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Preface

President John F. Kennedy has now been dead for more years than he lived, yet his assassination on November 22, 1963, remains one of the most misunderstood events in American history despite being one of the most well documented. Hundreds of people were gathered in Dealey Plaza in Dallas, Texas, at the time of the shooting. Dozens of reporters and Secret Service agents were traveling with the president, filing reports on what they saw and heard. The same television cameras that helped to forge such a strong emotional bond between the young, charismatic president and the nation he led transformed his death into a uniquely personal event for millions of Americans. The nonstop television coverage, which began within minutes of the shooting and continued until after the funeral on November 25, allowed the entire nation to experience the tragedy firsthand.

President Kennedy’s death was the defining moment for many members of the massive baby boom generation that was coming of age in the 1960s. Their ongoing fascination with the assas sination and their instinctive skepticism toward authority have spawned a cottage industry of conspiracy theories: Did Oswald act alone? Was the fatal shot fired from the grassy knoll? Was the  shooting part of a larger conspiracy involving high-level government officials?

The intense public focus on how Kennedy died, and who was responsible for killing him, has obscured other important questions raised by events that day. Kennedy’s death resulted in the most violent and sudden transition of presidential power in American history. Yet, of the hundreds of books about the assassination, few address this issue. This book will attempt to fill that void by examining the transfer of power that took place in the twenty-four hours following the assassination. What steps did Lyndon Johnson take to consolidate his hold on power in those critical hours? What problems did he confront? How did the conflicts that emerged on that day set the stage for the rest of his presidency?

On television, great crises are revealed and solved in a twenty-four-hour period. In real life, it takes longer, but the first twenty-four hours are often the most crucial. It is during those first hours that the die is cast. Those critical hours represent a test of presidential character. Dependable information is scarce. Situations are fluid, changing by the minute. A president has little time for reflection. Decisions need to be made. Process is abandoned. It all comes down to the judgment and instincts of one man, forced by circumstance to make momentous decisions that can shape the course of history. Johnson was thrust into that position under the most difficult of circumstances.

Focusing on the first hours of LBJ’s presidency allows me to tell a familiar story in an unfamiliar way, providing a refreshing new perspective on the inner workings of the presidency. Sometimes in their desire to tell the sweeping narrative, historians have missed the revealing details that capture the texture of life in the White House. Traditional history writing shows the past as more coherent than it really is. Isolating a twenty-four-hour  period captures the fear, chaos, uncertainty, and excitement that often shape history.

 

In trying to retell this story, I am reminded of the words of Theodore White, who observed that “it is a trap of history to believe that eyewitnesses remember accurately what they have lived through.”1

Understanding what happened, especially in those first few hours after the shooting, involves sifting through dozens of conflicting accounts. For understandable reasons, chaos, confusion, and a profound sense of loss clouded the memories of the presidential party that rushed to Parkland Hospital on the afternoon of Kennedy’s death. Even among the handful of people who were with Lyndon Johnson, there is no consensus about who told LBJ that Kennedy was dead, or at what time. Because of longstanding resentments, there are at least two versions of nearly every conversation Lyndon Johnson had with Robert Kennedy and with JFK appointments secretary Kenneth O’Donnell. Each of these three men worked tirelessly in the years after the assassination to ensure that his own version of events was injected as fact into the historical record.

Most of the eyewitnesses that day have recorded what they saw and heard, and they have done so on numerous occasions. But their stories are not always consistent. In a number of cases, participants have added details to their accounts. At other times they have completely changed the facts and emphasis of their testimony.

Given the many conflicting accounts, it is often difficult to get a clear impression of Lyndon Johnson. For the Kennedy clan, memories of LBJ on November 22, 1963, were corrupted not only by confusion and time but by anger and longtime suspicions about his character. Johnson himself is often an unreliable witness to  his own actions. Framed by his hostility toward Robert Kennedy, his recollections of that day are often self-serving and factually inaccurate.

Both the Kennedy family and Lyndon Johnson turned to sympathetic writers to channel their views and frame the debate. As a result, popular accounts of Johnson’s actions that day, like the decade itself, have been divided into competing narratives.

William Manchester’s The Death of a President still stands as the most comprehensive history of that tragic day. Shortly after the assassination, the Kennedy family approached two established authors, Theodore White and Walter Lord, to write an account of the events. Both declined, mostly because the Kennedys demanded final-review rights for the book. Manchester was their third choice. A former correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, Manchester had published both fiction and nonfiction works before becoming the editor of the Wesleyan University Press in 1955. He was not a well-known author at the time, but he had written a flattering book about Kennedy, Portrait of a President.

When he received the call from Mrs. Kennedy in March 1964, Manchester jumped at the opportunity. He took a leave of absence from his job and worked on the project for the next two years. For as many as fifteen hours a day for the next twenty-one months, the author gathered material, accumulating forty-five volumes of tapes, notes, and documents. Unlike the Warren Commission, which was created to solve a murder, Manchester was a storyteller, hoping to find intrigue and suspense in the day’s tragic events. The “goals of the Commission and the historian do not coincide,” Manchester wrote in a private letter to Johnson aide Jack Valenti. “Our mandates are different. I shall cover certain events which were irrelevant to the Commission.”2

In December 1966, Manchester submitted his 1,200-page manuscript to his publisher, Harper & Row. Copies of the book also  circulated around Washington. Originally titled Death of Lancer,  in reference to President Kennedy’s Secret Service code name, the manuscript created a storm of controversy. Manchester made little effort to hide his contempt for Johnson, whom he privately dismissed as “someone in a Grade D movie of the late show.” Leaning heavily on the accounts of disgruntled Kennedy aides, Manchester painted a portrait of a boorish and overbearing vice president insensitive to the needs of a grieving widow and driven by a combination of megalomania and insecurity.3

Even some Kennedy partisans were shocked by Manchester’s treatment of Johnson. The historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. complained about the book’s opening scene, which depicted Johnson pressuring JFK to shoot a deer while the two men were at LBJ’s Texas ranch in the days following the 1960 election. According to Schlesinger, the scene suggested that “the unconscious argument of the book is that Johnson killed Kennedy (that is, that Johnson is an expression of the forces of violence and irrationality which ran rampant through his native state and were responsible for the tragedy of Dallas).”4

As the book neared publication, Mrs. Kennedy expressed reservations about the project. She complained that Manchester had violated her privacy by exposing too many private details about her actions and thoughts in the hours following the assassination. She insisted that he make significant changes to the manuscript, including toning down the criticism of Johnson.

Manchester did make some minor changes, but not enough to satisfy Mrs. Kennedy. She filed suit to block publication. Eventually, the two sides reached a settlement that required him to remove all references to his interviews with Mrs. Kennedy. The published version, although lacking some of the tougher anti-Johnson sections, still offered a very unflattering portrait of the president and a glossy picture of all things Kennedy.5

Released in early 1967, The Death of a President became an instant bestseller. Manchester’s story of presidential arrogance and deception made sense to Americans disillusioned with the war in Vietnam, student protest, and racial rioting.

Johnson had sensed from the beginning that Manchester was going to write a pro-Kennedy book and refused the author’s numerous requests for an interview. He viewed the book as part of RFK’s effort to undermine his presidency and challenge him in the 1968 Democratic primaries. LBJ complained bitterly in a series of conversations captured by his White House taping system that Manchester was an agent “of the people who want to destroy me.” He claimed the book “makes Bobby look like a great hero and makes me look like a son-of-a-bitch, and 95 percent of it is completely fabricated.”6

Johnson, and his allies, pushed back hard against Manchester’s narrative of events. White House aides, who had combed through an early draft of the manuscript, refuted some of Manchester’s more exaggerated claims and highlighted how Johnson acceded that day to many “unusual demands” from the Kennedy family. Their assessment reflected LBJ’s own views. “From the time of reaching Parkland Hospital after the shooting, no one could have been kinder to Mrs. Kennedy, members of the Kennedy family and the Kennedy staff than were President and Mrs. Johnson,” they wrote. “For a man who had just had thrust upon him the responsibilities and burdens of the strongest nation in the World, President Johnson and Mrs. Johnson personally thought of the many kind and considerate acts toward the loved ones of the deceased.”7

Although complaining that he was not able to compete with the well-oiled Kennedy public relations machine, Johnson followed their example and hired his own writer. He turned to Jim Bishop, a popular author who had written a flattering magazine article  about President Kennedy that was later turned into a bestselling book, A Day in the Life of President Kennedy.

Just as the controversy over the Manchester book was peaking, Bishop approached the White House asking for access to write a book titled A Day in the Life of Lyndon Johnson. “It will be a happy, exuberant book, or nothing,” Bishop assured Jack Valenti. “I cannot write a critical book about Lyndon Johnson because I believe that he has done more work, made more good decisions and has faced the harsh realities of this world better than any president I know—and in a shorter span of time.”8

The flattery worked: LBJ not only agreed to be interviewed, but provided Bishop with an office in the White House and gave him access to all federal agencies. When asked if he wanted to arrange a meeting with Bishop, Johnson scribbled, “I’ll cooperate fully.”9

Both Johnson and Bishop appear to have had other motives, however. Although Bishop would eventually publish the book that he promised, he really wanted to write about the Kennedy assassination. Being at the White House, and having access to Johnson, would allow him to tell the story that Manchester had been denied. At the same time, LBJ could use Bishop to counter Manchester’s account while maintaining a public posture of indifference to the whole controversy.

A week after the assassination, and four days after Kennedy was buried, Bishop had written to White House press secretary Pierre Salinger to inform him that he was writing a book called The Day President Kennedy Was Shot. He had already written similar books about the days on which Jesus Christ and Abraham Lincoln had died, and now he planned to adopt the formula to Kennedy. “I am sure that this will be attempted by several writers,” he said, but he was hoping that Mrs. Kennedy would designate him as the authorized writer. “If you agree with me that one person—and not  several—should write this book, I think you should make a terse announcement to the press to that effect, whether that person happens to be me or someone else. This will have the effect of stopping the others.”10

Undeterred when the Kennedys announced they had chosen William Manchester to write the authorized version, Bishop declared his plans to write his own book. Mrs. Kennedy begged him “to please not go ahead with your intended book.” The family, she wrote, had hired Manchester “to protect President Kennedy and the truth.” She told him that “none of the people connected with Nov. 22 will speak to anyone but Mr. Manchester—that is my wish and it is theirs also.” Having lost out to Manchester, Bishop complained publicly that Mrs. Kennedy was “trying to copyright the assassination” and proceeded with his plans to produce his own volume.11

Not surprisingly, Bishop’s account of that day represented the flip side of the Manchester book, channeling LBJ’s hostility toward RFK and his sense of grievance toward the Kennedy clan. Bishop described Johnson as “a big, industrious man,” while RFK was the beneficiary of “arrogant nepotism.” “The Kennedys were effete Europeans, in manner and address,” he wrote. “The Johnsons were earthy Americans.” He sided with LBJ on nearly every major point of dispute between the two camps. By the time it was released in 1968, however, the nation had soured on Johnson and his presidency, and the book achieved only modest success.12

 

Four decades later, it is time for a fresh examination of Lyndon Johnson’s handling of the transfer of power on November 22, 1963. With new information that was not available to either Manchester or Bishop, and with the benefit of historical perspective, it is possible to reach a more balanced assessment of Johnson’s actions. 

Overall, I believe the record shows that LBJ performed exceptionally well under the most difficult of circumstances. Despite Manchester’s claims to the contrary, Johnson was unfailingly sensitive to the suffering of the grieving widow, constantly balancing the demands of the presidency with the needs of a mourning nation and a grief-stricken family. He masterfully choreographed the first few hours of his presidency to underscore the theme of continuity and to reassure a shell-shocked nation.

Yet Johnson also revealed a nagging insecurity, a reluctance to take responsibility for some of his actions, and a penchant for deception that confirmed the worst fears of many in the Kennedy camp.

The actions of many of those close to the slain president are less defensible. While understandably grief stricken, they could barely contain their contempt for the new president. There is also a critical question that needs to be answered: why did it take so long for Kennedy aides to tell Lyndon Johnson that JFK was dead? This book presents a new time line that challenges the conclusions of the Warren Commission and shows there was an inexcusable delay in informing Johnson that he was now president.

Within a twenty-four-hour period, a president was assassinated and a new presidency was born. While capturing the excitement of the moment and the texture of life on that day, this book will highlight how the decisions made in those first critical hours helped shape the rest of Johnson’s presidency. We will also witness the tensions and conflicts that would eventually destroy the Johnson presidency, divide the nation, and produce a civil war in the Democratic Party.






1

“It All Began So Beautifully”

The president and vice president went to Texas in November 1963 for two simple reasons: money and politics. President John F. Kennedy was gearing up for the 1964 presidential campaign and he wanted to keep Texas’s twenty-five electoral votes in the Democratic column. It was by no means a sure thing—in 1960, the Kennedy-Johnson ticket had carried the state by only 46,233 votes—despite the fact that LBJ was a native son.

Kennedy also hoped to raise money for the cash-starved Democratic Party and assumed he could rake in a million dollars—a lot of money in 1963—with a quick swing through the state. Over the past two years, Kennedy’s personal popularity had failed to translate into much-needed donations to the Democratic National Committee. The party’s financial head, Dick Maguire, pressed JFK to raise funds with a campaign swing through oil-rich Texas. “We’ve got that four-million-dollar debt to pay off,” Kennedy told Johnson.1

The state may have been a good source of money, but it was becoming increasingly hostile to JFK’s more liberal message. His poll numbers were ebbing in the wake of his decision the previous summer to support a civil rights bill banning segregation in public  facilities. Many whites, realizing that the proposed law represented a direct challenge to the engrained system of racial hierarchy in Texas and throughout the South, vehemently opposed the measure. In October, a Newsweek poll showed that Kennedy was “the most widely disliked Democratic President of this century among white Southerners.” His approval rating in the state stood at a dismal 38 percent. A Houston Chronicle survey, scheduled for release after the visit, showed him trailing the likely Republican nominee, conservative Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, by a 52-48 percent margin in Texas.2

The visit to Texas would be complicated because the state’s Democratic Party was split into feuding factions, preventing it from forming a united front against a rejuvenated GOP. Until the 1960s, Texas had been a one-party state: Democrats won nearly every election and liberals exercised considerable influence within the party. Over the past few decades, however, a thriving oil industry had created an expanding white middle class at odds with the liberal leadership of the Democratic Party in both Texas and Washington. Race also played a central role. Many whites in Texas, opposed to the national Democratic Party’s gradual embrace of the civil rights movement, fought to maintain the system of Jim Crow segregation and started defecting to the Republicans.

Lyndon B. Johnson and Governor John Connally, his protégé, were the most visible leaders of the conservative wing of the party. Connally had begun his political career in 1938 as a young staff member to then-freshman Texas congressman Johnson before moving on to become a successful lobbyist for the oil industry. Over the years, Johnson and Connally remained close friends and political allies. Johnson’s sponsorship continued when he became vice president: in 1961, President Kennedy appointed Connally as secretary of the navy.

Later that year, Connally resigned his navy post to run for governor. His candidacy was unpopular among Texas liberals, who viewed him as a pawn of the state’s booming oil industry and waged a vigorous campaign to defeat him in the primaries. Opponents dubbed Connally “LBJ”—Lyndon’s Boy John. Connally managed to outmaneuver and outspend his opponents, however, and won narrow victories in both the primary and in the 1962 general election.

Connally’s election highlighted how a rising conservative tide was transforming Texas politics. The governor’s supporters controlled all the major state offices, the state party organization, and most of the big Texas money. Although he had served in the Kennedy cabinet and remained close to LBJ, Connally opposed most of the New Frontier domestic program. Earlier that summer, he took the unusual step of appearing on statewide television to criticize a president of his own party when he declared his opposition to Kennedy’s proposed civil rights bill. The move was wildly popular in Texas. With an approval rating near 80 percent, it was clear to both Kennedy and Johnson that Connally’s tactics had struck a nerve with the white conservative base of the Democratic Party.3

While the state shifted to the right, the outgunned liberal forces looked to Senator Ralph Yarborough to energize their base and stem the conservative tide. Over the past decade, Yarborough had won the hearts of Texas liberals with his evangelical rhetoric, energetic style, fiery attacks on big business, and emotional appeals to use government to help “the common man.” He ran, and lost, three consecutive races for governor between 1952 and 1956. He finally broke through in 1957, when he won a special election to fill a vacated Senate seat. The following year he was elected to a full term.

Despite the rightward drift of the state, Yarborough remained true to the reform impulse of the New Deal. He broke with the state leadership and supported the Supreme Court decision in  Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which put an end to the “separate but equal” doctrine. He championed increased federal spending for education, housing, and veterans. Politically, Yarborough was far closer than Connally to the reform-minded agenda of the Kennedy administration. According to Congressional Quarterly, he voted for major administration bills 73 percent of the time in 1961, and 69 percent of the time in 1962 and 1963. He managed to build a small but vocal following among organized labor, liberal intellectuals, East Texas populists, the growing Hispanic population, and most blacks who were allowed to vote—all groups that Kennedy would need to turn out on election day.

But Yarborough was sailing against the wind of Texas politics and found himself increasingly isolated as the party lurched to the right. A poll in July showed him favored to hold his seat in 1964 against a weak Republican opponent. However, the battles with the party’s conservative wing were clearly taking their toll. After six years in office he commanded the support of less than half of his party—47 percent. A majority of Democrats, 53 percent, either favored someone else or were undecided.4

Yarborough had to contend not only with the spirited opposition of the governor but also with the vice president’s open hostility. When Yarborough was campaigning for the Senate in 1957, both Johnson and Connally had endorsed his primary opponent. Traditionally, senators control the flow of federal patronage jobs in their state, but when Johnson joined the ticket in 1960 he made a private agreement with Kennedy, which allowed the vice president to continue to control all federal patronage in Texas—thus bypassing Yarborough. The move infuriated the senator. Just a few months before the Texas trip, Yarborough had called Johnson a  “power-mad Texas politician” after LBJ used his influence to block the senator’s appointment to the Appropriations Committee.5

 

The president wanted to avoid taking sides in the Connally-Yarborough standoff. He needed both Connally’s machine and Yarborough’s coalition if he was going to win in November. Kennedy hoped, for obvious reasons, that Johnson would use his considerable influence in Texas to bang heads together and forge a compromise between the feuding factions. Johnson was the logical man for the job: he was Texan to the core. “If one were asked to construct a stereotypical Texan,” Connally later observed, “I suppose you would wind up with someone close to Lyndon Johnson.”6

Born in 1908, Johnson grew up in the depressed rural area of the Texas Hill Country outside of Austin. His hardscrabble roots instilled in him a passionate desire to help the less fortunate, along with an idealistic faith in the power of government to provide opportunity. But his impoverished upbringing had also left him with a nagging inferiority complex—a fear that people with more refined backgrounds would never accept him.

From childhood, Lyndon was determined to make his mark in politics. His father, Sam Johnson, a six-term member of the state legislature, took him along on the campaign trail and allowed him to wander around the statehouse. LBJ recalled fondly how, as a nine-year-old, he would sit for hours in the gallery listening to the debates on the floor. Lyndon loved every minute of it and set his sights on someday running his own campaign. In 1937, after completing his education at Southwest Texas State Teachers College, and serving as Texas director of the National Youth Administration (NYA), Johnson won election to Congress.7

LBJ started out in politics as a New Deal liberal, but as the political winds shifted after World War II, he trimmed his sails. During the 1930s, with the nation mired in depression and Texans looking  to Washington for help, LBJ championed the common man and declared Franklin Roosevelt his hero. After the war, as oil money made white Texans rich and more conservative, Johnson moved closer to the political center. In an effort to appeal to the conservative base, he fought to protect the oil and gas industry and tried to walk the middle ground on civil rights. He developed cozy ties with powerful business interests, which then supplied the cash for his campaigns.8

LBJ’s rise to power was often characterized by political opportunism and ruthless ambition. In the 1940s and 1950s Texas politics still resembled the Wild West. Stuffing ballot boxes, accepting bribes, and stealing elections were facts of political life. In 1941, Johnson lost a hotly contested Senate seat because his opponent stuffed the boxes after the polls had closed. Seven years later, in another close contest, it was LBJ who stole the Senate election from popular governor Coke Stevenson. The deciding votes came from the poor, boss-controlled, Hispanic town of Alice, Texas. On election night, Johnson received 765 votes to Stevenson’s 60. That wasn’t enough to win the election; six days later when the ballots were recounted, the same town produced 965 votes for LBJ, allowing him to win the election by 87 votes.

LBJ’s ability to muster Hispanic votes in boss-controlled counties inspired a story that followed him the rest of his career and cemented his reputation as a corrupt politician:Manuel: “Pedro, why are you crying?” 
Pedro: “It is because of my poor dead father.” 
Manuel: “But, Pedro, your father died 10 years ago.” 
Pedro: “That’s just it. Yesterday, my father came back to vote for Lyndon Johnson, but he no come see me.”9




The stolen election would cast a shadow of illegitimacy over the rest of Johnson’s career and earn him the nickname “Landslide  Lyndon.” The taint of corruption only made Johnson work harder to earn the respect of his peers. Once in the Senate, Johnson impressed powerful Democrats with his energy and ambition. He learned the rules of parliamentary debate, mastered the details of legislation, and figured out how to count votes. Most of all, he knew how to manipulate colleagues: when to flatter, when to bargain, and when to threaten. He distrusted crusading liberals and moralizing conservatives; Johnson cared about making deals and passing legislation. In 1953, Democrats elected him minority leader. Two years later, after they won control of the Senate, Johnson, at age forty-six, became the youngest majority leader in history.

Johnson was not afraid to twist arms to bend recalcitrant senators to his will. Standing six feet four inches tall, he towered over many of his peers, and he used his size to intimidate his opponents. Two journalists described this process as the “Johnson treatment.” “He moved in close, his face a scant millimeter from his target, his eyes widening and narrowing, his eyebrows rising and falling.” Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey once described an encounter with Johnson as “an almost hypnotic experience. I came out of that session covered with blood, sweat, tears, spit—and sperm.” Many observers considered him the second most powerful man in Washington behind President Dwight Eisenhower. 10

Johnson was not only one of the most powerful men in Washington, he was one of the most colorful, controversial, and complicated. “Lyndon Johnson was the most complex man I ever met,” recalled veteran Washington insider Clark Clifford. He “also may have been the most difficult.” Although often obsequious to superiors, Johnson could be vicious to his subordinates and overbearing with anyone who got in his way. At his Senate office, he fondled, ogled, and overworked his female staff. He boasted of his sexual prowess and had long affairs with at least two women. He demanded unquestioned loyalty from everyone who worked for him. “I want  real loyalty,” he once said. “I want someone who will kiss my ass in Macy’s window, and say it smells like roses.”11

Johnson was notorious for pushing himself and those who worked for him. He worked long, eighteen-hour days and drove his staff to exhaustion. He was restless and driven, once losing forty-two pounds in forty days while campaigning for a House seat in 1937. He was reckless about his health. He drank heavily—Cutty Sark was his favorite—and chain smoked. His bad habits almost killed him in 1955 when he suffered a serious heart attack. Doctors gave him a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. “Will I ever be able to smoke again?” he asked his physician. On being told that he would not, he muttered, “I’d rather have my pecker cut off.” After a short break, Johnson resumed his rigorous schedule but without the cigarettes.12

 

During the lead-up to the 1960 campaign, Johnson started maneuvering for the presidential nomination. In 1957, realizing that he needed to make himself acceptable to the northern, liberal wing of the party, he helped craft a modest civil rights bill. For most liberals, however, it was too little, too late. Dismissing him as a self-serving political operator, liberals viewed LBJ as too closely tied to the powerful Texas oil industry, too anti-union, and too ambivalent about civil rights.

Undeterred, LBJ convinced himself that he could win the nomination the same way he ran the Senate—by making deals and winning the endorsements of influential Washington insiders. LBJ wanted Kennedy and Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey to split the early primary vote, forcing the party to choose its nominee at the convention. While Humphrey and Kennedy slugged it out in public, Johnson would quietly win the endorsement of the party’s movers and shakers who would support him at the convention.13

While Johnson worked the halls of Congress, the charismatic Kennedy built a powerful grassroots organization and used his telegenic glamour, and his father’s money, to win key victories in the early primary states. In April, he narrowly defeated Humphrey in Wisconsin and then scored a decisive win in West Virginia.

LBJ dismissed John Kennedy and his ambition to run for president, poking fun at his inexperience and his privilege, referring to the Massachusetts senator as “sonny boy.” Although he respected Kennedy’s intellect and his eloquence, he resented his cavalier attitude toward the hard work of the Senate. In the Senate, he said, there were “workhorses” and “show horses.” Kennedy was a “show horse.”

As the Democratic Convention opened on July 11, 1960, Kennedy appeared to have an insurmountable lead in delegates, but Johnson refused to accept defeat. “I can’t stand to be pushed around by that forty-two-year-old kid,” LBJ complained to Adlai Stevenson. Unable to add to his delegate count, LBJ tried to force defections from JFK by spreading rumors about JFK’s health, claiming that he was unfit and unprepared to be president. He told a reporter that Kennedy was a “little scrawny fellow with rickets.” Johnson surrogates declared that Kennedy was suffering from Addison’s disease, a potentially fatal disorder of the adrenal glands. Although true, Kennedy vehemently denied the charge and went on the win the nomination on the first ballot. 14

Despite Johnson’s clumsy effort to block his nomination, the pragmatic Kennedy shocked the convention when he turned around and asked LBJ to join the ticket. It was a highly controversial decision. Kennedy risked alienating his liberal and labor supporters, and many members of his own staff, who were inherently distrustful of having a southerner on the ticket. Many of them viewed Johnson as a representative of the old, corrupt politics that Kennedy had promised to change.

There were compelling arguments in favor of including Johnson on the ticket. Johnson was one of the party’s most prominent and skilled legislative leaders. The Massachusetts Catholic realized he needed a southern Protestant on the ticket. Johnson could help in a couple of southern states, especially vote-rich Texas. Kennedy also worried about leaving a disgruntled and temperamental Johnson in the Senate, where he would have the power to block much of his agenda.

There are a number of conflicting accounts of exactly how JFK reached his decision. According to LBJ, on the morning of July 14, Kennedy came to his suite on the seventh floor of the Biltmore Hotel and offered him the vice presidency. Publicly, Johnson had assumed a posture of indifference to being on the ticket. The day before the convention opened, Johnson was asked on Meet the Press  if he would accept such a position. Johnson said no. “Most vice presidents don’t do much,” he responded. But privately he feared that his days of dominance in the Senate were coming to an end. Democrats had scored major victories in 1958, but most of the new members were northern liberals who were chafing under his leadership. No matter who won, he would find his power in the Senate curtailed. A Kennedy victory would shift the center of gravity in the party away from Capitol Hill and toward the White House. Republican nominee and former vice president Richard Nixon would also be a more activist president than Eisenhower and depend less on LBJ for support. Although traditionally the vice president had few powers and even less influence, Johnson believed that he could transform the office.15

Although he clearly wanted the job, Johnson played coy, telling JFK that he needed time to think about it. “Well, think it over and let’s talk about it again at three-thirty,” Johnson recalled JFK saying.16

Robert F. Kennedy, JFK’s brother and campaign manager, vehemently opposed LBJ’s selection. Like others in the Kennedy camp, RFK worried that putting Johnson on the ticket would alienate liberals, but his opposition was also personal. While gearing up for the campaign the previous fall, JFK had sent his younger brother to the LBJ ranch to ask Johnson about his intentions. Disingenuously, LBJ told Robert that he was not a candidate, and that he would not try to block JFK’s nomination. After the meeting, Johnson took the slightly built RFK on a deer hunt. Instead of giving him a standard rifle, he armed him with a powerful ten-gauge shotgun. The recoil knocked Kennedy to the ground and left him with a gash above his eye. “Son, you’ve got to learn to handle a gun like a man,” LBJ told him. In a matter of a few hours, Johnson managed to lie to RFK and to insult him.17

RFK later claimed that JFK had gone to Johnson’s suite assuming he would turn down the nomination. “He thought that he should offer it to him, but he never dreamt that there was a chance in the world that he would accept it.” According to RFK, after the meeting a flustered JFK returned to his suite. “You just won’t believe it,” he said to his brother. “He wants it.”18

RFK’s account is not credible, however. People close to Johnson had already given clear signals that LBJ wanted the job and would accept if asked. On the evening of July 13, the day of the presidential balloting, Kennedy met privately with the House Speaker, and Johnson confidant, Sam Rayburn. The Speaker told JFK that he should pick LBJ, and he assured him that if asked, Johnson would accept.19

Over the next few hours, the Kennedy team debated the merits of having LBJ on the ticket. According to RFK, they “spent the rest of the day alternating between thinking it was good and thinking that it wasn’t good that he’d offered him the Vice Presidency,  and how could he get out of it.” When he was unable to change his brother’s mind, he made two trips to Johnson’s suite to get him to reject JFK’s offer. Johnson refused. “I thought I was dealing with a child,” Johnson reflected. He claimed to have said to RFK, “The only question is: Is it good for the country and good for the Democratic Party?” According to RFK’s version of the meeting, Johnson “just shook and tears came into his eyes, and he said, ‘I want to be Vice President, and, if the President will have me, I’ll join him in making a fight for it.’” At that point, there was no graceful way of getting Johnson off the ticket.20

In JFK’s mind the benefits of having LBJ on the ticket outweighed the risks. Kennedy tried to allay the fears of his staff who felt that Johnson was an old-fashioned politician out of sync with his campaign’s style and message. “I’m forty-three years old,” Kennedy told top aide Kenneth O’Donnell. “I’m not going to die in office. So the vice presidency doesn’t mean anything.”21

Although LBJ was excited at the prospect of being elected vice president, he hedged his bets. He convinced his friends in the Texas legislature to pass a new law that allowed him to seek the vice presidency and run for reelection as senator at the same time. If Kennedy lost, Johnson would return to his old Senate seat and be the front-runner for the nomination in 1964.

 

Johnson helped to deliver Texas for the Democratic ticket in 1960, but by the summer of 1963 when Kennedy began planning his trip, he was concerned that his vice president seemed to be doing little to help address the state’s current political crisis. Frustrated by the lack of progress on the ground, Kennedy decided to take matters into his own hands. In June 1963, during a brief stopover in El Paso, he met privately with both Johnson and Connally to lay the groundwork for a multi-city trip to Texas.22

According to Connally, Kennedy stressed the importance of raising money during the trip. “If we don’t raise funds in another state, I want to do so in Massachusetts and Texas,” JFK said. The president talked about having four fund-raising dinners—in Houston, San Antonio, Fort Worth, and Dallas—and suggested they use LBJ’s birthday, August 27, as the excuse for making the trip. Connally balked at the timing. “Mr. President, that would be the worst thing you could do. For the first thing, with you going in four or five places, everyone would say you are just interested in getting money. In the second place, that weekend at the end of August would be a bad weekend. All the rich folks will be up in Colorado cooling off, and all the poor people will be in Galveston and down around the Gulf Coast.” The meeting ended with the three men agreeing to find an alternative date for a presidential visit in the fall.23

Neither Connally nor Johnson welcomed the presidential intrusion into Texas politics. JFK “was advised by me and by Connally and by several others not to come to Texas,” LBJ reflected in a 1969 interview. The governor saw no benefit in being seen campaigning with a northern liberal in a state that was growing more conservative every day. “Many of the people who were Mr. Kennedy’s most active supporters in Texas also tended to support my opponent,” Connally reflected. It was a no-win situation for him. Campaigning with the president would energize his opponents and anger his base. But he also knew that if he failed to rally support for his own party’s president in Texas, “it would be a political embarrassment that I would not be allowed to forget.”24

For his part, Johnson wished Kennedy would let him manage the state’s complicated politics. He believed that, given Connally’s immense popularity in Texas, riding the governor’s coattails represented the best strategy for keeping the state in the Democratic  column in 1964. Johnson worried that instead of uniting the party, the president’s presence in the state would only expose the widening political cracks between liberals and conservatives. More important, it would make LBJ appear weak. According to George Christian, who served as Governor Connally’s press secretary and would later join the Johnson administration in the same capacity, “A lot of Texas had decided Kennedy was a big eastern liberal and Johnson was his lap dog.”25

Kennedy likely sensed LBJ’s discomfort with the trip and largely excluded him from the planning, choosing to coordinate directly with Connally. On October 4, Kennedy invited the governor to the White House for a private meeting. “How about those fund-raising affairs in Texas, John,” he said, greeting him as he entered the Oval Office. Connally suggested that the president arrange for a two-day visit to four cities, but reiterated his earlier concern that multiple fund-raisers would make Kennedy look greedy and make it appear that money was the only reason for his visit. “They are going to think you are trying to financially rape the state,” he said. Connally offered to host a single large fund-raising dinner in Austin.26

It was clear that the Texas trip was causing tension between Kennedy and Johnson. JFK did not give LBJ advance notice of his meeting with the governor. “I heard Connally was in town and I called him and asked him what it was about,” LBJ reflected. That was when he learned that Kennedy was dealing directly with the governor and had cut him out of the loop. “He was distinctly irritated,” Connally recalled.27

 

Despite some initial confusion in planning, the trip was scheduled for November 21. The plan was to visit five cities, which together were responsible for 36 percent of the Texas vote. The president planned to dedicate a $16-million aerospace medical center in San  Antonio, then go to Houston for a dinner honoring Congressman Albert Thomas. Later that evening, the presidential party would fly to Fort Worth where they would start the next day with a sold-out breakfast sponsored by the chamber of commerce. Then they would fly to Dallas for a brief luncheon address before traveling to Austin for a fund-raising reception at the governor’s mansion. The president and First Lady would spend the evening at the LBJ ranch outside Austin.

To help soften his image in Texas, Kennedy asked Jackie to join him on the trip. Cultured, vibrant, and young—only thirty-one years old on inauguration day—the former Jacqueline Bouvier had become a surprising political and diplomatic asset for the president. He had worried that her sophisticated style, along with her elegant and expensive tastes in fashion, would be a liability. Instead, she added to the luster of the Kennedy White House, underscoring that the dowdy Eisenhower days had come to an end. Within a few months of moving into the White House, Jackie had become a cultural icon.

Despite her fame and popularity, the First Lady was a very private person. She never enjoyed the routine of politics, and often refused to attend luncheons with congressional wives and politicians. She focused her attention on redecorating the White House, and on inviting artists and musicians to perform. In February 1962, more than 46 million Americans tuned in to see her understated elegance and hear her whispery voice on a nationally televised tour of the White House. She also enjoyed elaborate state trips to foreign capitals. In June 1961, large crowds had come to see her in Paris, and she even managed to charm the crusty French president Charles de DeGaulle. At the end of the trip, JFK deadpanned, “I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris, and I have enjoyed it.”

The First Lady was reluctant to travel to Texas, which would be her first political trip since the 1960 campaign. She went into seclusion after the death in August of their son Patrick, who lived only thirty-six hours after birth. The tragedy did, however, bring the couple closer together, and seemed to be healing a marriage that had been significantly damaged by JFK’s perpetual philandering. This newfound closeness seems to have been one of the primary reasons Jackie decided to make the Texas trip despite her abhorrence for politicking. “I know I’ll hate every minute of it,” she confessed in a letter to a friend. She would go, she said, because it was important to her husband. “It’s a tiny sacrifice on my part for something that he feels is very important to him,” she wrote.28

 

Throughout the fall, during the planning stages for the trip, the feuding between the two Texas factions plagued every decision and threatened to sabotage the trip before Kennedy stepped foot on Texas soil. White House advance man Jerry Bruno, assigned to work out the details of the presidential visit, had to navigate the huge political egos and bitter turf wars. “The split in the Democratic Party in Texas was obvious from the start,” Bruno noted in a summary of the trip.

The problems started the minute he got off the plane on October 20. When he arrived in Texas he was greeted by a representative from the Yarborough camp and one from the Johnson camp. Both expected to be his guide. On October 29, Bruno had lunch with Connally, who insisted on maintaining complete control of the trip. “Either we select the stops and run the trips or the President can stay home,” he told Bruno. “We don’t want him.” That was fine with Johnson. The vice president’s point man for the trip, Cliff Carter, “kept insisting that Connally was the best man for Kennedy in Texas and he should be allowed to run the whole trip.”29

Realizing that he needed the governor’s cooperation, the White House initially gave in to his demands. With Connally running the show, Yarborough’s supporters found themselves excluded from the planning. They complained about the cost of the $100-a-plate reception in Austin, fearing that the money would go into the coffers of the Johnson-Connally political machine and be used in the 1964 primaries against liberal candidates. They worried that Kennedy would be spending most of his time with well-heeled businessmen and little time meeting “regular” people. “It seems to me the party is making a grave mistake in ignoring the real Democrats,” said a local party official. “Kennedy has tremendous loyalty among the lower income Mexicans and Negroes. But the way this trip has been handled, it hasn’t gained him any friends among those who worked for him previously.” Yarborough was outraged. “You can’t just have a luncheon for the fat cats and not let the people see him,” he told Connally. 30

As they moved closer to the visit, the Kennedy advance team altered the original plans to accommodate the Yarborough faction. They asked the state party to agree that all the money raised would be used exclusively against Republicans. They also added an outdoor rally in a parking lot in Fort Worth before the scheduled indoor breakfast meeting. And because Kennedy made it clear that he wanted to be seen by as many people as possible, they included motorcades at every city.

Although anxious about the entire trip, Johnson was especially worried about the Dallas stopover. They would be spending only three hours in the city, but Dallas was a base of right-wing extremism and had never been a welcoming place for him. In the final days of the 1960 campaign, a well-orchestrated crowd had swarmed LBJ and Lady Bird as they walked across the street in downtown Dallas for a planned speech at the Adolphus hotel. They shouted “Traitor,”  “Socialist,” “Judas.” Women grabbed Lady Bird’s gloves from her hand and threw them into the gutter.

Johnson’s fears were reinforced just a few weeks before their scheduled visit. UN ambassador and former two-time Democratic nominee for president, Adlai Stevenson, was attacked in Dallas by an angry mob of right-wing protestors. “There was something very ugly and frightening about the atmosphere,” Stevenson noted.31

Because of the security concerns, both Connally and Johnson wanted Kennedy to make a quick stopover in Dallas, speak before a luncheon of businessmen, and leave without making any public appearances. The less exposure, the better. It would reduce the possibility of an embarrassing incident and also help Connally, who wanted to limit his association with the more liberal president by cutting back on the amount of time he spent with Kennedy in public. In particular, Connally opposed a motorcade through downtown Dallas. “I wanted to skip the motorcade and go directly to the Trade Mart for the luncheon.” The Kennedy team refused to bend on this point. “The president is not coming down,” O’Donnell said, “to be hidden under a bushel basket. Otherwise, we can do it from here by television.”32

 

The president left the White House for the last time on the morning of Thursday, November 21, boarded Air Force One, and arrived in San Antonio early in the afternoon. Even before the plane landed, the feud had intensified. Yarborough, who had been in Washington on Senate business and was traveling back home with the president, was still upset with Connally. He complained that Connally had failed to even invite him to the reception at the governor’s mansion. During the flight he issued a statement that sharply criticized the governor for failing to afford him the respect befitting a United States senator. “Gov. Connally is so terribly uneducated governmentally, how could you expect anything else?”33

While Kennedy was making his way from Washington to Texas, Johnson was at his ranch outside Austin preparing for the president’s visit on Friday night. Late Thursday morning he took a private plane from Austin to San Antonio to ensure that he would be there early in order to welcome the president as he descended the steps of Air Force One. Later in the day, the two men traveled together to Houston for the dedication of the aerospace center. Reporters on the scene noted that the president and First Lady “appeared in radiant good humor as they drove in motorcades through San Antonio and Houston.”34

The crowds were large and welcoming, but the ongoing squabble between Connally and Yarborough was threatening to drown out the message of party unity the trip was designed to promote. In San Antonio and again in Houston, Yarborough complained that Connally was excluding him and his supporters from events. Assuming that Johnson had conspired with Connally, Yarborough refused to ride in the same car with the vice president.

Kennedy was clearly annoyed by the ongoing squabble. That evening at the Rice Hotel in Houston, JFK summoned Johnson to his suite. It is unclear what they discussed. William Manchester claimed there was shouting and Johnson stormed out. Jackie, who was in an adjacent room, told him that she heard loud voices and then walked into the room just as Johnson was leaving. “He sounded mad,” she said to her husband. “That’s just Lyndon. He’s in trouble,” Kennedy responded.

Johnson later downplayed rumors that he and Kennedy had argued. He contended that Kennedy invited him to his room for a drink. “Kennedy had a scotch and water or whatever it was he drank. I had a scotch and soda.” JFK said he had been told about the incident with Yarborough. “I told my staff people, ‘Tell him he either rides in the car or he doesn’t ride,’” LBJ recalled him saying. “Mr. President,” he responded, “it doesn’t make any difference.”

 

He said the meeting ended amicably. Later that evening, the presidential party flew to Fort Worth.35

The headlines in the local papers on Friday morning, November 22, forced Kennedy to take charge of the situation. The morning edition of the Dallas News carried a front-page story with two headlines about the party split:STORM OF POLITICAL CONTROVERSY
 SWIRLS AROUND KENNEDY ON VISIT
 YARBOROUGH SNUBS LBJ





Johnson would later dismiss the stories. “It was the biggest [thing] ever since [French president Charles] de Gaulle farted,” he said. Kennedy, however, was not amused. “Christ, I come all the way down here and make a few speeches—and this is what appears on the front page,” he fumed. “I don’t care if you have to throw Yarborough into the car with Lyndon. But get him there,” he told White House aide Larry O’Brien.36

The presidential threat, along with the intervention of Texas congressman Albert Thomas, led to a temporary truce. Thomas pressured Connally to make some concessions to Yarborough, inviting him to the reception at the governor’s mansion. At the same time, Thomas told the senator that his antics were hurting Kennedy more than Connally.

There was no hint of animosity the following morning, Friday, November 22, when the three men appeared in public. At 8:45 a.m., Kennedy, Johnson, Yarborough, and Connally stood in a misty rain in a parking lot across the street from their hotel to speak to a crowd that was unable to secure tickets to the chamber of commerce breakfast inside. They managed to hide their differences. They looked “like they were four fraternity brothers who hadn’t met  in twenty years,” recalled White House press secretary Malcolm “Mac” Kilduff.37

The sight of an enthusiastic crowd standing in the rain provided a much-needed lift. “Money and power were represented at the breakfast, but the parking lot audience—made up of workers, mothers, and children—gave me more assurance about the mood of Texas,” Johnson recalled. Kennedy was also elated.38

It was neither JFK nor LBJ, however, but rather the First Lady who seemed to attract the most interest. When the president initially appeared at the rally without Jackie, the crowd seemed disappointed. “Mrs. Kennedy is organizing herself,” he said jokingly. “It takes longer, but, of course, she looks better than we do when she does it.”39

Afterward, they moved inside for the main event—a breakfast meeting at the Hotel Texas for 2,500 guests. Kennedy returned briefly to the hotel to change and asked Johnson to come by his room. LBJ showed up at 10:02 a.m. and brought his sister, who lived in Fort Worth, with him. He told her to stay in the hallway until he could ask if the president would see her. When Johnson told JFK that his sister was outside the door, Kennedy responded, “Bring her in.” JFK thanked her for the Texan hospitality. “You’ve been awfully good to us in Fort Worth.” He then turned to Johnson. “Lyndon, there is one thing I’m sure of—it’s that we’re going to carry two states in the election if we don’t carry any others, and those two are Massachusetts and Texas.” Johnson responded, “We’re going to carry a lot more than those two.” It would be their last private conversation. 40

 

At 10:37 a.m., the presidential party left their hotel for the short trip to Carswell Air Force Base and the eight-minute flight to Dallas’s Love Field. The president’s political advisers had decided to fly the  thirty miles to Dallas in order to arrive in time for a midday motorcade through downtown to attract the largest possible crowds.

In keeping with tradition, Air Force One took off with the president onboard, followed a few minutes later by the plane carrying the vice president. During the flight, the planes hopscotched so that Johnson could officially welcome the president and First Lady in each city. When they landed at 11:35 a.m., local dignitaries greeted the Johnsons, who immediately joined the reception line to welcome the president and First Lady.41

When the president and First Lady stepped off the plane, Johnson noted that “a great roar went up from thousands of throats.” LBJ was struck by “how radiant Mrs. Kennedy looked.” Presidential aide Dave Powers recalled to William Manchester that they “looked like Mr. and Mrs. America.” Jackie was wearing a pink wool suit with a matching pillbox hat. “Someone in the reception line added the final touch by presenting her with a bouquet of dark red roses,” Johnson noted. “It all began so beautifully,” recalled Lady Bird.42






2

“They Do Love This President, Don’t They?”

After disembarking from Air Force One in Dallas, the Kennedys spent several minutes working the fence line, shaking the hands of the well-wishers who had come to see them. “I touched him! I touched him!” some of the women squealed. As Jackie worked the receiving line, a reporter asked her how she liked campaigning again. “It’s wonderful, wonderful,” she said in her typically breathless voice.1

The Kennedys were all smiles, but LBJ looked miserable. Hugh Sidey, Washington bureau chief for Time, later told William Manchester that Johnson appeared “very dour and perfunctory.” Johnson and Lady Bird refused to linger with the Kennedys along the fence. Instead, they shook a few hands, then walked to their car and waited for the motorcade to leave. Perhaps LBJ was still smarting from the scolding that Kennedy had presumably delivered the night before; or maybe the president’s visit, and the ongoing Connally-Yarborough squabble, was reminding him of his own political impotence. The dispute continued to dampen the mood. When Senator Ralph Yarborough joined the Johnsons in the back seat of their limousine, LBJ refused to even acknowledge his presence.  There was no exchange of pleasantries because neither man had anything pleasant to say to the other.

 

At 11:55 a.m., Kennedy climbed into his car for the nine-and-a-half-mile motorcade through the city en route to the Dallas Trade Mart, where he was scheduled to speak at a luncheon for local businessmen. To guarantee maximum exposure, Kennedy aides chose a circuitous route through the most populated parts of the city.2

The motorcade was massive. It consisted of twenty-two cars, three buses, and over a dozen Dallas police motorcycles; it extended more than a half-mile. At the front of the motorcade, in the lead car, were Dallas police chief Jesse Curry and two Secret Service agents. Five car lengths back was the presidential limousine—a specially designed twenty-one-foot-long, midnight blue, seven-passenger Lincoln convertible, which carried the Secret Service designation SS 100X. Agent Bill Greer was behind the wheel. Lead agent Roy Kellerman sat to his right. Governor Connally and his wife, Nellie, occupied the jump seats. President Kennedy sat directly behind the governor with Jackie to his left.

The president’s car possessed a number of security features, including a running board, foot stands, and handholds so that agents could ride on the outside to provide an added layer of safety. The car also came equipped with a Plexiglas bubble top, which could be deployed in the case of rain. About thirty minutes before the president arrived, Kenneth O’Donnell ordered that the plastic top be removed. O’Donnell was following JFK’s instructions. The presi dent also insisted that the Secret Service stay off the running boards. Since it was a political trip, Kennedy wanted the crowds to be able to see him. He understood his appeal, and that of his wife.3

Directly behind the president’s car was the Secret Service follow-up car, a Cadillac dubbed the “Queen Mary.” The car carried six  Secret Service agents, either in the car or standing on the running boards. Two close aides, Dave Powers and Ken O’Donnell, sat together in the jump seats keeping close watch on the president, the crowds, and the schedule.

The vice president’s limousine, a light blue 1961 Lincoln convertible, rolled along about two-and-a-half car lengths behind the Queen Mary. The motorcade organizers kept a reasonable distance between the cars carrying the president and vice president so the crowd would have clear views of both men. A Dallas highway patrolman, Hurchel Jacks, sat behind the wheel while an alert Rufus Youngblood, the Secret Service agent in charge of the vice president’s security detail, occupied the front passenger seat. Johnson sat directly behind Youngblood. Lady Bird was to his left, providing a buffer between the vice president and Senator Yarborough.4

Carrying Lyndon Johnson’s security detail, a car nicknamed “Varsity” trailed a few feet behind. It carried agents Lem Johns, Jerry Kivett, and Woody Taylor, along with aide Cliff Carter. Since this was a presidential trip and a campaign stop, most of Johnson’s senior advisers were back in Washington.

Dallas residents were clearly excited about the presidential visit and they turned out in massive numbers to get a glimpse of JFK and Jackie. The police estimated that approximately 150,000 people crowded the sidewalks that day to see the motorcade. Even when driving through the less populated areas, Johnson later recalled how struck he was by “the visible enthusiasm of the people along the route and their obvious good wishes.” As they moved closer to the cluster of tall buildings in the downtown area on Main Street, the crowds grew in size and energy, and police officers struggled to keep people behind the barricades. With a bright sun and temperatures in the mid-seventies, many people decided to use their lunch hour to see the visiting dignitaries. The New York Times  described the crowds as “thick, enthusiastic and cheering.” Nearly everyone had been worried about some ugly incident, but the sea of smiling faces and waving hands put the fears to rest. Even Johnson, who had been among the most concerned about the Dallas leg of the trip, later acknowledged that “Dallas was giving the President a genuinely warm welcome.”5

The president’s advisers were relieved to see the large crowds that had turned out to greet Kennedy. As they reached the downtown area, O’Donnell looked at the roaring crowds standing eight and ten deep, and hanging from the windows above. “There’s certainly nothing wrong with this crowd,” he said to Powers. Riding in the sixth car in the motorcade, Elizabeth “Liz” Carpenter, a Johnson press aide, turned to Jack Valenti, a local advertising executive who had helped organize the trip, and said, “They do love this president, don’t they?”6

Not everyone in the motorcade was overwhelmed by the greeting. As they moved through the downtown area, Yarborough was looking upward at the people looking down from the skyscrapers. In his mind, most of the office workers had come down to the street level to give Kennedy a warm welcome, while their more conservative bosses stared down from the windows above. “Few of the people up there were smiling or waving,” he later told William Manchester. Their faces, he said, were “hard and mad as hell at the reception he was getting on the street.” It crossed his mind, he revealed in an interview the following year, that “anyone could throw a pot of flowers down on him from up there.”7

 

Many people in the crowd roared when the president and First Lady drove past. A few seconds later they caught a glimpse of the car carrying Lyndon and Lady Bird. “There’s Lyndon!” some shouted.

“There’s LBJ.”

According to Yarborough, Johnson never acknowledged the well-wishers; instead he “stared glumly, straight ahead.” Only a few times did he raise his right hand, offering a perfunctory wave of his large, white Stetson hat to the crowd. At one point, when Kennedy stopped the motorcade to shake hands with an onlooker, Johnson seemed annoyed by the delay. He told the driver to turn on the radio so he could hear the local coverage of the event. “It was turned up loud and was blaring and it was hard for me to hear my friends on the curb,” Yarborough complained. The radio would remain on for the entire trip, even after the shots were fired at the presidential motorcade.8

 

Yarborough was not the only observer to comment on Johnson’s dour mood that day. According to Ken O’Donnell, Johnson “sulked all through the trip.” Veteran reporter Hugh Sidey, who had observed LBJ for many years, believed that the vice presidency had changed Johnson. “He didn’t have anything to do,” Sidey told Manchester, “and he became much less vital and more mechanical.”9

On November 22, 1963, Lyndon Johnson was at one of the lowest points in his long political career. A ferociously ambitious man, he felt that his career in politics had hit a dead end. He had accepted Kennedy’s offer to join the Democratic ticket in 1960 because he saw the vice presidency as a way for him to escape the taint of sectionalism and emerge as a politician with national appeal. He believed that he could transform the sleepy office of the vice presidency into a power base that would allow him to win over powerful Democratic leaders. This would put him in position for a possible run for the presidency in 1968.

After almost three years on the job, however, Johnson’s high hopes had been dashed. Lady Bird later referred to this period as “Lyndon’s quiet years, out of the arena.” Part of the problem was  institutional. The vice president’s sole constitutional duty, other than to succeed the president, was to preside over the Senate. He was not even a full member of the executive branch. He could not propose legislation or sign it into law, nor could he veto bills, appoint executive officials, or take over any of the significant duties of the president. As Senate majority leader he had been at the center of the legislative action; now as vice president he was forced to sit on the political sidelines.10

Upon becoming vice president, Johnson had hoped to retain some of the power of his previous role. Scheming to keep his hands in Senate business, he asked his former colleagues to allow him to become chairman of the Democratic Conference. Seeing the move as a clear violation of the separation of powers, his colleagues refused. The rejection stung LBJ. “Now I know the difference between a caucus and a cactus,” he said. “In a cactus all the pricks are on the outside.”11

While clinging to past legislative powers, LBJ hoped to claim new executive responsibilities. Shortly after the inauguration, Johnson sent JFK a memorandum outlining a new role for the vice president, providing him with “general supervision” of a number of executive agencies. JFK chose to ignore the memorandum, but White House aides tried to humiliate LBJ by leaking it to the press. They compared LBJ to William Seward, who had made a similar power grab as Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state.12

Although he rejected LBJ’s effort to redefine the vice presidency, JFK shared Johnson’s desire to expand the powers of the office. Kennedy wanted to keep Johnson happy, if for no other reason than to prevent him from undermining the administration’s agenda. “I can’t afford to have my Vice President, who knows every reporter in Washington, going around saying that we’re all screwed up, so we’re going to keep him happy,” he told an aide.13

In an effort to appease his vice president’s desire to play a more active role in the White House, the president insisted that LBJ be included in all official ceremonies and meetings. He asked him to supervise the space exploration program, which was a top administration priority, and to chair the President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity. As a sign of his new power, Johnson became the first vice president in history to have an office in the executive branch—an impressive six-room suite in the Executive Office Building.

Despite his good intentions, however, Kennedy never figured out an effective way to use his vice president. Worried that Johnson’s enormous ego could hurt more than help on Capitol Hill, he failed to include him in deliberations on key legislative initiatives. Although LBJ may have been one the most successful legislators of his generation, Kennedy aides rarely asked for his advice or allowed him to do what he did best—twist arms, make deals, and count votes.

Johnson sat helplessly on the sidelines as the great promise of the New Frontier stalled in Congress. Kennedy had begun his presidency by calling for an increase in the minimum wage, an extension of health insurance for seniors, and expanded federal spending on education, housing, and aid for depressed areas. But by November 1963, Congress had acted on only one of his New Frontier proposals. Johnson, the master legislator, scoffed at the competence of the White House legislative effort but had little power to change it. “They don’t have any idea of how to get along and they don’t even know where the power is,” he complained to an aide in 1963.14

Although institutional obstacles blocked Johnson from realizing his hopes of leading a more activist vice presidency, differences in personality and style also played a role. Johnson’s background was worlds away from that of the other members of the Kennedy  administration. The top Kennedy men—and they were all men—were sophisticated and well mannered. Most had attended elite East Coast preparatory schools, traveled the world, and relished their roles as the “best and brightest” of their generation. They were as comfortable in Manhattan and Palm Beach high society, and the highbrow intellectual centers of Cambridge and New Haven, as they were inside the Beltway.

To them, Lyndon Johnson seemed culturally and socially alien. His manner was antithetical to the sophisticated style that defined the New Frontier. He scratched his private parts, belched loudly at meals, picked his nose in public, and speckled his speech with profanity. At state dinners, he piled large portions of food on his plate and seemed to inhale them. Jackie cringed when she heard LBJ describe UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson as someone who “squats to piss.”15

Johnson was an endless source of amusement for the Kennedy crowd, the subject of mean-spirited jokes and bitter snipping. “Really, it was brutal, the stories that they were passing,” recalled a Kennedy friend, “and the jokes, and the inside nasty stuff about Lyndon.” Some refused to call him “Mr. Vice President.” Instead they simply referred to him as “Lyndon.” Despite the president’s stated desire to have Johnson attend all top-level meetings, members of his staff frequently would “forget” to invite the vice president. Tip O’Neill, then a young congressman from Massachusetts, reflected that the Kennedy inner circle “had a disdain for Johnson that they didn’t even try to hide, and they relished talking about his crudeness and mocking the vulgarity of his language. They actually took pride in snubbing him.”16

 

Robert Kennedy, who secured a position as attorney general in the administration, emerged as LBJ’s chief critic in the White House. In many ways, the two men were natural antagonists. Johnson,  who was seventeen years older and six inches taller, was a natural politician: an expansive, back-slapping, practical deal maker, always willing to bend facts to serve a larger purpose. RFK was an introvert who loved politics but disliked most politicians.17

RFK never forgave LBJ for breaking the promise he had made not to block JFK’s nomination or to be a candidate. Johnson, he said, “lies all the time. . . . In every conversation I have with him, he lies. . . . He lies even when he doesn’t have to.” RFK still bristled with anger over Johnson’s last-minute effort to “steal” the nomination in 1960 by spreading rumors about his brother’s health.”18

Johnson, in turn, viewed Robert Kennedy as an ambitious, spoiled lightweight, someone who refused to show him the proper deference. Dismissing RFK as “the snot-nosed little son-of-a-bitch,” he resented his sense of privilege and his arrogance. Johnson also deeply resented RFK’s access to the president—access which he was himself denied. LBJ had hoped to serve as President Kennedy’s closest adviser, but he watched helplessly as RFK usurped many of the powers he had hoped to exercise. Johnson had a strong paranoid streak as well, and was convinced that RFK spent most of his waking hours plotting his downfall. “Johnson had contrived in his own mind a very complex plot against him being led by Bobby Kennedy,” observed LBJ’s press secretary George Reedy. “Bobby couldn’t do anything that would please LBJ,” said Reedy, “except commit suicide.”19

Their antagonism grew as much from their similarities as from their differences. Although he claimed to detest Johnson for his dishonesty, RFK himself did not object to telling lies—about his brother’s health, for example—when it served his family’s political ambitions. He dismissed Johnson’s brokering compromises with unsavory characters to win elections. RFK never had to make those deals because his father took care of much of the dirty work himself. Both men could be ruthless, take-no-prisoners political gladiators  who were willing to do whatever it cost to gain the upper hand. They were also men of noble vision and great passion for helping the poor.20

In the weeks leading up to the Texas trip, Johnson worried that RFK was orchestrating a campaign to discredit him—to force him off the ticket in 1964 by tying him to an emerging scandal involving an old Senate aide, Bobby Baker. As secretary to the Senate majority leader, Baker had amassed considerable power, even earning the title of “the 101st senator.” In 1962, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) launched an investigation into a luxury motel Baker co-owned in Ocean City with two mobsters. The following year, after more accusations of a possible kickback scheme involving federal defense contracts, Baker was forced to resign his position in the Senate. He eventually spent time in prison. Although there was never any evidence tying Johnson to wrongdoing, and nearly all the crimes that Baker was accused of took place after Johnson became vice president, the scandals tapped into longstanding allegations that Johnson was corrupt.

RFK wanted LBJ off the ticket in 1964, but his brother had the only vote that counted, and he dismissed talk of dumping Johnson. In a news conference on October 31, a reporter, referring to “talk that Lyndon B. Johnson would be dumped next year,” asked Kennedy if he wanted Johnson on the ticket and if he expected him to be on the ticket. “Yes to both those questions,” JFK said.21

By November 1963, despite the frustrations and disappointments, Johnson and JFK had managed to forge a respectful, if distant, relationship. The reporter Charles Bartlett recalled that JFK dismissed LBJ as “uncouth and something of an oaf,” but he respected his dedication and skill and appreciated his sardonic humor. The president did not share his brother’s animosity toward Johnson. Perhaps JFK recalled that it was Lyndon Johnson who helped him secure a position on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, an important step  in his emergence as a national political figure; or that Johnson, as a member of the Texas delegation, had cast his state’s votes for him during his furtive campaign to secure the vice presidential nomination in 1956. If nothing else, Kennedy, the consummate political pragmatist, understood that he needed LBJ to slow Republican gains in the South and allow him to win reelection in 1964.22

LBJ found his boss charming and bright, but also resented him. He never lost the sense that he was more qualified than JFK for the job, and he could not appreciate why the public found him so captivating. “He never said a word of importance in the Senate and he never did a thing,” LBJ said. “But somehow . . . he managed to create the image of himself as a shining intellectual, a youthful leader who would change the face of the country. Now, I will admit that he had a good sense of humor and that he looked awfully good in the god-damn television screen and through it all was a pretty decent fellow, but his growing hold on the American people was a mystery to me.”23

Despite his personal feelings, Johnson nonetheless remained fiercely loyal to the president. He never violated the cardinal rule that vice presidents should be seen and not heard, and was careful never to upstage the president. Reporters who had covered him for years were surprised by his refusal, in public or private, to say anything disparaging about JFK. “I do not know of any reporter who got a ‘leak’ from Johnson that damaged or denigrated the President,” observed New York Times reporter Tom Wicker. “In fact, Johnson leaks of any kind were few and far between throughout his vice-presidency.”24

The president delegated the job of “handling” Johnson to his close friend and chief aide, Kenneth O’Donnell. At the age of thirty-six, he had earned the title of appointments secretary, but he really served as a de facto chief of staff. A 1963 Wall Street Journal article described O’Donnell as “the first person the president sees in the  morning and the last one he sees at night.” He oversaw the president’s daily schedule, supervised the West Wing staff, and coordinated all travel and security arrangements.25

O’Donnell had a long history with JFK and the Kennedy family. Like Kennedy, O’Donnell was a World War II veteran and genuine hero, who won the Distinguished Flying Cross as a bombardier in a B-17 squadron. Like many other veterans, he went to college after the war, enrolling at Harvard, where he met the president’s brother, Robert Kennedy. The two men became close friends, and when Robert managed his brother’s first Senate campaign in 1952, he asked O’Donnell to serve as his chief lieutenant.

Over the years, O’Donnell won the respect and affection of both JFK and RFK by being tight-lipped, self-effacing, shrewd, tough, and completely loyal. “You see Kenny there?” Kennedy once said to an aide while O’Donnell slept on a plane. “If I woke him up and asked him to jump out of this plane for me, he’d do it. You don’t find that kind of loyalty easily.” O’Donnell, along with Dave Powers and Lawrence O’Brien, were the core members of Kennedy’s “Irish mafia.” All three had worked for Kennedy for many years and shared a deep personal devotion to him. Manchester claimed that O’Donnell ultimately developed a “quiet almost fanatical devotion” to the president.26

“Handling” Johnson was not a pleasant task for O’Donnell. He had opposed the decision to put Johnson on the ticket in the first place. “I was so furious that I could hardly talk,” he recalled. He never deviated from his original position that offering Johnson the vice presidency was a “disaster” and “the worst mistake” JFK had ever made.27

Although sympathetic to his reservations, Kennedy gave O’Don nell explicit instructions to do whatever it took to keep the vice president happy. “I just want you to know one thing,” JFK once said to O’Donnell. “Lyndon Johnson was Majority Leader of the United  States Senate, he was elected to office several times by the people. He was the number one Democrat in the United States, elected by us to be our leader. I’m President of the United States. He doesn’t like that. He thinks he’s ten times more important than I am, he happens to be that kind of a fellow. But he thinks you’re nothing but a clerk. Just keep that right in your mind.” Kennedy went on to say that elected officials had a “code,” which required them to show each other deference “whether they like each other or hate each other. . . . You have never been elected to anything by anybody, and you are dealing with a very insecure, sensitive man with a huge ego. I want you literally to kiss his ass from one end of Washington to the other.”28

O’Donnell and the president worked out a routine for dealing with Johnson’s many grievances. Most of the complaints involved Bobby—“that kid brother of yours,” as Johnson called him. According to O’Donnell, the president would listen to LBJ’s protests in private. He would then call O’Donnell into his office and denounce him “in front of Johnson for whatever the Vice-President was beefing about.” O’Donnell would “humbly take the blame and promise to correct the situation, and the Vice-President would go away somewhat happier.” O’Donnell, however, rarely followed up on his promises and the problems persisted.

Kennedy realized that keeping Johnson happy would require more than an occasional dressing down of his appointments secretary in the Oval Office. “I cannot stand Johnson’s damn long face,” Kennedy complained to Georgia senator George Smathers in 1961. “He comes in, sits at the cabinet meetings, with his face all screwed up, never says anything. He looks so sad.” Smathers suggested that Kennedy send Johnson abroad as a roaming ambassador. “A damn good idea,” Kennedy responded.29

Kennedy took the advice to heart and sent LBJ packing. Reflecting on his years as vice president, Johnson remembered “trips  around the world, chauffeurs, men saluting, people clapping [and] chairmanships of councils, but in the end, it is nothing. I detested every minute of it.” In less than three years, he made eleven foreign trips and visited thirty-three countries. More subdued in Washington, his worse qualities became exaggerated on these trips. Like a spoiled child, he made a long list of demands for each trip: an oversized bed, a shower attachment that guaranteed a strong spray, two dozen cases of Cutty Sark, five hundred boxes of autographed ballpoint pens, and six dozen cases of cigarette lighters.30

 

Foreign travel may have satisfied LBJ’s inflated ego, but the time spent on the road further eroded his influence in the White House. By November 1963, Johnson had little contact with the president. The president’s secretary estimated that in their first year in office, Johnson spent a total of more than ten hours in private meetings with JFK. By 1963, that number had shrunk to less than two hours.31

As he lost direct access to the president, Johnson was forced to find other ways to get messages to him. On one occasion, his press aide, Liz Carpenter, called Kennedy friend and journalist Charles Bartlett: “Couldn’t you get him to call the Vice President and ask him more opinions about things because he feels awfully lonely up here?” Bartlett told Kennedy the story. The president responded sympathetically. “I feel so sorry for that guy,” he said. “You know, when you get into an exciting one or when you get into a hot one, you just don’t think to call people who haven’t read the cables.”32

Inevitably, as early as 1962 the press began writing articles about how LBJ had lost power and influence in the White House. “Whatever has happened to Lyndon Johnson?” asked Copley News Service reporter Robert W. Richards in July 1962. “That’s the question traveling the capital cocktail circuit these days about the fall from favor of the Vice President, only rarely heard from and occasionally  seen about town.” Why, he asked, “has Lyndon gone into eclipse?” The answer was simple: “he’s been supplanted by the President’s brother, Bobby Kennedy.”33

As if Johnson was not already aware of the rumors, his supporters photocopied the articles and sent them to him with letters expressing their own anger at the way he was being treated. “In the nine months you’ve been in office I’ve seen you in the news exactly five times,” a Texas supporter wrote. “If this sounds like sarcasm—it isn’t. It’s bitterness that you should have allowed yourself to be jockeyed into such an untenable position for ‘the good of the Party,’” he wrote. “What has the President done to your executive powers?” asked another. “Why is Brother Bobby representing the United States in Foreign Countries instead of yourself ?”34

Johnson defensively assured his supporters that he was an active member of the administration and key adviser to the president. “If I had the time, I might get a little annoyed with some of the newspaper reports about ‘what is Johnson doing?’” After assuring his supporters that no “President and Vice President in history have had the close relationship—both professionally and personally—that President Kennedy and I have had,” he went on to list his many important responsibilities in the administration. “I have tried to be the kind of Vice President I would want to have if I had been President.”35

Despite his claims to the contrary, Johnson was miserable. The stress and strain showed. A man of such enormous energy and ambition simply had difficulty playing second fiddle to anyone. “Every time I came into John Kennedy’s presence, I felt like a goddam raven hovering over his shoulder,” Johnson said. He suffered from long bouts of depression during which he would have trouble getting out of bed and would sit for long hours staring at the ceiling. He drank too much Cutty Sark. In the summer of 1963, Harry  McPherson, a close aide and friend, went to visit LBJ at his home and was shocked by his appearance. “He looked absolutely gross. His belly was enormous and his face looked bad, flushed, maybe he had been drinking a good deal.” After looking in Johnson’s eyes that summer, the social scientist Daniel Patrick Moynihan observed, “This is a bull castrated very late in life.”36

 

Lyndon may have been in a dour mood, but Lady Bird, fifty-one, was as cheerful as ever. Only five feet four inches and weighing 118 pounds, she was overshadowed by the two men sitting on either side of her. As the motorcade snaked its way between the cheering crowds in downtown Dallas, Lady Bird was holding a bouquet of yellow roses and looking for people she might recognize. She had attended junior college in Dallas and still had friends in town. “The streets were lined with people—lots and lots of people—the children all smiling; placards, confetti; people waving from windows,” she observed. “As we rode in cars I looked up from time to time and saw smiling faces in the windows of the buildings—I even saw a familiar face of my dress-fitter and we called out to each other.”37

Her eyes were scanning the crowd, but her mind was probably on the dinner she would be hosting for the president that night at the ranch. Both Lyndon and Lady Bird wanted to make sure that everything went well. Lady Bird had arrived a week earlier to oversee the preparations. No detail was overlooked. They showed the White House Signals Corps, which handled all communications on presidential trips, where the special phones should be installed. They made sure the president had plenty of Poland water and Ballantine’s scotch—two of his favorites. The First Lady preferred champagne and Salem cigarettes. Lady Bird made sure she had the terry-cloth towels that the First Lady liked for the bathroom. The president’s special horsehair mattress, which he needed to provide  support for his aching back, was flown in from Washington. Lady Bird personally prepared the linens and sheets. There would be fruit and flowers in every room.

Claudia Alta Taylor, who was nicknamed “Lady Bird” as a child, grew up in a wealthy, cultured, East Texas family. She fell in love with Lyndon Johnson the minute she saw him. This was in 1934, shortly after her graduation from the University of Texas with a degree in journalism. Meeting Johnson, she recalled, “was just like finding yourself in the middle of a whirlwind.” After a ten-week courtship, he insisted she marry him. “I felt like a moth drawn to a flame.”38

Despite her privileged background, and the access to power that Lyndon provided her, Lady Bird remained modest and down-to-earth. On their wedding day Lyndon forgot to buy a ring. At the last minute he sent his best man to the Sears across from the chapel to buy one for $2.98. Later, as their family fortune grew, Johnson would buy her expensive diamonds, perhaps to compensate for his emotional absence. But Bird, as LBJ called her, always treasured the original one from Sears. That was the one she wore when meeting royalty and entertaining at formal functions.

While Lyndon focused on his political career, Lady Bird took over responsibility for making money and paying the bills. In 1943, she used $17,500 of her inheritance to purchase a small Austin radio station, KTBC. In 1952, she purchased KTBC-7, a local television station affiliated with CBS. Her shrewd instincts, and Lyndon’s political connections, allowed her to turn her small investment into a multimillion-dollar enterprise.

LBJ dictated nearly every aspect of Lady Bird’s life, even picking out her dresses and telling her whether or not to wear lipstick. She served him coffee in bed every morning, along with the morning newspaper. She paid the bills, did the laundry, and had meals ready whenever he asked for them. She also endured his abuse. Clark  Clifford recalled going to the Johnson home for dinner one evening when, in front of a room full of people, Lyndon decided that Lady Bird was wearing the wrong dress. “From the moment she appeared, he began attacking the dress, mockingly asking why she was wearing that ‘dreadful yellow thing.’ Finally, almost in tears, Lady Bird left the room before we sat down to eat, returning a few minutes later in another dress.”39

There was an implicit bargain in the relationship between Lady Bird and Lyndon: she provided him with stability and advice; he offered her access to a wider world. LBJ made her feel worthwhile; she gave him the loyalty he required. They complemented each other: he provided the ambition; she offered support. Her compassion and sensitivity balanced his arrogance and ego. She was refined, cultured, and self-effacing; LBJ was crude, bombastic, and egotistical. “Ours was a compelling love,” she once said. “Lyndon bullied me, coaxed me, at times even ridiculed me, but he made me more than I would have been. I offered him some peace and quiet, maybe a little judgment . . . I guess you could sum it up by saying we were better together than apart.”40

 

It took the motorcade eight minutes to travel down Main Street. At 12:29 the car passed the Old Court House and turned right onto Houston. As they approached Dealey Plaza, Johnson knew that the motorcade was almost over. They had cleared the most congested part of the route and had only two miles left to the Trade Mart. Since most of that would be on a freeway, the crowds would thin out and they would pick up speed. “There was just about 12 to 14 blocks to go and I thought, ‘It’ll be good to get him out of this,’” Yarborough recalled.41

A few car lengths ahead, the presidential limousine had already made the sharp left turn onto Elm Street; it had started down a slope leading to an underpass and the ramp onto the highway that  would take them to the Trade Mart. Jackie Kennedy had been uncomfortable sitting in the bright sunlight, but her husband insisted that she not put on her sunglasses. The whole purpose of the motorcade was to allow the crowds to see them and he did not want Jackie’s face hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses. Now she hoped the shade from the underpass would provide a brief reprieve from the sun. “I thought it would be cool in the tunnel,” she recalled. 42

Tragically, her husband would be dead before they made it into the shade.
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