices. (She claimed she wanted to write a book on the subject but aggravating T.J. seems a more likely motivation.) He continued to strike back in ways that humiliated her. When a dog sniffed him out at his store one day, T.J. turned to a customer and said, “I’ve been with a black woman and that dog can smell her on me.” What clearer evidence does one need to show that Lady Bird grew up in a home where marital fidelity carried little weight? The black youth named Sugar who came past the store for handouts was widely believed to be T.J.’s son, half brother to his three children borne by Minnie.

What Lady Bird called a “stressful” marriage was actually one from hell, as the adults she called Mother and Daddy fashioned a reunion on the shards of a bitter, multiyear separation. Her brother Tony captured some of the rancor in that household when, as an adult, he talked about T.J. beating both sons. He told his sister that she never knew how bad the boys had it, and perhaps she didn’t. But it’s far more likely that she began then to learn what later became her strongest defense against what she did not wish to hear or see—she simply shut it out.

The Taylors’ marriage ended abruptly in September 1918, when Minnie died, in mysterious circumstances that continue to raise questions nearly a century later. Was it suicide, as some Marshall residents believed? A botched abortion, as others suggested? Or did one historian get it right when he relayed rumors that T.J. had “pushed her down” a flight of stairs?

Claudia, only five years old at the time, remembered little of her mother’s death, and since her father permitted no discussion of the subject, she was unlikely to learn more. The sketchy version she relayed as an adult has become the accepted one—that Minnie, forty-four years old and pregnant, was tripped by a dog, causing her to fall down the stairs of her home, and then die from a subsequent infection. The graphic details haunted one of Minnie’s granddaughters, who admitted that during her own pregnancies she stayed on high alert whenever a dog came near.

Other information about Minnie’s death raises strong doubts about whether a dog had anything to do with it, and the disappearance of documents that would help resolve those doubts maximizes the suspicion. Minnie’s death certificate, on file at the Harrison County Courthouse, gives the cause as “septicemia,” commonly called “blood poisoning,” but not commonly associated with falls. Although the official date is September 4, multiple family communications place it ten, or even fourteen, days later. Tommy and Tony, aged seventeen and thirteen at the time, could offer little in the way of verification. Still hundreds of miles away, they did not learn of their mother’s death for a full year because their father did not tell them.

While it would require an autopsy to pinpoint the exact cause of Minnie Taylor’s death, a betting person would put money on a botched abortion. Septicemia frequently resulted—and was often fatal—when women tried to abort using metal objects. Since it was common knowledge around Karnack that she was pregnant, she must have been in an advanced stage. Yet neither her tombstone nor death certificate mentions a fetus or stillborn child. Since she had already sent her sons away and was investigating boarding schools in Washington, D.C., for little Claudia, it is reasonable to suspect she would not welcome a fourth child. She was buried, without a funeral service, within twenty-four hours of her death, highly unusual in that county at the time, and it was another physician, not the trusted neighbor, Dr. Baldwin—who had attended Claudia’s delivery—who signed Minnie’s death certificate. Issues of the county newspaper, which might fill in details of what happened, are missing for those weeks from the archives at the newspaper office and from an otherwise complete collection at the local college. Most suspicious of all is the completeness with which Minnie was erased from her children’s lives. Not a single photograph of her survives, indicating that whoever possessed pictures taken of her during the forty-four years that she lived was very angry with her. And T.J. was certainly angry. The only time Lady Bird saw her father fly into a rage was when the local minister tried to console him by saying he should view his wife’s passing as “the will of God.”

Whatever its cause, Minnie Taylor’s death left her daughter, five months short of celebrating her sixth birthday, even more isolated. Without those tenuous ties that had once connected her to a remote, often absent mother, the lonely child became even lonelier. Claudia would later hear talk about her mother, how she treasured fine leather bindings on her books and liked to wander alone through the fields. But the picture emerged only in shadowy outline, like that of a distant aunt she barely knew.

In the weeks following his wife’s death, T.J. took time from management of his business to comfort his daughter. When she admitted she missed her mother’s nighttime stories, he offered to read aloud to her. It was the first time, she later admitted, that she knew he could read. But this was busy cotton season, and he soon decided to cart her off to visit her Alabama cousins five hundred miles away. Rather than engage an adult to accompany her, he hung a sign around her neck and put her on a train. The sign, which read “Please deliver this child to Claude Pattillo, Autauga, Alabama,” functioned perfectly, and she arrived without mishap. Behind the sign, a smart little five-year-old was learning the value of self-sufficiency.

After his daughter returned to him, T.J. decided she needed a woman’s guidance, and he invited Minnie’s younger sister Effie to come and live with them. It was a little like asking an injured hunt dog to take care of the pack. Effie Pattillo, who had shown considerable talent as a pianist in her youth, was now in her early forties, a fragile, wispy woman for whom the phrase “having the vapors” could have been invented. Smaller and physically weaker than Minnie, Effie had grown to adulthood pampered like an invalid, and much as she valued appearing the “real lady,” she acted more like a spoiled child who took little responsibility for financial decisions or other life choices. Shielded by Papa Pattillo’s wealth and standing in the community, she had the luxury of not having to worry about what others thought of how she dressed or acted, and so she became more and more the eccentric bystander.

Aunt Effie deserves some credit. She widened her niece’s view of the world by taking her along on trips to the Kellogg Sanitarium, and she tried to foster what Minnie had started, introducing Claudia to nature’s pleasures, teaching her to appreciate a colorful field of wildflowers or the special light of a setting sun. T. J. Taylor’s huge landholdings provided the space for exploring those joys, but neither he nor Aunt Effie could provide the reliable companionship of the “piney pine” woods and “true blue” wildflowers that had sustained Minnie in a place she hated. Nature was her preferred solace, and it would take center stage in her daughter’s life. As Lady Bird explained later, nature was “my daily companion. My kingdom, my place, my love.” Outdoors, walking across her father’s acres, she could shut out ugliness and forget the envious glances of the neighborhood children who had far less than she. To transport her to a world of her own, she supplied her own soundtrack, by humming to herself or whistling.

The country house that T.J. had bought for Minnie was just the place for their daughter to develop a rock-hard self-sufficiency. With both brothers away at boarding school and only the children of hired help for playmates, Claudia Taylor had plenty of time to herself, to invent games she could play alone, to observe her father’s strutting peacocks, to gaze off into the distance at the verdant hills and lush forests. After T.J. built her a detached two-room playhouse, she isolated herself within its walls, even sleeping there at night. Sometimes, as if pulled by a magic cord still connecting mother and daughter, the young Claudia descended the mansion’s front steps and set off to ramble for hours across T.J.’s fields, just as her troubled mother had done before her. Did she imagine herself following paths her mother had crossed, sitting on rocky outcroppings where her mother had once stopped to rest and observe the exquisite scenery?

As an adult, Lady Bird would always trace her love of the outdoors, its beauty and serenity, back to those solitary years in Karnack’s meadows. Driven by her own curiosity and guided by Aunt Effie, she developed an encyclopedic knowledge of wildflowers, so that she became to botany what Theodore Roosevelt was to insect study—she rarely met a species she could not identify. It was an interest she did not pass on to her daughters, and one of them, questioned about her own interest in wildflowers, admitted, “It did not come with the genes.”

By the time Claudia was no more than ten or eleven, she had figured out that Aunt Effie was someone to love, but a woman that “passive . . . weak and full of illnesses” did not provide a model to follow. Young Claudia set her “sights on being more like my father, who was one of the most physically strong people I have ever known.”

Lady Bird was very much T.J.’s daughter. Not only her dark hair, olive coloring, and oversized nose came from T.J. Taylor, but far more important, the ambition, business savvy, and almost incredible attention to ferreting out every cent in any exchange. She clung to his example in ways her brothers, separated from him at a young age, never did, and she became the risk taker in much bigger ways than they ever did. T.J. clearly loved and nurtured his only daughter, and he raised her, to a large extent, as if she were a son. At least he made no exceptions for the fact that she was a girl. He taught her the rules of success as if he fully expected she would one day run a business herself. Just as importantly, he made her comfortable with the idea of raw power, even if questionably achieved.

Although T.J. was busy as local employer, lending banker, and “dealer in everything,” he also served as his daughter’s tutor—by example. He never read a book for pleasure, but he was a demon with numbers. Even the tiniest entry on the ledger drew his attention, and his daughter, who would later be described as able to read a balance sheet the way a truck driver reads a map, learned from him. She had her own checking account by the time she reached puberty, and she viewed it as distinctly hers. Informed as an adult that some of her female employees had joint checking accounts with their husbands, she retorted that she “wouldn’t share an account with the Angel Gabriel.” T.J.’s talk of his own impoverished youth, of his mother being unable to provide “tea cakes” even at her children’s birthdays, convinced Claudia that he wanted far more for her. She understood why for him “value-of-a-dollar” was one word.

Unlike most people who knew T.J., his daughter saw only benevolence and kindness in him. She often talked about the time she inquired about a row of large wooden boxes in his store and he had assured her they were packing units. Only later did she learn they were coffins. Most of Karnack’s population emphasized his miserly, manipulative ways, but she singled out his rare acts of charitableness, like extending credit to the family of her good friend, Emma Boehringer, whose father had died, leaving his widow with little to support herself and her children. For Lady Bird, T.J. was a gentle, compassionate figure while others were more likely to use the term his father-in-law relished—“the meanest man” around.

Young Lady Bird was too smart not to know how T.J. was making his money. Although some of it was legitimately and fairly earned, much of it came from underhanded tactics and squeezing out his weaker neighbors. At the “company store” he operated, he took advantage of local residents who didn’t have the means to go elsewhere, and he gouged them on prices. When local lumber mill workers went to his store with the chits in which they had been paid, he gave them less than face value toward their purchases, but he demanded full credit when he cashed in the chits at the mill. He kept hiring men to fish with nets in the neighboring Caddo Lake even after the state legislature prohibited net fishing. Not until a game warden burned his nets did he stop.

This was the same Caddo Lake where his daughter liked to hang out in summer. As soon as she was old enough, she went with friends to picnic on its banks, under ferny cypress trees, and swim in its murky, green water. In spite of alligator sightings, she was quick to jump in. She took her boyfriends there and had herself photographed vamping in a bathing suit, like a Hollywood pinup as she hugged a tree trunk. She could not have failed to notice that her father was making a very different use of Caddo Lake—for his own profit. Yet he remained her hero.

As Karnack’s privileged little rich girl, Lady Bird learned early how to focus on the reality that worked to her benefit and block out the rest. Later in life, she talked about being able to stick her head in the sand, but her associates offered other descriptions of how she managed to ignore unpleasantness. One White House colleague noted she “had resources most people don’t have”; she would start whistling and will herself into a place “of birds and sunshine.” One acquaintance described her “veil” as a “Southern thing,” that came down when she needed to block something out. Her longtime friend Harry Middleton observed, “She put on her mask and let the world go by.” Historian Doris Kearns Goodwin called it “psychic leave,” and said she witnessed it many times. Lady Bird would be sitting there, in body only, until Lyndon called out, “Bird, are you with me?” Then she would snap back.

•  •  •

The tiny one-room Fern School that Claudia Taylor started attending the year after her mother died offered limited companionship. Enrollment rarely reached ten, and when the number dropped to only two or three, the teacher moved classes to T.J.’s Brick House. After six years at Fern, with its potbellied stove, Claudia enrolled in a considerably larger school in the more upscale Jefferson, ten miles away. Sharing a room with Aunt Effie, she learned to imitate the deep Southern accents of the two retired schoolteachers who ran the boardinghouse, and to roll her eyes, like them, when she wanted to feign ladylike ignorance. With those retired schoolteachers, she had two good examples of how a show of feminine weakness could mask real power.

Cut off from so much in life, young Bird learned to disappear into books. Like her mother, she could spend hours at a time with only printed pages for company. She later singled out “The Emperor’s New Clothes” by Hans Christian Andersen as an early favorite. One family acquaintance remembered driving up to the Brick House and seeing the eight-year-old girl on the front porch, a copy of the tome Ben-Hur in her little hands.

Although T.J. had little schooling, he wanted the best for his daughter, but he was reluctant to send her away. When it came time for high school, he assigned one of his employees to drive her the fifteen miles to Marshall, the county seat. T.J. put little stock in keeping his vehicles clean, and Minnie’s daughter was embarrassed when classmates saw her being delivered each day by a dusty truck that smelled of cowhides. Besides, ferrying her back and forth took a driver’s valuable time. So T.J. bought her a car of her own when she was only thirteen, and since Texas did not require a driver’s license at the time, she drove herself back and forth. Her privileged status did not go unnoticed. “She had her own car,” one jealous classmate remembered, “when my family didn’t even have a car.”

T.J. had his reasons for granting his daughter her independence. In 1920, two years after Minnie’s death, he married his attractive young bookkeeper, Beulah Wisdom, twenty-four years his junior. Local residents knew her as a “looker” who wore the latest flapper fashions, the kind of woman only a rich man could hope to have. Eight-year-old Claudia did not see her new stepmother as a role model, and, when later asked, as an adult, if she found Beulah attractive, she said, “Yes, in a coarse and crude sort of way.” The class chasm between the Wisdoms and the Taylors was clear even to a child, and Beulah’s young niece remembered that when she was invited to sew doll clothes with Claudia, she carefully saved the scraps to make pants for her own little brother.

When school let out each spring, Claudia and Aunt Effie hustled off to Alabama, putting as much distance as possible between themselves and T.J.’s young wife. Since Aunt Effie had no home of her own, she parked herself with relatives and then pled illness and took to her bed, leaving her niece at the mercy of whoever was willing to take her in. Some of the Pattillo clan clearly welcomed the child and introduced her to watermelon evenings and Sunday picnics; they took her along on sightseeing trips to neighboring states, even as far as Colorado. Always aware that she was the visiting outsider, on probation, she was careful to mind her manners and look grateful as they bounced her from one household to another. One cousin recalled seeing this perfectly groomed little girl, arriving as the lone passenger in the backseat of a large car, her full skirt carefully spread out around her as if she did not mean to be touched.

By the time she was in high school, Claudia Taylor sounded like T.J. on subjects such as finances and international relations. These were written assignments, rather than topics she picked herself, but already, at age fourteen, she appeared opinionated, arguing that the United States should grant independence to the Philippines, not because it was right but because it would give the U.S. a monopoly on all rubber produced there. In another high school essay, on the subject of whether the United States should cancel debts it stood to collect from European nations, she wrote that she favored cancellation, not “because of sympathy” or because it would make other countries “like us better,” but because it would help get those nations back on their feet and in a position to buy American products. Sounding like a cagey, mature bookkeeper, she admitted that $26 billion was “a large sum to erase from the ‘right side’ . . . of the ledger,” but she reminded her reader that the U.S. “could make more money” from a strong Europe than from one strapped with debt.

It’s no wonder her classmates predicted a bright business future for Claudia Taylor when she graduated from Marshall High at age fifteen. The yearbook compared her to Erie Halliburton, the famed entrepreneur locally revered as the man who started out with only a borrowed wagon and a mule but quickly extended his oil and gas empire around the globe. That judgment was very much on the mark. Late in life she admitted that had she not married Lyndon, she would probably have become a businesswoman.

At high school graduation, she was not yet set on that course but she was determined to strike out on her own. Staying in Karnack meant constant contact with her flashy, unsympathetic stepmother, and accompanying pathetic Aunt Effie to Alabama was equally unappealing. From the daughter of the local Episcopal rector, she learned about St. Mary’s College, an Episcopal boarding school for girls in Dallas, and when she told T.J. she wanted to go there, he agreed. (She later said she hoped she granted her own daughters the same independence he gave her.) In Dallas, she would have a big city (population 158,000) and a chance to smooth out the rough edges of the schooling she had received in Marshall (population 14,000). St. Mary’s wasn’t exactly what her mother had in mind when she investigated boarding schools in Washington, D.C., but it appeared likely to offer similar rewards.

The two years Lady Bird spent at St. Mary’s gave her a chance to remake herself. After a religion teacher introduced her to a different version of Christianity than she had heard in the fundamentalist Baptist sermons in Alabama or the Methodist teachings in Karnack she decided to convert to Episcopalianism. An English teacher awakened her to the richness of her native language and encouraged her to write with vivid phrases: “Don’t just say ‘a man is cruel. Walk him on the stage and have him do a cruel thing. . . . Instead of saying, ‘It was stormy,’ write, ‘Thunder echoed through the valleys and lightning lit up the landscape.’ ” St. Mary’s gave little importance to domestic skills, like cooking and sewing—students at St. Mary’s expected to have others do those tasks for them. But it was there that Claudia learned the excitement of live theater. In the world of drama, she could lose herself, and theater became a mainstay pleasure of her adult life. “I loved the theater,” she would say: “I fed upon it.”

The young Lady Bird was game for adventure. On a trip to Shreveport, she insisted on going up in a tiny airplane, even though the wings looked precariously attached with wire. Her friend hung back, but Lady Bird loved it and called it “the most exciting ride of my young life.” Fearless at the wheel of a car, she relished driving herself around. Both her mother and Aunt Effie had owned cars but relied on others to operate them, illustrating a kind of dependence that was not for Miss Claudia Taylor. When Aunt Effie needed her car driven the five hundred miles back to Autauga, Alabama, her sixteen-year-old niece volunteered to do it, accompanied by a friend the same age. Detained by road construction and the need to wire T.J. for more money, the two teens finally arrived more than a day late, in the middle of the night, at the home of a very anxious relative in Alabama.

Before she turned eighteen, Claudia Taylor had formed the traits that would define her adult life. From her father she had learned the value of every cent and the importance of taking risks. From her mother came the equally strong pull to lose herself in nature and drama, in words and dreams of faraway places. The Southern belle demeanor she had absorbed from Aunt Effie and the two ex-schoolteachers in Jefferson, Texas, fooled many people, and when she rolled her eyes and drawled her vowels, she appeared soft and pliable. But her childhood had toughened her, and she had mastered the priceless technique of insulating herself against intrusion and hurt, encasing herself in a protective cocoon that no one could breach. She could rationalize—or ignore—the shortcomings of others, even those adversely affecting her, without sacrificing a whit of her dignity. She had prepared herself to do what her mother never did—leave Karnack for a more exciting life.
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MAMA’S BOY

MOST PEOPLE think of Lyndon Johnson as a commanding, take-charge man, capable of manipulating others and ultra-confident of his own powerful reach. But inside that giant of a human being was an insecure and needy one, always grasping for signs of love and support. He recognized his weaker side as well as anyone else did, and explained how he had first become aware of it when he was only five years old.

By accident, he had hit his pregnant mother in the stomach with a ball, and afraid that he had harmed her and the unborn baby, he started walking to his grandfather’s house, half a mile away. His mother had always warned him to stick to the road and not be tempted by the river that ran alongside. But that day, he put her warnings aside and, eager to feel the cool water on his bare feet, he left the dry and dusty road and started skipping along the riverbank. Suddenly he tripped over the exposed root of a dead tree and fell, hitting his head hard.

As he lay there, unable to move, panic set in and he feared night would come and no one would ever find him, that he would die right there, all alone and hurting. It was his punishment, he decided, for exploring this out-of-the-way place he had been told to avoid.

Then his parents miraculously appeared, and his father carefully lifted the injured boy, put him across his shoulder, and carried him all the way home. Lyndon’s mother kept murmuring about how worried she had felt, how she had panicked at the thought of never finding him. After his parents bandaged his wounds and tucked him in his own bed, assuring him all the while how much they loved him, Lyndon felt such an overwhelming glow of happiness that he decided he could endure the most extreme pain if it led to an outpouring of attention and affection afterward. That hunger—for approval and adoration—would define the adult Lyndon, and his frustration when it was not fed would fuel his worst behavior.

The power of love was not the only lesson his parents taught him. From his mother, Rebekah Baines Johnson, he learned about the value of refinement, the importance of class differences, and the need to succeed. She made very clear she expected a lot from him. With her degree from Baylor University, she had fancied herself a couple notches above her less schooled neighbors, but that sense of superiority got battered by reality during the first year of her marriage. As she sweated over laundry tubs and toted pails of water from the outdoor pump, those dreams she once had for herself of becoming a famous writer looked entirely beyond reach. “Then I came along,” Lyndon later reported, “and suddenly everything was all right again. I could do all the things she never did.” The doting attention she lavished on her firstborn was returned in kind, and for his first school recitation, he chose the poem, “I’d Rather Be Mama’s Boy.”

When his mother later put together A Family Album for Lyndon, she described his birth on August 27, 1908, in terms usually reserved for another birth, in Bethlehem: “In the rambling old farm house of the young Sam Johnsons, lamps had burned all night. 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—the most awesome, happiest sound known to human ears—the cry of a newborn baby; the first child of Sam Ealy and Rebekah Johnson was ‘discovering America.’ ”

Rebekah uncharacteristically omitted her maiden name from page one of A Family Album. Because of the enormous pride she took in her ancestors, she usually found a way to fit “Baines” into any conversation. Her father, Joseph Wilson Baines, had left Louisiana as a child, when his pious, scholarly father was summoned to Texas to edit the state’s first Baptist newspaper and then to head the Baptist university, Baylor. With a young British tutor in tow, the family must have caused some amused comment on the rough-and-tumble frontier, but the proud Baineses were not the type to care.

As an adult, Joe Baines started out following in his staid father’s footsteps, teaching school and editing a newspaper. But then he ventured into riskier territory, including politics and land speculating. His fragile blond wife, Ruth, who was only fourteen (and his student) when he had proposed marriage, passed on her good looks to their daughter Rebekah but not much more; she rates only a footnote in A Family Album. It was Joe Baines who held center stage as the “dominant force” in young Rebekah’s life, the “adored parent, reverenced mentor, and most interesting companion.”

Just “call me lucky,” Rebekah suggested, as she looked back over her youth: lucky to be born in McKinney, Texas, in 1881, just as her father was primed to outdo his devout Baptist parents. When the governor appointed him secretary of state for Texas, Joe moved his family from tiny McKinney to Austin, the state capital. By the time Rebekah started school in 1887, Joe Baines had installed his wife and their three children in an imposing limestone house outside Blanco, where he dealt in land and practiced law. Even without a British tutor, his offspring decided they had a superb education because they had him—Joe Baines taught them to “think and to endure, the principle of mathematics, the beauty of simple things.” No wonder Rebekah set her sights high: she would become a journalist, she vowed, and write the great Confederate novel.

But Joe Baines had reached too high. Buying up acres like books, he overextended himself, and when he could not pay his debts, the bank auctioned off his two-thousand-plus acres and the family home. The Baineses had to vacate their two-story showplace and move into a much smaller wooden structure in Fredericksburg, slightly further west. Rebekah later glossed over what she called “severe and sudden financial reverses” by claiming that the entire family “adjusted readily and cheerfully to financial change.” But that hardly seems an accurate description of how she and her siblings fared in the downsizing. Her brother had to sell his horse and fancy rubber-wheeled buggy, and she went to work. Joe Baines continued to dabble in real estate, and when Rebekah wasn’t helping him out, doing secretarial chores, she clerked in a bookstore and submitted articles to regional newspapers, hoping for publication that would bring her a dollar or two. Joe Baines continued to take an interest in politics, and in 1902, at age fifty-six, he won his first election and took a seat in the Texas legislature.

It was a single term, and as Joe’s health declined, the downward spiral of his life swirled faster. Bookish and pious, he was a loving and treasured mentor to Rebekah but no match for the competition in the thistly Hill Country. When he died, in 1906, at age sixty, he left a family struggling to support themselves. His wife, once accustomed to live-in servants, started taking in boarders. Rebekah, at twenty-six, had to face facts. She had passed the age when most American women married, and she had not written a page of that novel.

Before Joe Baines died, he had encouraged Rebekah to interview the young legislator elected to the seat Joe had just vacated—Sam Ealy Johnson Jr. The two men had become acquainted during political campaigns, and the older man had taken note of Sam’s affability and his ambition. Even without a day in college, Sam had passed a local teachers exam by studying on his own, and he had then taught school for two years. That set him a bit apart from most of the males in his family, who talked rough and showed little interest in education.

The cowboy credentials of the Johnson clan also appealed to Joe Baines, whose own upbringing was light on adventure. Sam Johnson’s father and his Uncle Tom had made names for themselves as trail drivers who moved cattle along the Chisholm Trail. It was the golden age for the cattle class, a time when a day’s work included sleeping beside a campfire and keeping an eye out for rustlers. Trail drivers dealt with cowhands and ranchers. They rarely crossed paths with book-lined rooms or college presidents, and Baptist abstemiousness of the kind practiced by the Baineses was pretty much a joke with them.

By the time Sam Ealy Johnson was born in 1877, his father (Sam Sr.) and Uncle Tom were recognized across a wide swath of western Texas as major cattle dealers. They had gotten their start before the Civil War, then taken time off to fight before resuming business at their headquarters along the Pedernales River. Between the big slaughterhouses of Abilene and the ranches around Blanco, the Johnson brothers acted as middlemen who bought cattle from locals, maintained a holding pen for keeping herds until they acquired a sufficient number to start the drive north, and then hired hands to help move the animals along the famous trail. The profits could be enormous if all went well. Buying at $3 or $4 a head, they could expect to sell for ten times that at the trail’s end. But not all went smoothly during what could be a two-month drive: rivers rose, rustlers stole, cattle took sick or ran off.

Trail driving did not leave a man much time for family life. Tom Johnson never married, and Sam looked for a wife who could take care of herself, run a household, and oversee a family during his long absences. Eliza Bunton, nineteen years old when he married her in 1867, did not disappoint. Besides bearing a large brood of children, she made her way into a book, Leading Pioneer Women, for hiding under her kitchen’s floorboards an entire day, infant clutched to her chest to stifle his cries, so that invading “Red Warriors” could not find her.

Something of a local heroine by the time Rebekah Baines met her, Eliza Bunton Johnson was known for her good looks and practicality. When times were good and the money plentiful, she gladly accepted from her brother-in-law a splendid silver-mounted carriage and matched span of horses. Then, when times turned bad, she sold them off, using the proceeds to buy a property that later became the Johnson home. A striking, tall woman, with piercing black eyes, and magnolia-white skin, Eliza was often singled out as quintessential Bunton, and the story goes that her grandson, Lyndon, was only a few hours old when one relative looked him over and pronounced him pure Bunton in appearance.

When Rebekah Baines went to interview handsome Sam Ealy Johnson Jr. in 1906, she had a list of questions about what he, as a new state legislator, was going to do for his constituents back in the 89th District. At first she found him cagey, unwilling to provide much in the way of quotable quotes, but she liked his looks. He was, she wrote long after he was dead, a “personable young man, slender and graceful, immaculately groomed, agreeable and affable in manner and with great personal magnetism.” For his part, Sam had never been interviewed by a pretty young blonde before, and he was smitten with this one, who could talk as knowingly as he about law making and the problems of the world.

In the months that followed, Sam squired Rebekah to a Confederate reunion and campaign rallies, including one where his hero William Jennings Bryan spoke. He was clearly enchanted with “a girl who really liked politics,” and he lost no time proposing marriage. Just eight months after her adored father died, Rebekah accepted. Perhaps she hesitated to spring the news on her still grieving family, but more likely she feared they would not approve her choice. Whatever her reason, she did not tell them until after the fact. Her sister, Josefa, later admitted that the marriage took them all by surprise: “We didn’t really know about it at the time.” Then she added diplomatically, “We were very much pleased, of course.” When Rebekah’s own son eloped in similar fashion, she could hardly have objected. He was acting in family tradition.

Sam Johnson settled Rebekah in the same house near Stonewall where he had been living on his own, “batchin it,” and occasionally sharing the space with a homeless ranch hand or two. The house lacked any sign of a woman’s touch. The overcrowded little rooms, without electricity or indoor plumbing, required hard work if they were to be kept cozy and clean, but Rebekah tried to look on the bright side. Better times surely lay ahead, she kept telling herself, as she “shuddered over the chickens and wrestled with a mammoth iron stove.”

The exact size and comfort of the house where Sam and Rebekah started out—and the location of Lyndon’s birth—remain in dispute a century later because the family gave such radically different descriptions of it. Although Rebekah liked to emphasize the hardship of living in a small “cabin” in the first years of her marriage, she later tried to give a more upscale image, calling it a “rambling farmhouse.” Her claim that she was shocked at its limitations when she first went to live there as a young bride is surely an exaggeration. She had grown up only thirty miles away, and since her father dealt in real estate and was involved in politics, she would have had many opportunities to see houses like this one.

The original structure, a rectangular box with a dividing breezeway, called a “dog run,” down the middle, was razed in the 1940s, when Lyndon’s political prospects were on the rise, to be replaced by a somewhat larger dwelling, with higher ceilings. It had only four rooms, and the front two did double duty, serving for both sleeping and sitting. Neither the extended shack that some historians describe nor the sprawling homestead occasionally portrayed by Rebekah, Lyndon’s birthplace most probably fit somewhere in the murky middle, like so much of the Johnson story. As Lyndon neared the pinnacle in politics, he liked to emphasize his humble beginnings, to the chagrin of his sister Rebekah, who amused her friends by saying: “Lyndon may have been born in a log cabin, but I, sure as hell, wasn’t.”

Other details of the Johnson story appear just as scrambled, and part of the reason lies with ambitious, class-conscious Rebekah, who kept trying to reconcile the jagged reality of her life with the outsized dreams of her youth. Marriage to Sam Johnson produced plenty of disappointments, but whenever she got the chance, she emphasized his best side and made him (and their life together) sound better than either was. When she recorded details of Lyndon’s birth, she wrote that he was delivered by “Dr. John Blunton of Buda.” But the evidence makes clear that the good doctor, although summoned, did not arrive at the house in time, and the man who later became the thirty-sixth president of the United States exited his mother’s womb attended only by a midwife, not something a proud Baines would like to admit.

Rebekah spent the first five years of her marriage and gave birth to three children in that little house. Her sister and mother pitched in to help during their summer visits, cooking down fruit preserves and canning vegetables for the winter months. When Sam had a bit of extra money, Rebekah hired a neighbor woman to assist with the heavy lifting and endless laundry, but when money ran low and her relatives departed, she had to manage on her own.

Rebekah’s rough, red hands attested all her life to that hardship. In 1938, just months after her husband’s death, Rebekah was in Washington when Lady Bird gave a small lunch for her and other guests, including Virginia Durr, a white civil rights leader from Alabama. Durr later recalled how she had sat next to this “extremely beautiful woman . . . very aristocratic . . . [with] beautiful bone structure.” It was her large, swollen, very red hands that drew Durr’s attention, and Rebekah Johnson noticed. As they began eating, she leaned over to Durr and whispered how she had always been “embarrassed and ashamed” of her hands. They had never recovered, she explained, from the hard work of her early married years. But the proud mother of a young man newly elected to the U.S. House of Representatives made clear to Durr that she expected her future to brighten: “Even as a young 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.’ ”

Rebekah Johnson expected this and more out of her firstborn, and from his earliest years she put every effort into helping him achieve all that she feared she never could. She coddled and pushed the young Lyndon, introducing him to the alphabet before he was toilet-trained and teaching him to read by the time he was four. When he started tagging his older cousins down the road to school, she persuaded the teacher to let him attend classes, although he had not reached the required age. When he acted shy about participating in classroom exercises, she convinced the teacher to let him sit on her lap, a privilege that could not have made him popular with other students.

Even with all the responsibilities of wife and mother, Rebekah clung to the possibility of a career for herself. She still turned out the occasional article for regional newspapers and then enlisted her relatives to help spot any that were published so she could clip them and get paid. Cooking and cleaning bored her, and she liked to sleep late whenever she could, leaving it to her husband to prepare the children’s breakfast and herd them off to school. He was the stern one, insisting that the children memorize speeches of William Jennings Bryan, while Rebekah spent her time directing school plays and concentrating on matters of manners and dress.

Appearances meant everything to her, and when Sam brought any of his political cronies home for a meal, she made sure to put a linen cover on the table rather than the practical oilcloth that her neighbors routinely used. In her bedroom, where guests gathered to talk when it was too chilly out in the breezeway, she kept her most prized possession, a writing desk, which helped set her home apart from others in the area. Her emphasis on what she considered the “finer things,” such as drama and classical music, fueled her children’s conviction that they were superior, destined for a future brighter than that of their Hill Country friends.

Hard-boiled and demanding, this tall, big-boned woman, with her knifelike voice, could cut cold anyone who disagreed with her, even if that person was her own flesh and blood. When Lyndon refused to take violin lessons, which he called “sissy stuff,” she did not speak to him for days, even though the two lived in the same house. Her punishing silence hurt all the more because she continued to lavish attention on his siblings. It was a lesson in retribution that Lyndon learned well. Although he did not deal well with cruelty aimed at him, he relished dispensing it, and “freezing out” became a favorite way to deal with those who disappointed or crossed him.

•  •  •

Sam Ealy Johnson Jr. also played a significant part in Lyndon’s early years, and one biographer titled his book about the thirty-sixth president: Sam Johnson’s Boy. As a member of the state legislature from 1905 to 1909, Sam moved easily among the locally important politicos. But by the time of his first son’s birth in August 1908, his finances had taken a beating, and Sam left government to concentrate on supporting his growing family.

In spite of the rosy picture Rebekah painted of her husband, his ability to provide spiked and plummeted. Recovering from that first financial downturn soon after his marriage, he made new investments, then went bust again. Years after the fact, D. Jablow Hershman, author of several books on mental disorders, wrote that Sam Ealy Johnson had a “typical manic’s career” making repeated changes in occupation and taking foolish gambles that reduced his family to poverty.

Hershman’s judgment seems a bit harsh, considering the fact that in the pre-safety-net era, many farmers and small-time investors suffered similar peaks and troughs through no fault of their own. Crops failed; prices fluctuated in ways no one could predict. Like many other Americans in the early 1900s, Sam’s dependents had a roller-coaster ride. When times were bad, they cut back or went without. But Hershman was right in that Sam rode the good times to their upper limits. When he felt flush, after making a sizable profit in a real estate deal or a cattle sale, he splurged, moving his family into an upscale house in Johnson City and driving them around in a shiny Model T. Johnson City, named for a Johnson forebear well before Sam and Rebekah arrived, had only a few hundred residents at the time, and the closest railroad was in Fredericksburg, thirty miles to the west. But it felt like a busy metropolis compared to the isolated ranch. Instead of a one-room schoolhouse with a single teacher, Lyndon and his siblings attended the more imposing two-story Johnson City School, with its faculty of five. But when Sam Johnson’s luck turned again and his bank account dwindled, it was back to that low-ceilinged house on the Pedernales, where Lyndon and his younger brother slept on the porch.

Between 1918 and 1925, when Lyndon was an impressionable adolescent, his father returned to serve again in the state legislature, providing the boy with an invaluable starter course in politics. Representing his home district in the statehouse was only a part-time job, but when the legislature was in session, Sam had to stay in Austin for days at a time. He often took Lyndon with him so he could sit in on House debates and listen to after-hours discussions in back rooms and public bars. The son watched lobbyists dispense a range of favors, from booze to the company of women, in order to win something for their clients in return. Sam Ealy Johnson had a reputation for being exceptionally honest and hard to corrupt, but it seems unlikely that any legislator survived for long without registering some recognition for his efforts.

Since service in the legislature was compensated at only $5 a day, a little extra help, in the form of payoffs from lobbyists, came in handy. Lawmakers felt justified in accepting assistance, especially if offered in a form other than cash, such as a paid vacation for the lawmaker’s family in one of Austin’s finer hotels. Sam Johnson’s family stayed at the Driskill, and although evidence is lacking for who paid, it is perfectly reasonable to expect that they thought they were entitled to a vacation in Austin, because they sacrificed so much by Sam’s being away from home. That kind of recognition—gifting a politician’s family for the work he did—was not limited to Texas; nor was it deemed necessarily unethical at the time. When General Motors delivered to the White House a new Cadillac for First Lady (and horse lover) Lou Hoover in 1929, she wrote the car company an enthusiastic “thank you” for adding to her Cadillac stable.

In his trips to Austin, Lyndon picked up a lot from his father, besides the pleasure of staying at the Driskill without leaving a paper trail. Lyndon began to walk and talk just like the older man, so much so that fellow legislator Wright Patman said the resemblance was “laughable.” Amiable Sam Johnson prided himself on listening to people (and one of his observations, “When you’re talking, you’re not learning anything,” became a favorite of Lyndon’s). But Sam didn’t just listen with his ears—he showed his total attention by edging up close to a man, eyeballing him with those piercing black eyes and wrapping a long arm around his shoulders. When Sam Johnson wanted to make a point of his own, he backed it up with a pointed finger, right at his listener’s nose. At six foot three, the lanky legislator might have seemed intimidating to shorter men, but his genial manner and obvious concern won them over. To young Lyndon, the message was clear: right-in-your-face pressure had to be modulated with a good dose of friendly concern.

The boy absorbed the legislative gossip that came his father’s way, including potentially harmful details about personal improprieties, and he saw how tidbits got stored away for later use. Sam drummed into his son that if you walked into a room and couldn’t figure out what every person was thinking, you didn’t deserve to be in politics. It was another way of teaching that “every man has his price,” and Lyndon learned the lesson well.

During the regular legislative session, which started in January and ran for two months, Sam had to rely on others to operate the ranch. As the eldest of his children, Lyndon became the designated man of the house, charged with helping his mother and seeing that daily chores—feeding chickens and chopping wood—got done. He quickly figured out how to foist tasks on his younger siblings, freeing himself to roam with his buddies. The resentment they later showed him (and the wariness with which they accepted his favors) resulted from bitter experience. After he became president, one of his sisters made headlines with her statement that he was “always bossy.”

In his part of Texas, Sam Johnson became known as a populist Democrat, fiercely intent on protecting the underdog. The list of the laws he sponsored included aid for state pensioners and for rural families who needed roads. Small-time investors received his support in a measure called the Blue Sky Law. When the German Americans in Sam’s district found themselves demonized as “Huns” during World War I, Sam stood up for and defended them. He earned the goodwill of other constituents by attacking the Ku Klux Klan so fiercely that he received death threats.

Rebekah, in highlighting her husband’s accomplishments, overlooked all these and focused on one of his very early legislative victories—the Alamo Purchase Bill, which provided for the state of Texas to buy the historic site in San Antonio and turn over its management to the elite Daughters of the Republic of Texas. Sam was only one of several legislators (and hardly the most significant) who backed the purchase, but it was the measure that Rebekah saw as tying him (and her) to the wealthy tier of old Texas—to the people she thought mattered most.

What Rebekah omitted entirely in telling Sam Johnson’s story is striking, although entirely understandable. Her husband drank, and he drank a lot, especially when he was losing money instead of making it. In 1921, when his exaggerated plans to earn a fortune in cotton were ruined by a disastrously bad market, he began a depressing physical decline that lasted until his death sixteen years later. He had taken out huge loans to buy equipment, hire hands, and lease land, and when the price of raw cotton tanked to a fraction of what it had been, he could not begin to pay back all that he owed.

Lyndon would later claim that his father lost $100,000, the equivalent of more than $1 million in 2014 dollars, in that debacle, but it was more likely only about half that. Whatever the exact figure, Sam Johnson never recovered, and it became clear that he would not provide a success story to suit his wife. His political contacts continued to find small jobs for him, on highway projects or streetcar inspecting, but cash was tight. By the time Lyndon entered college in 1927, Sam could not come up with the money for him to enroll, and Lyndon had to borrow from a neighbor. Lyndon’s four younger siblings (including three sisters) would all go to college, but on a shoestring of loans and student jobs. At Sam’s death in 1937, he left a widow so destitute that Lyndon, a married congressman, was her chief support, and he took out a life insurance policy on himself, naming his mother, not his wife, as beneficiary.

The much diminished Sam Johnson was not the man Lyndon had observed earlier. During his son’s most formative years, when tall, rangy Sam was still a respected figure in his community, he stood out as a model. When he started skidding, however, his trips to the local bars growing longer and more destructive, Lyndon was ashamed of him. Enlisting a friend to accompany him one night to the local saloon to entice Sam to come home, Lyndon explained how much his mother, who never permitted a drop of alcohol at her table, suffered at seeing her husband drunk. The son vowed not to disappoint his high-reaching mother as his father had done.

Faced with such opposite parental models when he graduated from high school in 1924, fifteen-year-old Lyndon had not yet figured out how to combine the staid, reverent, class-conscious Baines genes with those of the cussing, imbibing Johnsons. So he did what lots of other young men were doing at the time—he headed west.

California appeared wide open in the 1920s, ready to accommodate dreams of any size. In Hollywood, the embryonic film industry was looking for top talent from New York and Europe, but even a little-schooled farm boy could find employment somewhere—in the burgeoning office buildings, newly opened oil fields, or on truck farms whose owners bragged they were feeding the entire nation. Ben Crider, the older brother of a high school buddy, had already made his way to Los Angeles, and his letters home, outlining the rich opportunities waiting there, were an enticement to others to join him.

Lyndon pooled his meager resources with Ben Crider’s younger brother and two others to buy a rattletrap of a car, and then drove off, leaving the Hill Country and a deeply disappointed Rebekah Baines Johnson behind. Although she recognized that her son never developed her interest in books, she still envisioned him going to college and accomplishing more than any man in her family had ever done. When word came back that Lyndon was doing menial jobs, running an elevator and making deliveries, she continued to pray that this was only a temporary deviation from the high road she had in mind for him.

After twenty months, Lyndon returned to Texas, back to the nest and his surest supply of loving attention, which he had already judged as essential to his well-being as oxygen. His father’s political connections helped him find a job, driving a truck in road construction, but Lyndon soon angered some of his co-workers by getting out of the hard labor the same way he had offloaded chores on his younger siblings. The road crew’s rancor toward him may have set the stage for an exceptionally unpleasant Saturday night brawl when Lyndon evidently got bruised up a bit. A couple days later he surprised and delighted his mother by telling her he was tired of working with his hands. Now he was ready to use his brains. Would she help him get into college?

Rebekah walked to the phone and called Southwest Texas State Teachers College at San Marcos, and before she hung up, she had arranged not only for his admission but also for a job to help pay his expenses. Aware that he lacked some of the entrance requirements, she coached him, and in one bravado performance stayed up to tutor him all night for a math test he barely passed. She had already worked on his public speaking skills, having instructed him and other neighborhood children in what was then called “expression.” One of Lyndon’s female cousins explained how Aunt Rebekah would drill them on public speaking; she pounced on poor diction or faulty grammar while reminding them to stand tall and gesture and make eye contact with their listeners. Lyndon benefited from his mother’s elocution lessons, but his cousin Ava said he never could match his father’s eloquence, especially when addressing a large group.

Pious Rebekah, who liked to write across the seal of her letters “Mizpah” from Genesis 31:49, meaning “May the Lord keep Watch between you and me while we are away from the other,” made a good choice in sending Lyndon to San Marcos. Southwest Texas State Teachers College, with only seven hundred students, enrolled three females for every male, and Rebekah could expect her lean, six-foot-plus son to make a splash with the farmers’ daughters, even if he did have some rough edges. Although University of Texas at Austin was much larger and more prestigious, Johnson City residents favored San Marcos because of its proximity (only forty miles away) and less stringent entry requirements. Rebekah’s younger sister had already attended San Marcos, where her mother ran her boardinghouse, so the entire family knew their way around the town.

When he started college classes in February 1927, eighteen-year-old Lyndon was a curious mix. Rebekah’s prodding and outsized ambition had produced a cocky young man who thought he could wangle anything from anyone. But his father’s depressing downfall remained a stark reminder that failure loomed. Lyndon was haunted by memories of his Grandmother Bunton; the take-charge woman whose name got into history books for outsmarting the men who invaded her household ended up paralyzed by a stroke that left her unable to move or speak. She died when he was only eight, but the image of her shocking incapacity stayed with him for life, a potent warning about the elusiveness of dominance. For a young man who put the highest value on physical strength and maintaining control, the worst nightmare was losing power. At all costs, he did not want to fail like his father and grandmother.

Some of the tools of success were already in the hands of college freshman Lyndon. He had learned to ingratiate himself with older people and pick out those in a position to help him. His boyhood friends noted how he took time to talk with their mothers, complimenting them on their cooking or their appearance; and then their mothers favored him, with an extra piece of pie or a compliment about what a fine example he set for the other boys. At San Marcos, his fellow students called it brownnosing. But to Lyndon, it was a way to improve his chances.

Although his first student job was as janitor, Lyndon soon caught the eye of the college president and became his assistant. With a desk just outside the president’s office, he was known as someone who could pull strings: arrange an appointment with President Cecil E. Evans on short notice or reach the right person at the most propitious time.

The small campus provided Lyndon a setting to try out the political skills learned from his father. When he arrived, the “Black Stars,” a group of the leading jocks, controlled student activities and the funds that supported them—they decided how money was allotted, which athletic teams got what, and who wrote for the school newspaper. Lyndon quickly organized the opposing “White Stars” to squeeze them out, and by the time he left, the Black Stars had trimmed their expectations and lost their monopoly over dates with the most popular women on campus. Although Lyndon later boasted that he defanged the Black Stars entirely, he actually was more accommodating, beginning to use the looking-for-common-ground approach that would serve him later in Washington.

In campus elections, he became his own polling outfit, counting votes before they were cast. If his candidate was lagging behind, he stayed up all night trying to bend ears and change minds. Using techniques for which he later became famous, he would zero in on the “undecideds” or those who owed him a favor and use every available argument to bring them around. Some classmates complained that he was bossy, self-centered, and employed unfair tactics—like blackmailing the opposition with threats of exposing personal matters that they preferred keeping private. Whether it was an off-the-cuff comment about a candidate’s personal failings or a story about a family’s closeted skeletons, Lyndon stored tidbits away, to release—or threaten to release—at the opportune time. Using his arsenal of persuasive weapons, he engineered his roommate’s election as Senior Class president and his own ascension to editor of the school paper. He perched himself on a three-footed stool of power, supported by the newly formed White Stars, the student newspaper, and a desk near the college president’s office.

Not yet old enough to vote in a national election, Lyndon had already figured out a lot about how politics worked. From his mother, he had picked up the importance of charm and refinement as well as the tactics for punishing those on the other side. From his father, he learned how to calculate the odds and increase his own chances in every political deal. The combination was a recipe for achieving real power.

Not every venture succeeded. In a town the size of San Marcos, word of his family’s background got around. After Lyndon met and courted Carol Davis, the mayor’s daughter, he accompanied the Davis family to the 1928 Democratic nominating convention in Houston. But Carol’s parents decided he was still more the product of failed cowhands than of Baines preachers, and on their insistence Carol dropped Lyndon.

A special mentor at San Marcos—Professor Howard M. Greene—encouraged Lyndon’s interest in government and politics, and the grateful student would later bring Greene to Washington and introduce him to President John F. Kennedy as “the man who started the fire under me . . . gave me my first course in government and my last.” Greene’s credentials were not those of the typical academic—he was a maverick, who announced he did not need a Ph.D. because no one had anything to teach him. An eccentric on campus, he fancied plaid shirts and untied ties, and when he lectured, feet on the desk, he kept a spittoon nearby. On a farm outside San Marcos, he raised prized pigs and developed a breed that later made headlines, but the indelible mark he left on many of his students had nothing to do with pigs.

His most famous protégé, Lyndon Johnson, ought to have been walking on air as he surveyed his successes at San Marcos. But the “highs” resulting from on-campus victories were punctuated by periods of despair when he questioned whether he should even be in college. He envied the wealthier students who had fancier clothes than he, and he chafed at the prospect of having to stay three years at San Marcos to earn a degree. After mulling over his prospects, he wrote his old buddy Ben Crider, who had remained in Los Angeles, and inquired about the current job market. Once again, Rebekah stepped in. She wrote her own letter to Crider, begging him to help her keep Lyndon in school. Crider didn’t mention Mrs. Johnson’s letter when he replied to Lyndon’s, but he enclosed a loan of $80, and Lyndon remained in college.

Lyndon often mused that he felt short-changed, with a degree from a state teachers college rather than an elite Eastern university. Although his parents argued it was the man, not the alma mater, that determined success, he never could make himself believe it. Yet San Marcos served him well. It gave him the confidence to stand out and test his power. His cousin Ava recalled that he could convince the women students to do just about anything he wanted, to support his White Stars or any changes he advocated in his newspaper columns. When his co-workers and critics later labeled Lyndon’s manipulative ways “the treatment,” they often added that it was at San Marcos that he refined the basics of how “the treatment” worked.

Southwest Texas State Teachers College also provided a flexible academic calendar so students could withdraw temporarily to earn money. When his own funds ran low, Lyndon took off the academic year 1928–1929 and taught school in Cotulla, a tiny town 130 miles south of San Marcos, halfway to the Mexican border, in a school that enrolled mostly Mexican Americans. As the only male on the faculty of four, he automatically became principal, although he had just turned twenty and had never taught a day in his life.

That one year at Cotulla probably did more to shape Lyndon than all his classes at San Marcos. He developed a genuine sympathy for the underdog. Coming from a family that had struggled at times, he now encountered students from homes where they never had enough to eat. Although his salary was only $125 a month, he started taking from it to buy pencils and school supplies for those who didn’t have them, and he set up a sports field and supervised after-school games.

The Cotulla students loved him, and he garnered their lifelong regard for staying after the closing bell to help them. Some of them followed him doggedly after he left their town, asking him for jobs as soon as they were old enough to work in his office. A busload of alumni later traveled miles to watch him, as president of the United States, sign a new law that would inject much needed funds into schools like theirs. He had touched their lives in ways they would never forget, and they had touched his. He would repeatedly cite them for making him understand how poverty crippled people, and how lack of opportunity set the stage for a lifetime of failure.

Back at San Marcos at the end of his teaching year, Lyndon finished up his bachelor’s degree. But he faced a miserable market at graduation in August 1930, when nearly one in ten of the nation’s workers did not have a job. His Uncle George, head of the history department in one of Houston’s biggest high schools, tried to make a place for him there, but failed, leaving Lyndon to accept the best offer he received—from a sleepy little town south of San Antonio, Pearsall. With a population of only a couple hundred, it was not the sort of place a restless go-getter like Lyndon Baines Johnson wanted to tarry.

In just one month, he was out of there, geared for something bigger. He was twenty-two years old, with a college degree that even he knew was second-rate. But he had a healthy respect for the opinions of strong women, like his mother, and she had made very clear she thought he could outdo everyone, including her adored father and her disappointing husband. He still had to find a remedy for his bottomless pit of self-doubt, and he had to find someone to supply the inexhaustible, unwavering support that he absolutely required. But if he could manage that, who knew how high he could climb?
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GETTING OUT OF KARNACK, WITH THE RIGHT MAN

ON A bright Sunday morning in 1930, seventeen-year-old Claudia Taylor, now “Bird” to her friends, was back in Karnack at the Brick House. It was April, spring vacation time at St. Mary’s College in Dallas, and she was spending a few days with her father. Since that meant having as little as possible to do with her stepmother, she set off on one of her favorite walks, looking for any magnolia trees that were already flowering.
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