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“A friend of yours asked me just within the last couple of months, ‘Bob, what do you like best about your entire career?’ And I said, ‘This is sort of crude, but to tell you the truth, I like the whole damn deal.’”

—BOB STRAUSS, AGE 83, TO AL HUNT ON
 CNN’S CAPITAL GANG, MAY 4, 2002






 INTRODUCTION

 Washington’s Ultimate Insider

WASHINGTON KNEW BOB STRAUSS, one of the town’s most colorful and beloved figures since the 1970s, as the consummate power broker and ultimate insider. Strauss had a giant’s reputation. He was “the most powerful Democrat,” as PBS NewsHour anchor Jim Lehrer recently put it, and “the capital’s leading wise man,” according to the New York Times in 1987.1 High-profile Republican strategist Mary Matalin wrote to him in the 1990s: “I’m not a note writer, but I had to tell you what an honor and treat it was to share that mike with you. I’m in awe of your history and larger-than-lifeness. . . . I love your stories. I love how you play the game.”2

Strauss has become a symbol of a bygone era of civilized politics when Republicans and Democrats worked together to get things done, when they could do so without fear of retribution by their constituents, and when politicians had close friendships with the press. “I don’t think they make them like that anymore,” Tom Brokaw said recently of Strauss. “In part because he at once loved the game of politics—he knew how to make money in Washington, which is not unimportant, by representing lots of different interests—but he was never not a citizen. He really cared about the country, and cared about getting the right things done.”3

He embodied a type—“a Bob Strauss,” as journalists still put it to this day. With the national Republican Party in turmoil in April 2010,  Chris Matthews asked on his MSNBC show Hardball, “Is there a big deal in the Republican Party, a male or female boss from the old school, a Bob Strauss, for example, from the Democratic Party?”4 On Imus in the Morning a few weeks earlier, one-term Republican congressman John Leboutillier, referring to President Barack Obama, said, “He doesn’t have a senior statesman, like a Bob Strauss, who would be down the hall and Friday afternoon at the end of the week could walk in and say I’ve been around this town a long time, Mr. President.”5 And, while talking with Democratic Party Chairman Howard Dean on Good Morning America during the 2008 primaries about the internal rift that Hillary Clinton and Obama were creating, host Diane Sawyer commented: “Insiders have said maybe a Bob Strauss, if he were still head of the Democratic Party, would have moved in and stopped this long ago.”6 Strauss was able to pull people together, regardless of their politics, to make government work. This would have made him an important asset at any time in the nation’s history—but one of the most remarkable things about Strauss is that he did it at a time when the country was being torn apart by unprecedented cultural upheavals.

 

Strauss first gained prominence in Washington as chairman of the Democratic National Committee just as the party seemed to be disintegrating. He unified the Democrats after Richard Nixon’s landslide victory over liberal senator George McGovern in the presidential election of 1972, enabling Jimmy Carter to occupy the Oval Office four years later. In light of Watergate, it’s easy to forget that President Nixon was ever popular enough to win forty-nine states in the electoral college, or that the DNC could barely pay to keep its phone lines open. At the time, however, Democrats were in such bad shape, both financially and ideologically, that commentators were predicting the end of the two-party system. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Democrats were split between the conservative base and the liberal, McGovernite wing of the party—much as right-wing Republicans today have splintered into the Tea Party.

Strauss held the Democrats together long enough to produce their first successful convention after Chicago’s 1968 disaster, the tightly run 1976 convention in New York City, where Carter won the nomination.  Through compromise, Strauss created a coalition of old-guard conservatives, minorities, youth, and representatives of both labor and big business that resembled the patchwork Democratic Party we still have to this day. “The party was really torn apart,” said another former DNC chairman, Donald Fowler, years later. “It needed a special treatment. It needed a special leader, and Bob fit the times.”7

During the Carter administration, Strauss’s playing field expanded internationally as he operated as America’s chief trade negotiator and ubiquitous presidential adviser. In 1979, when Congress was fiercely protectionist, Strauss—as Carter’s special trade representative, a cabinet-level post—lobbied the Hill so intensely that his bill implementing the Tokyo Round of the GATT trade negotiations passed 90-to-4 in the Senate and 395-to-7 in the House. The extent of the bipartisan cooperation on a controversial bill, unpopular in most districts, was rare enough at the time. In today’s toxic climate, it’s unthinkable. Republicans’ foremost reason for trying to scuttle the 2010 health care bill was to break the president—to make it Obama’s “Waterloo,” as Republican senator Jim DeMint put it. Carter was hardly popular with Congress either, but there was a way to get business done on Capitol Hill in that era. Strauss finessed the trade bill so skillfully that, despite its unpopularity, Congress passed it overwhelmingly.

Whenever the Carter White House faced an insoluble problem, it sent in Strauss, its pinch hitter for everything from disputes within Washington to difficult domestic matters and far-flung international conflicts. Strauss helped gain passage of the Panama Canal Treaty, was a key actor in settling a major coal strike, served as “inflation czar,” and represented the president in Middle East peace negotiations. For his service to the country, Carter awarded him the highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, in 1981.

With his unmatched popularity on the Hill, Strauss epitomized the ability to make things happen in the political arena with little of the rancor and ideological cheesiness dominating today’s politics. As Jim Johnson, a notable Washington Democrat, put it, “No one was the equal to Bob Strauss in the breadth of relationships, the span of influence, the capacity to solve problems—within the Democratic Party, for  sure, and beyond the Democratic Party in many cases—because of his willingness to be broadly open to people who were not traditional Democrats.” 8 Although the press often called Strauss “Mr. Democrat,” he was famous for his friendships with Republicans. “I think that is part of what made him unique,” Brokaw said. “There was an enormous reservoir of affection for him across party lines.”9 First Lady Barbara Bush wrote about Strauss in her memoir: “He is absolutely the most amazing politician. He is everybody’s friend and, if he chooses, could sell you the paper off your own wall.”10

Her husband, George H.W. Bush, first befriended Strauss when, in December 1972, they both became chairmen of their respective party national committees.11 Almost twenty years later, in 1991, President Bush appointed Strauss ambassador to the Soviet Union—an extraordinary posting. Although Strauss was not a Sovietologist, he went to Moscow during a critical period of transition. Bush, in close consultation with Strauss’s longtime friend Secretary of State Jim Baker, sent Strauss to signal to Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev that America took its relationship with the Soviets seriously. Because they were sent a close personal friend of the president, the Russians had a direct line to the White House. Just two months later, Strauss would land in Moscow in the middle of the coup of August 1991 that resulted in the ascent of Boris Yeltsin. Shortly thereafter, the Soviet Union broke apart, rendering Strauss the last ambassador to the Soviet Union and the first to the new Russian Federation. He cultivated the relationship between Yeltsin and the United States while raising morale at the embassy in Moscow and laying the groundwork for future American investment in Russia.

The New York Times once called Strauss “one of Washington’s most adept and respected practitioners at bobbing in and out the revolving door.”12 When he was not in government, he was a super-lawyer. Throughout his political career, he built up the law practice he had founded in Dallas in 1945 with Dick Gump, now Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer and Feld. In June 1991, just before Strauss left for Moscow, the National Journal ran a story positing that super-lawyers in Washington were “going the way of the dinosaur.” The article, which led with the line, “Every Washington lawyer envies Robert S. Strauss,” commented that  Strauss’s blend of special talents was unequaled. With Strauss headed for Moscow, renowned defense attorney Edward Bennett Williams having died three years earlier, perennial and sage presidential adviser Lloyd Cutler at age seventy-three, and Clark Clifford, who had the bearing of a man who always knew the right thing to do, now embroiled in scandal, this was the end of the line for super-lawyers of the “revolving door, Mr. Fix-It,” variety.13

With the practice of law everywhere more specialized today, there is less demand for generalists like Clifford or Strauss or their predecessor, Tommy “the Cork” Corcoran, who had their fingers on the few levers of power that used to exist in Washington. Since the 1970s, power on Capitol Hill has grown only more dispersed, and a handful of powerful men no longer run the government. While people still bob in and out of the revolving door, changing ethical standards have made financial disclosure rules more stringent, keeping many high-powered lawyers of the Strauss variety away from government.

Strauss was not just the last of the super-lawyers of the Clark Clifford mold. His legacy extends beyond that of individual super-lawyer. Tommy Boggs, currently one of Washington’s premier lobbyists and a longtime personal friend and professional rival of Strauss’s, observed, “I think that the difference between the two is that Clark Clifford was an individual adviser. Bob Strauss built an institution of advisers. And that’s quite a different playing field.”14

Akin, Gump is currently one of the top forty highest-grossing firms in the world and among the top forty largest in the nation.15 In terms of lobbying revenue, it is ranked second, behind only Boggs’s firm, Patton, Boggs.16

When Strauss brought Akin, Gump to Washington in 1971, just a year after he moved there part time to be treasurer of the DNC, the established law firms did not have legislative practices. Lawyers practicing at law firms simply did not lobby. In fact, Akin, Gump did not have a legislative practice for its first few years in Washington because Strauss wanted to establish it as a traditional law practice before the firm tried its hand at lobbying. When it did, the legislative practice became so lucrative that other Washington firms had to catch up and build lobbying  arms as Strauss had done. “Bob—his work and his support for Akin, Gump—changed the whole nature of the legal establishment in Washington and how it relates to the government,” said Daniel Spiegel, a longtime partner at Akin, Gump, now at Covington and Burling. “He was one of the pioneers in that area, he and the firm.”17

Republican Ken Mehlman—former RNC chairman and chairman of George W. Bush’s 2004 re-election campaign—also a partner at Akin, Gump, said Strauss was “a very pivotal figure in D.C.”: “You’d always had wise men before, but he was kind of the epitome of the bipartisan wise man who understood and had the confidence of people in business. And he performed that [role] at a time when business became increasingly focused on politics.”18 Strauss served on the boards of PepsiCo, Xerox, Columbia Pictures, AT&T, and Archer-Daniels-Midland and had influence in the corporate world that few politicians—especially Democratic ones—enjoyed.

 

Though Brokaw noted that Strauss knew how to make money in Washington, perhaps more impressively, he knew how to avoid getting in trouble for it. There are many mistakes that Strauss, unlike some of his contemporaries—such as Clark Clifford, whose reputation was tarnished in the early 1990s in a scandal involving the Bank of Credit and Commerce International, a banking enterprise rife with corruption and criminal connections—never made.

As treasurer and then chairman of the Democratic Party during the Watergate era, Strauss saw fellow fundraisers indicted and others convicted. He narrowly escaped indictment himself for accepting illegal corporate campaign contributions in the early 1970s. He spent the rest of his career in Washington navigating the murky waters where politics, money, and the corporate world intersected without ever getting wet. He knew how to avoid the appearance of impropriety through candidness about conflicts of interest, of which Strauss had many. He thought a fellow ought to be able to enter the revolving door without coming out of it, as he would say, a whore. “I learned early that you just have to play it straight, and you can survive anything,” Strauss recently said.19

The Washington establishment also protected Strauss. In 1990, economist Pat Choate—Ross Perot’s 1996 running mate—wrote a book, Agents of Influence, calling into question the integrity of former U.S. officials who went on to lobby for Japan, including Strauss, whom Choate also accused of making secret deals with the Japanese as Carter’s special trade representative. Republican senator John McCain of Arizona, now considered to be fueling the rancorous divisions between the two parties, vehemently defended Strauss at a Senate hearing at the time. His defense illustrates how protective Washington was of Bob Strauss and how strongly held was the belief in his honesty. “Mr. Choate, you’ve made a serious mistake by maligning the reputation of one of the most outstanding men in America, Mr. Robert Strauss, particularly for something that took place thirteen years ago,” McCain said. “I have differed with Mr. Strauss on almost every occasion, but there has never been any question about his integrity, his service to this nation, and the outstanding contributions that he has made.”20

Another reason that Strauss avoided scandal in a life that has spanned more than ninety years was that he had at least twice the good judgment of an average person. In addition to his own keen common sense, he had that of Vera Murray, his executive assistant of forty years, who served more as chief of staff than secretary throughout Strauss’s Washington career. It would be impossible to overstate Murray’s importance in Strauss’s life—and not just because I, like everyone who has ever worked with Strauss, prefer being on her good side. She has provided him with sound judgment and a sounding board for four decades.

Or perhaps Strauss merely stayed out of trouble in Washington because, as he always said, he was already “one rich son-of-a-bitch.” Much of his money derived from interests outside the Beltway, such as real estate and investments in banks and radio stations, especially in the South and Southwest. Strauss said he always advised young people who were interested in politics, “Get yourself established and have a few dollars in your bank account before you come to Washington, where you can tell them anytime you want to, to go to hell. And you don’t have to worry about cheating on an expense account or anything else. You have  a little independence. Or you have to have very limited desires. You can’t have both.” He went on to clarify, “I don’t mean that just rich people should go in [to government]. That would really be bad. But, boy, it sure is a lot easier, without cutting corners, when you don’t have to be tempted.”21

 

When political writer Marjorie Williams in 1993 commented, in a profile of Strauss’s law partner Vernon Jordan for Vanity Fair, that Strauss was “a relentless self-promoter who has back-slapped his way to the status of Washington power broker,” it obviously sounded unflattering.22 It sounded bad. But it wasn’t bad. People in power liked Strauss, and they liked when he slapped their backs. They even seemed to enjoy the relentless self-promotion, which was part of the Strauss aura. As Carter chief of staff Hamilton Jordan put it in Crisis, a book about the final year of the Carter presidency, “What made him unusual and attractive in a community of political and social climbers was that he made no attempt to disguise his own considerable ego and freely admitted to both playing the game and enjoying it.”23

“Strauss has gained influence by practicing politics the old-fashioned way,” wrote Stanley Cloud in a Time magazine profile of Strauss in 1988. “Whether he is pushing the Democrats’ trade bill or trying to get federal help for Texas banks and savings and loans (including one in which he has an interest) or acting as a middleman for the U.S. and Canada on bilateral trade, the techniques are the same: press flesh, build relationships, probe for strengths and weaknesses.” Cloud, discussing what people typically had to say about Strauss, wrote: “People will tell you . . . that Strauss is loyal to a fault.... And they’ll relate his many personal kindnesses. Others will say, privately, that he’s a fraud, an egomaniac, that his reputation is rooted more in legend than in fact, that he is too often the weather vane and too rarely the wind.”24

This image of power—the legend that Strauss cultivated—had its foundations in real power. Elizabeth Drew, in a 1979 New Yorker profile of him, observed, “Strauss’s power is peculiar to Strauss and is his own creation. He parlays just about every situation into more than most others could make of it, charms more people, and works harder at it all  than just about anybody around.”25 In other words, he was not merely slapping backs.

Strauss’s power derived from his ability to get things done—“the art of making things happen instead of just tilting at windmills,” as he once put it.26 On his desk Strauss had a little sign, in gold lettering on maroon leather, from his friend W. Averell Harriman, the former presidential adviser, governor of New York, and ambassador to the Soviet Union, that said, “It CAN be done.”27 In the late 1990s, as Strauss was trying to write his memoirs with a journalist he had hired, he commented on the sign in a way that so simply, even childishly, captured his life philosophy: “I really believe things can be done. You have to be optimistic that you can get things done, and usually you can get things done.”28 Strauss got things done by knowing how Washington worked. In particular, he had the right relationships with the other people in power who made it work.

He also had an unparalleled relationship with the political press, who were enamored with Strauss. “What’s the first thing about Bob Strauss?” asked Sam Donaldson, former White House correspondent and ABC news anchor. “He’s a very . . . likeable . . . man. If that’s all there was, we wouldn’t be sitting here, but that’s the first prerequisite.”29 In the late 1990s, Strauss called his relationship with the press “incestuous”: “And everyone knows it,” he added. “And I don’t care whether it’s Johnny Apple or Bob Novak. I have that kind of relationship. I don’t know why—I just do. I like the press, and they me.”30

Lesley Stahl of 60 Minutes remembered how Strauss was “endless fun to be with. You always wanted to be in his company because of this vibrant, impish sense of humor.” “He’d get a little smile on his face . . . and you knew some kind of funny zinger was coming. He was like a batter winding up—you’d see the windup on his face.”31 Strauss was easily the funniest man in Washington at the time, and he knew it.

Equally important, Strauss was proud to be an insider and a politician, even when those were considered dirty words. Longtime Washington reporter Jack Germond recalled, “I always had a soft spot for him because I liked the fact that he always wore his heart on his sleeve about politics. He enjoyed it, he enjoyed the roles he played, and he was open about it.”32

Strauss’s ego was one of his most charming assets. His name was mentioned in newspapers as a possible presidential candidate prior to the 1984, 1988, and 1992 elections, and although he never actually ran, in 1986 he was named the Alfalfa Club’s mock presidential nominee at its annual banquet. (Other nominees of this elite Washington club over the years have included Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush.) Strauss’s acceptance speech was a pitch-perfect example of his own brand of humor—the farthest from self-deprecating one can be. He began: “Over 120 years ago, under similar circumstances as I stand here tonight, Abraham Lincoln said, and I quote, ‘I must confess, in all candor, I do not feel myself qualified for the presidency.’ Fellow Alfalfans, that’s where Abe and I part company!” He continued: “Richard Nixon pledged that he was not a crook, Jimmy Carter pledged that he would never tell the American people a lie. I reject that limited view of the presidency.”33

While his power derived from being a friend to the White House and a force on the Hill, those relationships all came down to his personality—the sparkle in his eye, his enormous and endearing ego, his humor, and his colorful way of speaking “Texan” that seemed to require him to say “goddamn,” “son-of-a-bitch,” and “whore” several times in any conversation.

He loved the idea of the smoke-filled room, yet he knew better than to make decisions in them when he was chairman of the Democratic Party. He loved flirting with women, calling them darlin’, and joking that he would run away with them, but without straying from his wife, Helen, whom he adored and about whom he spoke constantly. He had a Texas-sized ego but not in the way many powerful men do, to mask insecurities—he is the most secure person I have ever met. He loved money but made enough of it early in his career, back in Dallas, to ensure that pure greed would never drive a business decision. He loved traveling to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, but he always spent the summer at his small beach cottage in Del Mar, California. He was fun to be with because he was unpredictable—people never knew what outrageous thing he would say. But the foundations of his life were ever predictable: He remained active in his law firm for more than sixty-five years; was married to his wife for more than sixty, until her death; and  lived at the Watergate apartment complex in Washington for more than forty, to this day.

Strauss’s mother, a hard-working, no-nonsense woman born of German-Jewish immigrants in Texas, encouraged him to eat dessert first in case he wasn’t hungry for it after dinner. With exuberance and optimism, Strauss turned the rest of his life into dessert. As he liked to put it—sometimes using a more colorful curse word—he could not pick a favorite part of his life because he liked the “whole damn deal.” His optimism was not an affectation that he put on for journalists but the most essential part of Bob Strauss and one of the reasons he was so popular in Washington. He once wrote in a letter to his teenaged grandson, “Now, if you will remember what your old grandfather told you the other day—think positive. Things are always good or great or terrific. You will find that life is easier every day.”34

 

Before going further, I must admit that I do not call Strauss “Mr. Ambassador” when I address him, nor do I call him “Mr. Strauss,” or even “Bob.” I call him “Uncle Bob”—and not because I think he’s avuncular, which he is. “Strauss,” as I have learned to call him for the purposes of this political biography, is my great-uncle. My efforts at making his story as close to the truth as possible and with as little editorializing as possible have been considerable, and I hope that Strauss’s family (my own) will respect any criticisms and delight in the praise. To those outside the family who rightly doubt my objectivity, all I can say is that, if anything, I have been overly skeptical. It might surprise his many friends in Washington to know that, most of the time, Bob is telling the truth. Anyway, it surprised me.

Within the Beltway, a Strauss memoir was considered to be one of the best books never written—a white whale of publishing. Many are surprised at the absence of a Strauss book, partly because of that very reputation for having an enormous ego. “Bob does have a tendency to brag,” wrote Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill in his memoir, Man of the House, “and it’s always been a toss-up as to who had the biggest ego in Washington—Robert Strauss or Henry Kissinger.”35 After all, Kissinger not only published his memoirs, but did so in three volumes.

Strauss tried to produce his memoirs. In the late 1990s, he hired journalist Peter Ross Range to collaborate on an autobiography. Although Strauss made a few attempts to write such a book, usually with a collaborator from within his law firm, the Range effort was the most sustained, lasting a year and occupying two or three hours a day, with a full draft by the end of it. The memoir was never published and ended up scattered in boxes in a large and dusty storage room at Akin, Gump along with transcripts of the more than seventy interviews conducted at that time that Strauss has allowed me to use in writing this biography. In this book, I have quoted from the interview transcripts, not from the draft of the memoir.

Despite his ego, that Strauss never successfully published a memoir should not be surprising. As much as he promoted himself in backslapping lunches at Duke Zeibert’s—one of the bygone Washington power restaurants with the kind of no-frills deli food that Strauss subsisted on—he was loath to do it in writing. Jim Lehrer, who has known Strauss since the 1960s when they were both in Dallas, told me that, “despite all his bluster and all of that—seeming bluster—he wasn’t a man who was looking for publicity. In fact, he always said, ‘You show me a guy who talks about all the power he has. If he continues to do that, he isn’t going to have it much longer.’”36 Strauss even told Range, the journalist he had hired, “I tell people all the time, I talk too much, and I know it. But there’s one thing you’ve got to remember. There’s a big difference between talking too much and saying too much. I rarely, if ever, say too much.”37

His optimism—an almost stubborn cheerfulness—got in his way as well. Strauss was too impatient to focus for more than a few minutes on anything unpleasant, including his own faults. But he was also successful precisely because he did not dwell on failures. As he wrote to his granddaughter in 1991, “Some people get in the habit of being unhappy or down or fussy all the time, and no one enjoys their company. Other people form the habit of being pleasant and happy and positive about life, and keep their complaints to themselves, and people always enjoy having them around. They are the people who have happy lives.”38 This credo was the secret to Strauss’s success in Washington.  By the twilight of his life, he had suppressed his complaints and negative thoughts so well that he had none left. A man who tries only to be “pleasant and happy and positive about life” has a devil of a time writing an even moderately interesting memoir. Vera Murray remembered that she “used to keep saying to him that this book—this history of your life—is not going to be written by you because you can’t be honest and open enough about your flaws”: “So the best book that’ll ever be written about you,” she told him, “will be written by someone else.”39

When he was working on the memoir, he spoke about the project with financial giant Warren Buffett, a close friend of his. Recounting the conversation later, he told Range: “I said [to Buffett], ‘You think I have a lot of lurid tales and undercover tales of things that happened in the middle of the night. I just don’t have those stories.’ The image of people having’em is one thing, but having ’em something else.”40 Strauss had no reason to be coy with Range, since he was paying him and owned the transcripts of all their interviews. So although a Strauss memoir could in theory have been a tell-all, he never admitted to his ghostwriter, to Warren Buffett, or possibly even to himself that he had tales to tell.

Perhaps it was his sense of loyalty to the colleagues and friends who would have figured in those stories that prevented him from making revelations. But even if Strauss was holding back when he talked with Buffett and his ghostwriter, and, ten years later, with me, it little matters. His own life is so entertaining and colorful, and his own experiences so incredibly varied for one person, that writing a biography has been like stitching together the lives of several people—a politician, a diplomat, a lawyer, a power broker. The thread holding together Strauss’s patchwork of roles over the ten decades of his life is that he was a negotiator. He had an incomparable ability to understand both sides of an issue and find agreement. He earned the respect of George Wallace and George McGovern, of Menachem Begin and Anwar Sadat, of Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush.

As former DNC chairman Don Fowler put it: “His life is a terrific case study for what makes politics work in the United States.”41 As former RNC chairman Ken Mehlman put it: “I think that Bob is unbelievably  relevant today, as he was in the ’70s and ’80s, and as he will be in thirty years. And the reason he’s relevant is [that] his example of how you should conduct yourself personally and professionally is an example that is both timeless and that is not limited to one city.”42

 

Would Strauss enjoy the same prominence in today’s Washington? According to Tommy Boggs, “The answer is: People are still looking for Bob Strausses. They’re still looking for people who can put people together. Even though the divide is a lot greater, there’s still a desire to try to get something done in Washington, and to get stuff done in Washington, you have to get somebody like Bob Strauss to communicate to both sides.”43

The ascent of Robert Strauss—Democrat, wise man, and dealmaker—began with his grandfathers. His maternal grandfather was a German immigrant to America who owned a dry goods store in Lockhart, Texas, building his own little business out of nothing. With similar gumption, Strauss built the eight-hundred-person law firm, Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer and Feld—always known in Washington as “the Strauss firm”—out of a two-man operation. Meanwhile, his paternal grandfather living in Nuremberg, Germany, whom he never knew and who was not married to his grandmother, was literally a horse-trader.44 Anyone who knew Strauss at his peak could have divined as much. In 1978, now Maryland senator Barbara Mikulski, who had known Strauss since she was a city councilwoman from Baltimore serving on the DNC, noted of Strauss: “First he hits you with the jawboning. Then the horse-trading starts—and if he can sell you a three-legged horse, he will. The last stage is arm-twisting—he brings in friends you’d forgotten you had to put on the pressure. It’s psychological mastery. He is an absolute genius at brokering conflict. I admire the craftsmanship.”45

What follows is the arm-twisting, the genius, and the craftsmanship of Robert Schwarz Strauss, an outsider descended from Jewish German immigrants in Texas who grew up to be Washington’s ultimate political insider.






 CHAPTER 1

 HERE COMES THE GOVERNOR

Early Years in Stamford, Texas

 

 

Applicant has a pleasing personality, is a good mixer, . . . is a good conversationalist, does not drink or gamble, and is morally clean....
 Morrow believed that possibly applicant might have a slight inferiority complex, but he advised that this was only a guess.

—FBI INTERVIEW WITH FRANK MORROW
 OF STAMFORD, TEXAS, 19411

 

 

IN THE 1920s AND 1930s, cotton fields and cattle ranches sprawled across the flat, colorless plains surrounding the small West Texas town of Stamford—forever begging comparison, in Bob Strauss’s memory, to The Last Picture Show. But the Stamford of Strauss’s youth was far less dismal than the fictional town depicted in the film. In that period between the wars, although Stamford’s population reached only 4,000, it nevertheless had some of the advantages typical of larger communities: a Carnegie Library, a hospital and a sanitarium, three banks, a colonialstyle city hall building, flour and cottonseed mills, and enough churches to satisfy the Baptists and Methodists who made up the majority of the population.2

Charles H. Strauss, Bob’s father, was one of two Jewish men living in Stamford at that time. The other was Charles’s brother-in-law. Both owned dry goods stores, which was typical of German Jews who had  settled in Texas during the previous half century. Charles Strauss spoke with a trace of a German accent, and although he used the idioms of a Texan—sumbitch, among them—he did not have a drawl. Only five feet, six inches tall and square-faced, with black hair and a slight paunch, Charlie had a personality so engaging and sense of style and vanity so developed that he almost seemed handsome. He frequently wore vests with white piping, or, if he was going out of town, gray pearl spats. “And he was a dandy, liked the women,” Bob Strauss recalled years later. “Goddamn he liked women.... Drank, danced, and everything else that went with it.”3 He was not a political man. “I don’t guess my dad thought of himself as anything,” Strauss said, referring to party affiliation. “[But] I can remember him cussing Hoover.”4

 

Charles was born Karl Hanna Strauss in Nuremberg, Germany, on September 1, 1884, at four o’clock in the morning, to an unmarried kitchen helper named Sophie Strauss, daughter of Aaron Strauss, a deceased horse trader, and a man named Robert Dorfler, also a horse trader, who signed an affidavit attesting to paternity two months later. At some point in his youth, Karl’s mother married, and the couple sent Karl to boarding school in Lausanne, Switzerland. At school, he learned to speak French and improved his piano playing, developing an ear that allowed him to pick up other languages quickly and take almost any instrument and find a tune. He also learned to gamble. His knickerbockers betrayed his age, though, so in order to get into the casinos, he sold his bicycle to buy a pair of long pants. In 1906, with little interest in staying near his boyhood home or in attending university, the twenty-two-year-old immigrated to the United States on the S.S. Rhein, landing in Baltimore, Maryland.5 He did not get around to applying for U.S. citizenship until 1939, when he was naturalized; however, Karl did change his name to Charles and endow himself with the rights and privileges of an American. He even voted.

The ease with which he changed his name from the German-sounding “Karl Hanna” to good old “Charles H.” elucidated his chameleon-like ability to adapt his manners and speech to his surroundings. He also made  friends wherever he went, having a talent for small talk and gossip that made him a natural traveling salesman, or “drummer,” as the occupation was often called at the time. After migrating southwestward to Texas from the East Coast, he found a job selling instruments for the Bledsoe Music Company of San Antonio.6 If he had had his druthers, he would have been a concert pianist, but piano salesman would have to do.

“My father was exceedingly popular; almost everyone loved him, and he gave me a great deal,” Bob Strauss said in 1982, in an interview for a Jewish oral history collection. “He gave me a personality and my brother a personality that served us very well—the ability to get along with people and to have a smile and the ability to turn a quip and things that have served me very well in my public career.”7 But it was not by sheer force of personality that Bob Strauss launched the stellar public life that took him from Stamford, Texas, to Washington, D.C.

 

Edith Violet Schwarz, a quietly pretty woman—nearing spinsterhood when she met Charlie in 1917 at the age of twenty-nine—had an oval face, dark hair usually piled in a bun, exaggerated brown eyes, and a long nose with a crook at the end. “She gave me the ability to dream and to set goals and have a theme for my life and for our family’s life and she and I were very, very close,” Bob said of his mother.8 He always liked to say that he was his mother’s favorite, and his younger brother, Ted, was his father’s. (And Ted does not dispute the claim.)

Edith met Charlie, who was slightly shorter than she was and four years older, when he was selling pianos in Lockhart, a town about thirty miles south of Austin. Her family, also German, had moved to Lockhart from Hempstead, Texas, where she had been born in 1888. Edith’s family, unlike Charlie, prized its German-Jewish heritage and distinguished lineage, which included Edith’s grandfather, Heinrich “Hyam” Schwarz, a prolific Hebrew scholar from Prussia who, when he immigrated in 1875, was the first Reform rabbi in Texas, a point of family pride.

After her birth, Edith’s parents, Selma and Leo Schwarz, left Hempstead to open their own dry goods store in Lockhart, where they reared their four children. Edith left home around 1906 for the North Texas  Female College and Conservatory, a fashionable school in Sherman that was commonly known as Kidd-Key. Edith was there at the school’s zenith, just before World War I, when Kidd-Key coupled the sophistication of a Western European arts education with traditional southern schooling. Partly because of her tony school, Edith would share her future husband’s appreciation for classical music. After just two years of college—more than either of her two sisters had—Edith returned to Lockhart, where she helped her father run the dry goods store. Unmarried for several more years, she traveled to Europe, accompanied her father on buying trips to New York City, and matured into a serious woman with worldly experiences she could share with her sons.

It was fortunate for Edith’s witty, gregarious, and blithe bridegroom, whom she always called Karl, despite his being known as Charlie, that she had a head for business. She became Edith Violet Strauss on January 27, 1918, in the fourth year of the Great War. Her husband went to work as a salesman for her father’s dry goods store, L. Schwarz and Company, and the couple moved in with her parents.9 Edith was soon expecting her first child. That September, when Edith was eight months pregnant, thirty-four-year-old Charlie registered for the third round of the draft. With his German citizenship, a new wife, and a baby nearly due—but primarily thanks to his height, which was officially classified on his draft registration card as “short,” and a build officially classified as “stout”—Charlie was not drafted.10 He volunteered to translate for the army, but was not called upon to serve, and he was at Edith’s side when, one month later, on October 19, 1918, Charlie and Edith’s first son, Robert Schwarz Strauss—known as Bobby—was born in Lockhart.

About a year and a half after Bobby’s birth, Edith’s parents helped the newlyweds open a dry goods store of their own out west in Hamlin, a town that had only been organized in 1905. Strauss Dry Goods Company had walls lined with shoeboxes, shirts, and suitcases. Light bulbs dangled on wires from the high ceiling. The store was not quite as elegant as the recently opened Neiman Marcus in Dallas just a couple of hundred miles away, to say the least, but it suited the town. Hamlin, where Bobby’s brother, Theodore Henry Strauss—called Teddy—was  born in 1925, was home to only 1,500 people and would not have a high school built until 1929. Stamford, an adjacent town with a threestory red brick schoolhouse and a population more than twice that of Hamlin, had considerably more to offer the young Strauss family. So in 1928, the Strausses made the twenty-mile leap eastward to Stamford.11 It was closer to the nearest city, Abilene, and already home to one of Edith’s sisters, Birdie Rosenwasser.

In Stamford Edith and Charlie opened a store almost identical to the one they owned in Hamlin—and for a while ran both stores simultaneously. Bobby, who as an adult held no memories of Lockhart and few of Hamlin, considered Stamford his hometown. (Stamford claimed him as its own, too: The Fourth of July in 1984 would be proclaimed “Robert Strauss Day,” for a man who, according to the certificate bestowed upon him, along with a key to the city, merited the “plaudits and praise of his hometown community.”12)

The town square—built around the combination city hall–post office—was busiest on autumn Saturday afternoons when farmers drove into town at cotton-picking time.13 When the first bale of cotton, Stamford’s principal crop, was delivered to town each August, it made the front page of the newspaper. Weather was a constant topic of conversation and a good year depended on how much rain fell. Between the stock market crashing and the rain not falling, Stamford’s businesses suffered in the Strausses’ first years there. Though it covered less than two square miles, the downtown area was packed with shops, many struggling to stay open. There were six or seven grocery stores alone, including Helpy-Selfy, where a forty-eight-pound sack of flour was just $1.49 in 1930 (Stamford was a town with just enough pioneer spirit remaining for a woman to need a forty-eight-pound sack of flour in her home).14 The first Christmas after the Wall Street crash, Strauss Dry Goods, which called itself “Stamford’s busy corner,” advertised in the newspaper that prices had “been slashed due to crop shortage and adverse financial conditions.” 15 Fifty-cent handkerchiefs were twenty-five cents. Business for the Strausses only got more difficult the next spring, when J. C. Penney—known in the Strauss household as “that S.O.B. J.C. Penney”—opened a  store on the town square, underpricing the Strausses on every item. Strauss also had some competition from his brother-in-law, who owned L. Schwarz and Company, named for Edith’s father’s store in Lockhart.

The Strausses were poor but no worse off than any other small-town, working American family during the Depression. Sometimes they took payment from their customers in kind, accepting live chickens that they put in the pen in their backyard until Sundays, when Bobby wringed their necks for his mother to make the fried chicken he had anticipated all week. While Bobby was away in college during the heart of the Depression, his father “took bankruptcy,” which was commonplace, and did not affect his reputation. Charlie “had handled this bankruptcy in such a gentlemanly manner that his credit was not even impaired,” said a member of the board of the local bank a few years later.16 The family always had plenty of food, and Edith even special-ordered rye bread, salami, and smoked tongue from Carshon’s, the nearest delicatessen, which was almost two hundred miles away in Fort Worth. The family also always had a car, usually a Buick, which Edith and Charlie drove into town.

Mrs. Strauss, as she was known in town, kept the books, ordered the stock, and made most of the sales at Strauss Dry Goods. Charlie also worked every day in the store but preferred communing with the customers to selling them clothes. “I idolized my mother,” Bob Strauss said in the Jewish oral history interview, “and, unhappily, I was wise enough early enough to see my father’s weaknesses and my mother’s strengths, and it isn’t very nice to see those things. I knew that she was the breadwinner, she ran the store, and Saturday afternoon when they were busy, he would leave and go out and listen to the car radio.”17 He liked to sit and listen to the Metropolitan Opera broadcasts sponsored by Texaco or the German-born conductor Walter Damrosch hosting the “Music Appreciation Hour” playing on the National Broadcasting Company. Mrs. Strauss was not the type ever to scold or complain, though. As Bob’s brother, Ted, put it many years later: “Mother worked too hard to have any time for self-pity.”18

One mile from the store, on East Wells Street, the Strausses owned a small, wood-framed, two-bedroom house worth $3,500, painted white  with green shutters, with a plum tree in the back yard.19 The Rosenwassers and their four children—the cousins—lived just down the road. The one-story house was modest but always nicely kept, with a real tablecloth in the dining room instead of an oilcloth like many of their neighbors had. A print of Thomas Gainsborough’s painting Blue Boy hung in the living room, where the radio and phonograph stood.20 Every night, Charlie and Edith sat in chairs opposite each other and read books or periodicals, or the family listened to radio programs together, like Fibber McGee and Molly, Jack Benny, or the Texaco Hour. “They didn’t talk a lot,” Bob recalled of his parents. “Their relationship was—they had some sort of quiet devotion to each other. There was no physical emotion between the two of them.”21

Charlie and Edith subscribed to the Fort Worth Star Telegram and the Abilene Reporter-News, which they both read devotedly, and on Friday afternoons, everyone in town read the Stamford American and the Stamford Leader to find out who was invited to a party that weekend (inevitably the wealthy Swensons) or what the bridge club had served at its weekly meeting (often “fruitcake and an olive,” which Ted enjoyed poking fun at for years to come) .22 The Strausses did not socialize much but went to the Alcove Theatre almost every time a new motion picture reel was delivered, which was three times a week.

Their Judaism hardly affected their social lives. With only ten Jewish people in Stamford—all Strausses and Rosenwassers—the family was completely integrated in the largely Baptist town, where a neighbor commented that they were “high type Jewish people, of the best character, and enjoyed an excellent reputation.”23 Everyone in town knew each other, and, in determining “us” and “them,” the citizens of Stamford focused their discrimination on the Mexican migrant workers who picked cotton and the black laborers. Jews were not excluded around town. Charlie and his brother-in-law Louis Rosenwasser played golf at the Stamford Country Club, where the latter served on the board of directors, and Louis was also active in the Chamber of Commerce. Charlie was part of a regular poker game, which seemed to occur in the Strauss household more frequently than others, probably since Mrs. Strauss was one of the few wives unconcerned with gambling.24  Bobby learned to play poker at his father’s side and showed a knack for the game as a teenager. “He thought it was good for me, something I ought to know,” Strauss said about his father teaching him poker. “And he never worried about me there or hearing language that was at the table. That never bothered him.”25 The men also smoked, and Bobby began the habit while in high school.

The high holy days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur were the only times when Bobby thought at all about being Jewish. The Strauss family celebrated Christmas as their friends did, with presents—the most memorable among them, for Bobby, a .22 rifle—though they did not have a Christmas tree at home, only in the store. The religious services they attended in Fort Worth (where Selma and Leo Schwarz had moved) once a year, on either Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur, were the extent of the boys’ exposure to Jewish education or culture. Their mother once hired a rabbi, who came all the way from Wichita Falls to tutor them, but he gave up on the Strauss boys in half an hour. They never experienced anti-Semitism in Stamford, since the other young people they grew up with, at least, were indifferent to the fact. Bobby’s scout troop was based in the Baptist Church, and since the prettiest girls belonged to that congregation, he always attended their socials.26 The only door closed to Bobby was that of president of the Baptist Young People’s Union. Before the election could take place, the minister explained that, because Bobby did not belong to the Baptist Church, he could not be president of the youth league. Telling the story years later, Strauss sounded confident that, apart from that hiccup, he could have won the election. (Sometimes when he told the story, he had already won.)

Despite her failed attempt at giving her sons a formal Jewish education, Edith thought that Judaism should be an integral part of their identities. She endowed in Bobby and Teddy a sense of being special because of their religion. “She literally convinced us that we were two of God’s chosen people,” Bob said. “Now, she never said it in those cold-blooded terms, but I want to tell you something, you would probably have a hard time convincing me today that she was wrong,” he later mused. “That’s how well she did it.”27 He would joke that as a boy he  walked around town “somewhat embarrassed at being one of ‘God’s chosen people,’ something I could not really talk about because ‘they’ would not understand.”28

 

Bobby turned ten years old his first fall in Stamford and had already inherited much of Charlie’s affability and charisma. Unfortunately for Bobby, a late bloomer, he appeared to have inherited his father’s height, too, at least until college, when he ultimately achieved a five-foot, eleven-inch, frame.29 A childhood friend remembered Bobby as witty, humorous and “happy-go-lucky” like his father, but also slouchy—with his shirt often untucked or his knickerbockers hanging below his knees—slight and physically awkward.30 That friend did not know that Bobby intentionally dressed himself down because he was embarrassed at having newer clothes than his peers, since his parents owned a clothing store.31

Although his sloppiness required a certain effort, the physical awkwardness came naturally. A year younger than most of his classmates because of his October birthday, Bobby was smaller than his friends and scrawny. He nevertheless enjoyed popularity. Like his father, Bobby always had a joke or a story to tell, often cracking himself up so much he could not make it to the punch line. He was smart but did not care for doing all of his homework, which was fine by his mother, who saw the sun rise and set over the unruly mass of curls atop her son’s head. Though not spoiled with money, Bobby was showered with attention, and there was very little criticism, let alone punishment, in the household for either boy. “My father never could tolerate Ted being criticized for anything, and my mother never could tolerate either one of us being criticized, but particularly me,” Strauss remembered.32 Charlie and Edith never were involved with their sons’ school or fussed about their grades. His mother always told him not to study too hard, or else he might get an ulcer.

Bobby frequently helped his parents in the dry goods store on Saturdays, after Teddy outgrew his need for a baby-sitter (a role Bobby had filled despite being of doubtful suitability for it, since he had once given  a five-year-old Teddy a loaded gun, which his friends had stolen from the undertaker, to hide under the house). He liked going to the movies as much as his parents did. Boys who delivered circulars door-to-door with that week’s motion picture schedule gained free admission to the Alcove, so Bobby and his friends were devoted moviegoers, seeing all the westerns and shoot-’em-ups like the early cowboy talkies starring Hoot Gibson or Tom Mix.

Despite Stamford’s provinciality, Edith and Charlie hoped to instill in their children the same kind of cultural appreciation they shared. As Ted said many years later about his parents, “Their intellects were rich but their pocketbooks were pretty skinny.”33 Their sons proved to be poor pupils, especially of music—Bobby had a brief and unsuccessful battle with a saxophone and Teddy with a violin—but they were first exposed to Europe at young ages. Edith, who had traveled with her family in Europe as a young woman, returned in 1927 with her parents, her husband, and her sons. They closed Strauss Dry Goods for three months while visiting France, Germany, Switzerland, and Holland. Shortly after their return, the stock market crashed, and the family never recovered financially. Charlie frequently complained about having taken the trip, but Edith never regretted it. “She was a much wiser person than he was and she used to say, ‘Karl, the only thing we have left is the trip and they can never take that away from us,’” Bob later recollected.34

With broader horizons and a worldlier husband than the average Stamford mother, Edith envisioned her sons leading lives on a grander stage than the town square: Bobby would be a lawyer; Teddy would be a Hollywood producer. “I knew I was going to law school—be a lawyer. My mother told me so,” Strauss said many years later.35 “I guess I was a mama’s boy,” he joked. “I believed what she told me.”36 There were two lawyers in Stamford whose offices he had visited as a boy. “I was very impressed with them—two of the leading citizens in town,” he said. “I liked the idea of being a leading citizen in town, even then. That’s what appealed to me.”37 Not only would Bobby be a lawyer, his mother predicted, but he would also be the first Jewish governor of Texas. The  extended family teased Bobby on high holy days when they convened at his grandparents’ house. “Here comes the governor!” his uncle would say when Bobby, mortified, entered the room.

In high school, Bobby felt like he had to compensate more for his slight build than for his religion. He belonged to the crowd of boys that on the weekends might pass around a pint of Seagram’s Five Crown.38 “I always worried about being looked on as a sissy,” Strauss said. “I couldn’t play football, and I couldn’t play basketball. I was a terrible athlete.... I wanted to show a macho side, and one of the ways you did that was being one of the first to sip a little whiskey in front of the girls and make them think you were drinking, and act like you’re drinking.”39 But Bobby never wanted to worry his parents, so he avoided serious trouble and made sure there was only enough alcohol on his breath to impress the girls, not to get drunk. On most weekends, along with his best friend Curtis Sloan, a “real character” in town and a soda jerker at Bunkley Drugstore, he drove around town looking for girls—unsuccessfully, he said—went to movies at the Alcove, or ate ten-cent hamburgers at the counter at Nat’s Café.40

The fabled sheriff, George Fluornoy, who sat inside his office shooting through the open door at a tree stump, kept Stamford orderly and intimidated anyone he considered to be unsavory, especially minorities.41 He served as Stamford’s chief of police for fifty years, the whole time with a limp, probably due to polio, prompting the Strauss boys and others to nickname him “Step-and-a-half.” Fluornoy’s police headquarters were across the street from Strauss Dry Goods. Having watched Bobby grow up, he was a source for the FBI agents who came inquiring about Bob’s fitness to serve as a special agent in 1941. The joke version of that story, which Ted liked to tell his grandchildren, was that when the FBI man approached Fluornoy about Bob, he said, “I knew you’d get him some day. What’s he in for?” When the FBI agent said Bob was an applicant, Fluornoy supposedly responded, “For God’s sakes, take him! It’s better to have him with you than against you.”42 In reality, according to the FBI records, Fluornoy said that Bobby was “one of the finest young men ever raised in Stamford, and knows of no trouble whatever that  applicant was ever involved in.”43 Either Fluornoy was lying then or the brothers were lying later, but based on the other interviews with Stamford townspeople that the FBI conducted—and considering the brothers’ license in storytelling—the latter seems more likely. So in spite of the pains Bobby may have taken to cultivate an image as a renegade, to everyone in town, he was essentially a good kid.

At Stamford High School, Bobby typically received a part—as the comic relief—in the plays, and though he could not make the varsity football team, he became the Stamford Bulldogs’ manager and befriended the coach, Lee Walker, who nicknamed him “Scrap Iron.” Walker, also a teacher at the school, was a smart, attractive man and a role model to Strauss. “He captured my imagination,” Strauss remembered of Walker—using an expression he frequently used later in life to describe people he admired—“and he was a good influence on me. He was kind to me, I thought, and he just thought I had something to me, and there was something going to come out of there.”44 Though Bobby did not make any effort to score above Bs and Cs in school—averaging a seventy-eight in English and an eighty in math—he got along well with most of his teachers.45 There was no doubt in the family that he would attend the University of Texas, but because of his poor grades, he was accepted conditionally, a slight shock to his latent ego.

On the evening of May 28, 1935, in a ceremony at St. John’s Methodist Church, he graduated from Stamford High School. “I remember now that, very frankly, that one of the great reliefs of getting into the University of Texas was that I got out of high school,” Strauss said. “And in high school, sports were still essential to being of any importance. You had to be involved in sports. I wanted to be important. I was vain, and since I wasn’t an athlete, I was glad to get away from where that counted. When I hit the University of Texas, only a handful of students were on football or basketball teams, and I was just a part of the student body. And that was a relief—mental relief.”46 The campus where Strauss was heading, in Texas’s capital city, had about 10,000 students at that time, more than twice as many people as in the entire town of Stamford.






 CHAPTER 2

 LITTLE BIG MAN ON CAMPUS

The University of Texas

 

 

His dependability and good judgment soon brought him recognition outside his own group and he became one of the outstanding campus leaders in politics and intra-mural supports, and was very heavily relied upon by the Office of the Dean of Men in all matters calling for close cooperation between faculty and student body and requiring diplomacy for their accomplishment.

—ALVIN R. MARTIN, FRATERNITY BROTHER
 OF BOB STRAUSS, 19411

 

 

IN THE SUMMER OF 1935, just before turning seventeen, Bobby arrived in Austin, where he was two years younger than the average freshman male.2 He also looked even younger than he was. One college friend, Jim Langdon, future railroad commissioner of Texas and partner (and father of a partner) in Strauss’s law firm, described Strauss to the FBI in 1941 as “juvenile in appearance. He appears frail physically and wears glasses.”3

The university was growing fast. The student body was at once irreverent toward authority and politically and socially mainstream, observant of both the latest fads and the oldest traditions. Men wore ties to class, female students had weeknight curfews of eleven o’clock, and dances—featuring bands with names like Boop Burger and His Orchestra—were  chaperoned. The issues on campus were typical, like whether the student union fee should be raised, and how many out of every one hundred college students had syphilis. While Stamford had only a weekly newspaper, the University of Texas boasted the Daily Texan, which had a society page whose readership followed the movements of the “in” crowd just as closely as the folks had in Stamford. Who was invited to the Cowboys’ formal, which girls pledged Kappa Kappa Gamma, who would be a Bluebonnet Belle this year, which students traveled out of town last weekend, and are blue or maroon cumberbunds more fashionable this season—those were important issues.

Bobby wanted to be a part of that world, and then, as now, that meant joining a fraternity. He had received recruiting materials over the summer from the Jewish fraternities on campus, and his older cousin, Bernice Rosenwasser, who was already at the university, had told him the Jewish fraternities were the only ones that would be open to him.4 Despite her counsel and the recruitment letters he received exclusively from Jewish fraternities, he was surprised: “I still wasn’t prepared for the segregated society that I found at the University of Texas,” Strauss recalled, “where basically Jewish people lived with Jewish people, and Jewish fraternities didn’t have non-Jews, and the non-Jewish fraternities didn’t have Jews. That was a very difficult, traumatic experience for me.”5

Since entrée into high society at college depended upon the Greek system, it did not occur to Bobby not to join a fraternity. Besides, his objection to the segregation “had nothing to do with principle. I just knew it was a damn foolish way to live,” Strauss said.6 The Jewish fraternities were not regarded as inferior—if anything, they were sometimes considered academically superior—and they were part of the same Greek system, represented on the same Inter-Fraternity Council, as the non-Jewish fraternities. Bobby pledged Sigma Alpha Mu—the Sammies. Edith was delighted for her son to be exposed to Jewish culture, but Strauss felt ghettoized. Fraternity brothers who had grown up in cities where Jews were de facto segregated fit naturally into the world of the Sammies, but Bobby wanted a larger world. “I made nice friends [at the fraternity],” Strauss concluded. “It didn’t handicap me any because by  the second year, I had already gone into business for myself anyway,” by which he meant he had connected with friends all over the campus.7 “I began to have a pretty broad acquaintance. I was very much at home.”8

Although he never ran for student government at the University of Texas, Strauss first tasted state politics there. He did not feel strongly about any particular issues, a criticism often leveled at him later in life. “I was sort of a single-issue man, and my issue was Roosevelt,” Strauss recalled. “Where does he stand? That’s where I stand. Didn’t require a lot of thought: If he’s for it, I’m for it.” Roosevelt was for the young Lyndon Johnson, so Strauss was for Lyndon Johnson, and when Johnson ran for Congress in a 1937 special election, Strauss handed out circulars on his way to see his relatives in Lockhart.9 His involvement in this campaign was sometimes exaggerated later. In truth, he first became seriously involved with Johnson in the 1960 presidential election.

Back in Austin, he got a job as a committee clerk in the Texas State Legislature working for Representative Travis Dean from Hamlin. Dean had been elected from Jones County, where Stamford was located, in 1936 as a Democrat. At that time, there was not a single member of the Texas State Legislature who was not a Democrat; there were conservative Democrats and liberal Democrats in Texas, but not a solitary Republican. Dean had $120 in patronage to divide between two young men who would serve as committee clerks starting the next January. In a meeting at the Stephen F. Austin Hotel, Dean informed Strauss that he had overpromised—that Strauss would have to split the money with two other fellows, not just one.10 Strauss did not think well of that, to put it mildly, but forty dollars was still enough to enable him to pay tuition and have a little spending money without burdening his parents.

Better yet, he did not have to work for it. The committee clerks waited in the balcony of the legislature, in the enormous, domed capitol building of Texas, which resembled the nation’s Capitol. “If they needed you, they called you, but they never needed us,” Strauss said. “We didn’t have a damn thing to do—it was just pure patronage.”11 Sometimes he and other fellows played cards up in the balcony, or signed in, went to see a movie, and came back to sign out. Strauss remembered once joking  to fellow committee clerk and future Texas attorney general John Ben Shepperd, “Shepperd, you know, if we could figure out a way to have them deliver the check every week to us, we wouldn’t even have to come down to this capitol [to sign in].”12

Many clerks used their time sitting around the capitol to do homework. But Bobby cared even less for homework once he got to college than he had in high school. His freshman year, he earned two Bs, three Cs, four Ds, and an F, and he continued to be primarily a C and D student as a sophomore (the year he got a C in government). He flunked algebra and U.S. history and had to repeat them.13 His poor performance never seemed to faze him. “When I used to make a grade above seventy, I thought I had wasted time,” Strauss later said. “I had no desire to be an academic scholar. I did have a desire to get that damn degree. I needed that degree to get on with my life and do the things I thought I wanted to do in public life.”14 The degree track he followed was to begin law school after three years of undergraduate work and earn an LLB, or bachelor of laws.

As Strauss struggled academically at the University of Texas during his first two years, his future bride-to-be, Helen Natalie Jacobs, was making poor grades at Wellesley College, a women’s school in Massachusetts, because she was unhappy and far from her home in Dallas, Texas. Helen had been born in Columbus, Ohio, but grew up in the relatively large city of Dallas with well-to-do Jewish parents. Her father, Leslie Jacobs, Sr., an executive vice president of Pollock Paper and Box Company, was a prominent businessman, at the firm of the influential Lawrence Pollock. Helen attended a secular preparatory school for girls, the Hockaday School, from which the prestigious women’s colleges of the Northeast recruited at the time. She attended Wellesley for two years but did not like anything about the experience except being near Boston, so before her junior year, in the fall of 1937, Helen transferred to the University of Texas. Within two weeks of arriving in Austin, she met Bob (who by his junior year no longer went by Bobby). They were set up on the same blind double date, though not with each other. The next night, Bob called Helen for a date of their own.

Just a few weeks later, on Helen’s birthday, October 9, they had their first fancy dinner date at the Driskill Hotel, the cost of which Strauss recalled sixty years later, and she soon became his steady girl. “She just had a spark to her and a quality to her,” Bob remembered of a nineteenyear-old Helen, “and I liked the way she looked and not only physically, but she just looked bright and she looked decent and she had sense when you talked to her.... I became more and more enamored of her.”15 Helen was petite with a small, heart-shaped face, large brown eyes and short brown hair, and a tiny waist and large bust.

Even in the beginning of a relationship that would last more than sixty years, Helen understood that Bob’s career—which, in college, revolved around his being a fraternity man—was their priority. If Strauss was invited to a Greek dance, where he would not have been able to bring a date unless the Sammies were hosting, he put on his tuxedo, danced, and mingled until about ten o’clock. Then he would pick up Helen at her sorority house, Alpha Epsilon Phi, which she had joined at Strauss’s prodding, and spend the rest of the evening with her. “And the interesting thing is,” Strauss mused, “she, even then, had so much class that didn’t bother her at all.”16

 

A few months after meeting Helen, on the night of Monday, February 27, 1939, Bob received the certificate that proved he had truly arrived at the University of Texas: He was a Cowboy. Becoming one of the Texas Cowboys, an honorary campus group of about sixty members, was “the biggest honor that had ever befallen me,” Strauss recalled with delight. 17 “That was the most prestigious thing on campus, to be invited to be a Cowboy.”18 The members—among them during Strauss’s years John Singleton (future federal judge) and Dolph Briscoe (future governor of Texas)—were branded on the chest with an interlocking “U” and “T” during their initiation ritual, which also entailed chewing tobacco and drinking milk, and being hit with paddles while running the ten miles or so from the recently erected University of Texas Tower to a campfire near the Colorado River. “Oh, God, I was so proud of my brand. Everybody was proud of it,” Strauss said.19 In the springtime when students  had picnics and went swimming in Barton Springs, the Cowboys enjoyed showing off their scarred chests. In fact, Bob was rather disappointed when his scar began fading after several months. On the Cowboys’ induction certificate, signed by Dean of Men Arno Nowotny, who had founded the Cowboys in 1922 when he was a student and who became Strauss’s mentor in law school, was written: “Give the best you have to Texas and the best will come back to you.”20 The sentiment stayed with Strauss.

“Shorty” Nowotny, as the dean was called, was the first adult person of authority—outside Strauss’s family and Coach Walker of the Stamford Bulldogs—who had complete faith in Strauss and his abilities. “It gave me confidence that he thought so well of me,” Strauss recalled. From 1940 to 1941, Strauss lived in the garage apartment of Nowotny’s house.21 Mrs. Nowotny said “that he had the sweetest character, the nicest manners; that if she had a son of her own she would want him to be like Robert Strauss.”22 Nowotny reinforced values, such as friendship, loyalty, and integrity, that Strauss had learned at home; the fact that Nowotny was not related to him and still encouraged him as his mother had made an impression on him.23

As a law student and a Cowboy, Strauss’s social career soared. The same year he was initiated into the Cowboys, he was elected vice president of his fraternity, Sigma Alpha Mu. The next year, he became its president, and also represented the Sammies on the Inter-Fraternity Council, where he served as secretary-treasurer and gained exposure to the top men of other fraternities, including those who were not Jewish.24 Strauss may have been able to forget that he was Jewish and, therefore, different, but it frequently came up in the background check on Strauss that the FBI performed on campus. For instance, Nowotny said of Strauss that he “did not have the physical or social traits usually attributed to the Jewish race and had a great number of friends on the campus, having more Gentile friends than Jewish.”25 A classmate said that although Strauss was Jewish, “he was held in high esteem by both Gentiles and Jews.”26 A fellow in another fraternity thought that Strauss was probably “the most popular Jewish boy on the campus.”27 Being in the Cowboys greatly enhanced his popularity.

Belonging to these organizations also provided Strauss his first fund-raising experiences. By the time he was twenty-one years old, Bob had learned something very important about himself: He had a knack for selling tickets. As treasurer for the Cowboys, he was chairman of the tickets committee for the group’s minstrel show, a blackface variety show that in February 1940 had a cast that included John Singleton, Dick Kleberg (heir to the well-known King Ranch), and Jim Langdon. The show, which played for an all-white audience—the University of Texas did not admit African American students until 1950—raised money for new lights at the intramural fields and uniforms for the Cowboys. They netted a hundred dollars, with tickets at just twenty-five and forty cents apiece.28 Bob had been so successful that he continued to participate in campus events and was known to friends in these organizations as “thoroughly reliable and extremely conscientious.”29 The Inter-Fraternity Council named him chairman of ticket sales for the annual pledge smoker.

He also chaired the Varsity Carnival, an event to establish a scholarship fund, and got a student government resolution passed to require every sorority and fraternity member to buy at least one fifty-cent ticket to the carnival—a move that could now be called “vintage Strauss.” Nowotny said that Strauss had “done a wonderful job with the affair and had made a profit of $1892, which is the most outstanding record of the carnival to date.”30

In his last year at the University of Texas, 1941, the Cactus yearbook staff designated Bob a Goodfellow, an honorary title bestowed somewhat arbitrarily on men and women who were active and popular at the university. Essentially, Strauss was a big man on campus. Although, he was not quite as big a BMOC as future governor of Texas and future Strauss friend John Connally, another small-town boy who found a home at the University of Texas. Connally, president of the student body, would much later launch Strauss’s meteoric political career. He was older than Strauss and ahead of him in law school. The two were only casual friends but had mutual acquaintances, like John Singleton, and would have socialized around campus at places like Hillsberg’s Café, where every third night or so law students went to have “steaks just covered in butter—slathered in grease and butter,” before going to bed, Strauss remembered.31

But Strauss and Connally had divergent interests on campus, since Strauss was a fraternity man and a Cowboy and Connally was a so-called Independent (not affiliated with a fraternity). Later, journalists would sometimes write that Strauss ran Connally’s campaign for student government, but this was not the case. “We were not friends,” Strauss later said of Connally, “we were acquaintances. And we never became friends at the University of Texas. We were casual friends, at best.”32 Connally graduated from law school in 1939 and joined the navy.

 

Bob’s college years coincided with the beginning of the war in Europe. In 1939, almost 60 percent of the student body thought Roosevelt should not have a third term and that there should be no ROTC on campus. As public opinion shifted, so did the collegiate attitude. By the time Strauss returned to campus in the fall of 1940 for his last two semesters of law school, 70 percent of students favored ROTC.33 Talk of war was ubiquitous, and the boys all knew they might have to fight: “16 Million Subject to Conscription,” read a Daily Texan headline in September 1940.34 Some of Bob’s friends, including Singleton, went into the armed forces even before finishing law school. Bob, though eager to support the president, was not eager to go to war.

In Strauss’s last semester of law school, the FBI sent a recruiter, Maurice Acers, to interview University of Texas law students. Special agents in the FBI were not expected to be drafted. Nearly half the class interviewed for jobs. In addition to secretly hoping to avoid being drafted, Bob thought the work in the FBI would be more interesting than the army, and he wanted enough money to marry Helen, whose engagement to Bob had been announced by her parents in the Dallas papers in April 1941. “The FBI paid $265 a month,” Strauss recalled. “So I had deferment and greed both in my mind.”35 His hour-long interview on April 26 went well. Acers wrote: “He is a good conversationalist; was at ease at all times during the interview; self-confident; exhibited no signs of nervousness and in general creates a very favorable impression.... His features are fine; he is exceptionally alert; mature for his 22 years, sober and serious, although possessed of a well balanced sense of humor.”36 It  seemed to Strauss as if he would get one of the few, coveted appointments. However, by the time he took his final law exam on May 26, the FBI still had not contacted Strauss about a job.

The couple’s black-tie wedding was the next day, on Tuesday, May 27, in the garden of the Jacobs’ large home on DeLoache Avenue in Dallas’s affluent Preston Hollow neighborhood. It was a handsome affair, at seven o’clock in the evening, with waiters in white coats serving champagne. Helen wore a princess gown of Chantilly lace with a full skirt.37 The war in Europe provided the party’s backdrop, though, and when President Roosevelt addressed the country that night, in his longest fireside chat—during which he announced an unlimited national emergency—the guests at the reception and the newlyweds gathered around the radio to listen.

In addition to being a new husband who feared he would soon be separated from his wife by the draft, as his father, Charlie, had worried twenty-three years earlier, Strauss also did not know if he had passed his final law school exams. The couple left Wednesday for Houston for their honeymoon, but when they woke up Saturday morning, Bob was thinking about the grades that would soon be posted. His scores had not been significantly better in law school than they had been in the school of arts and sciences, and he was nervous about passing his finals. Helen suggested they drive to Austin, three hours away, so Strauss could see his scores. They could visit Galveston, their ultimate destination, on another trip. In Austin, Strauss learned he had a high enough average to graduate—a 67, when he only needed a 65 (luckily for Strauss, the qualifying average had recently been reduced from 70).38

On June 2, 1941, Strauss graduated from law school. He and Helen moved to Dallas, at first living with her parents. He received his license to practice law on July 28, and with no immediate prospect of entering the FBI, went to work three days later at a small Dallas law firm, Hamilton, Harrell, Hamilton and Turner, for sixty dollars a month.39

Exactly one week after he entered the firm, unbeknownst to Strauss, the FBI wrote up a revised internal report on him, stating that his application was no longer being considered because of three college courses  he had failed and the fact that this father was German-born.40 After a few months had passed, Strauss wrote the FBI: “I should like very much to know if there still exists a possibility of an appointment or if my application has been rejected, if such information is possible.”41 It was December 5, 1941, before the FBI wrote a reply, and it was December 6 before that reply was mailed. So when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Strauss was in a panicked limbo—he had not received the letter. He wanted to enlist voluntarily rather than be drafted, and he never once sought deferment, but he preferred being in the FBI over enlisting. The next day, a Monday, Strauss sent a telegram to the FBI: “In view of emergency, desire to enter some other service immediately if application with bureau rejected, but greatly desire FBI if possibility of appointment remains.” His anxiety about his future was clear. He asked them to please respond collect by Western Union. They did, and they reiterated what they had stated in the letter that finally arrived around the same time: “I regret that no encouragement can be offered you at this time.”42

Strauss called Acers to find out what had happened and was told that his father’s nation of origin was a particular bar to Strauss’s entrance. During World War I, Charlie had made a statement in Lockhart about the hypocrisy of the United States’ attitude toward German officers, and that statement appeared twenty-three years later on his son’s FBI application file. Strauss explained his situation to retired state judge William Hamilton, his boss and mentor at the law firm. In his work drawing up contracts and doing research in the law library for the partners over the previous few months, Strauss had developed a reputation at the firm for being smart, alert, and hard working. “That’s a damned outrage,” Judge Hamilton said of Strauss’s predicament. “Let me straighten that out.” He picked up the phone and made a call: “Sam, I got a young lawyer who’s a fine young lawyer, clean, fine boy. Great reputation at the University of Texas and we hired him here and we’re proud of him. And he’s applied for the FBI.” Hamilton told Strauss’s story to the party on the other end of the line. “Always something irritating, you know, with the government,” he said, never blaming Strauss’s father. When the judge finished  the conversation, he turned to Bob and said, “Sam said he’d look into that. He agreed that was crazy.”43

Sam turned out to be Sam Rayburn, Speaker of the United States House of Representatives and a legendary Texas congressman. Sam did take care of it, calling W. R. Glavin of the FBI on December 15, 1941, to tell him that although Charlie Strauss had been born in Germany, he was not in any way pro-German and was a good American citizen. Rayburn arranged for Strauss to meet with Glavin in Washington for a second interview and to retake the entrance exam, and Glavin agreed. After a half-hour interview, Glavin wrote of Strauss: “He impressed me favorably. He looks like a good, solid boy and it is my recommendation that we bring the investigation up to date with particular reference to any pro-German tendencies which his father might have.” Their new investigation revealed: “Applicant’s father highly regarded by local citizens, businessmen and police in Stamford, Texas. He is outspoken in appreciation of democracy and appears decidedly anti-Axis.”44 The FBI was satisfied. On January 7, 1942, J. Edgar Hoover gave Strauss his orders: to be in Room 5256 of the Justice Department in Washington, D.C., at nine o’clock in the morning, just five days later.45 Strauss was elated. Helen remembered getting a call from Bob: “$3200 a year,” was what she remembered.46

 

As it did to other members of the Greatest Generation, World War II brought Strauss into manhood. “The FBI was the maturing part of my life. I went in still a young, growing boy, so to speak, and I came out, four years later, with the maturity of a young man. And a good deal of experience with dealing with people and situations,” Strauss recalled.47 Being in the FBI also gave him the opportunity not only to save much of his large salary but also to remain in the States, with his bride. His three-month training program was in Washington, D.C., where neither Strauss nor Helen had ever been before.

Their first time living in D.C., Bob and Helen slept on a sofa bed. They shared a one-bedroom apartment in Washington with Bob’s cousin, Bernice, and her husband, a fraternity brother of Bob’s. FBI agents worked  seven days a week, free only Saturday afternoons through Sunday mornings. On Saturdays, the couple often went to a hotel for the “tea dances” that were popular at the time. Neither imagined living in the nation’s capital, but they enjoyed their several weeks there. When the training was over, Strauss was stationed temporarily in Iowa, where they lived from April to July—sleeping on a Murphy bed—and then Ohio more permanently, as a resident agent.

In Columbus, Ohio, the couple set up their first apartment together, in the same neighborhood where Helen had been born and spent the first six years of her life. Strauss was always adamant about paying for their expenses himself, rather than relying on Helen’s family money. Helen remembered that, in college, she and Bob had not gone to the movies very often because he could not afford it, and it would not have been proper for her to pay. Even after they were married, though, Strauss wanted to be a success on his own. As they set up housekeeping in Columbus, Helen’s mother implored that she be allowed to buy her daughter nice furniture. Strauss said no and only relented after getting a call from Helen’s father: “Now, Son, I understand what you’re talking about,” Mr. Jacobs said, “but Helen’s mother is upset now about her son going to the South Pacific. And you just can’t tell her she can’t buy some furniture for her daughter now.” Les, Jr., was in the Marines. Strauss gave in.48

Strauss served in the FBI during the heyday of its first director, J. Edgar Hoover. Hoover was simply known as “the Director.” “My God, you’d almost put your hat over your heart when you said the Director,” Strauss remembered. “We respected Hoover tremendously. We thought he ran the greatest organization in the world, and we were a part of it. There was no question about that.” Agents worked in a climate of fear and intimidation where one paper clip left untidily on a desk overnight could lead to suspension. The FBI at that time had a sterling, even glamorous reputation that no agent would jeopardize. “It had distinction, which I liked,” Strauss said. “It had credibility with the public that I liked being part of. It was an instant Good Housekeeping seal of approval; you were an FBI agent.” One slip-up, however, could  mean discharge, and Strauss witnessed the discharge of two of his fellow agents for seemingly minor infractions early in his career. Dismissal from the FBI would likely lead to being drafted. Within a year, most of Strauss’s contemporaries were in the service. “I had a lot of second thoughts,” Strauss said of joining the FBI, “and my conscience bothered me a great deal.... I wasn’t anxious to get out, and yet I was anxious to be in the service. I was torn. But I never quite had the guts to get out.”49 Although no one considered joining the FBI to be draft dodging, Strauss sometimes felt uncomfortable walking down the street in his plain clothes, worrying that people were wondering why he was not overseas.

As an older man, Strauss joked with his family that he kept the Midwest free of Nazi or Japanese infiltration. It was true that most of his assignments had little direct relation to the war. He said that 90 percent of his work was drudgery but the last 10 was adrenaline-pumping. He also learned valuable lessons about how to relate to people and how to get things done. As an agent in Columbus, for example, he and another agent had to convince a young girl who had returned to the home of her aunt and uncle, after having been a prostitute, to testify at the trial of her former employers. The FBI had uncovered a Clevelandbased white slave ring operating in New York, Florida, and Ohio—what the district attorney called “one of the greatest white slave rings ever uncovered in this country.”50 Twenty special agents were working on the case.

Strauss was never quite at ease with a few of his FBI assignments. In another case, he had to illegally eavesdrop on a suspect using surveillance equipment, which made him feel guilty. “It stunned him that he could be doing something like that,” Helen remembered years later. Strauss told her about it at the time, “and has mentioned it constantly,” she said, ever since.51 As his superiors frequently wrote in their evaluations, Strauss, after all, was young.

“He presents a neat appearance and has an average personality,” his boss wrote on one of his evaluations. “He is enthusiastic and seems to be intelligent and sincere. He is quite immature in appearance and  needs considerable seasoning and roughing up in the field in order to develop him.”52

In his nearly four years in the FBI, Strauss was never roughed up too badly. His father suffered a heart attack in December 1942, and Strauss received a transfer to Dallas to be closer to him.53 While in Columbus, Helen had learned she was pregnant, and she was pleased to be returning to Texas and her family. In March 1943, Bob and Helen moved into the downstairs apartment of a duplex in Dallas, not far from Helen’s parents, with a porch for a playpen. Five months later, their son—Robert Arno Strauss, whose middle name came from Dean Arno Nowotny of the University of Texas—was born.

Marrying into the Dallas establishment, or at least part of the Jewish elite of the city, gave Strauss a significant advantage in town as he made a professional home for himself at the FBI’s Dallas office, which was located in the Mercantile Bank Building. An FBI evaluation of Strauss from 1944 said: “His contacts, particularly among the prominent Jewish citizens of Dallas, are very good,” and another report—probably the most prescient of them all—said, “He has made excellent contacts in this district, and seems to have a flair for this type of work.”54 Lawrence Pollock, owner of the Pollock Paper Company, where Helen’s father, Leslie Jacobs, Sr., worked, asked Strauss if he wanted to join his company after leaving the FBI. Strauss thought: “That’s the last damn thing in the world I would do—go to work for the same company my father-in-law works for. I want to practice law.”55

The only question was where a mediocre student who had not cracked open a law book for four years would practice, and how a twenty-six-year-old from Stamford planned to make his name and his fortune as a lawyer and businessman in a new town.






 CHAPTER 3

 AMBITIOUS YOUNG MEN

Making a Start in Dallas

 

 

Dallas has constantly drawn fresh strength and power from every side. Throughout its entire history the expectation of bigger things just ahead has dominated its citizens, and with astonishing regularity bigger and better things have so pleasantly continued to turn up that no one is even surprised.

—DALLAS HISTORIAN JOHN WILLIAM ROGERS, 19511

 

 

AFTER THE WAR ENDED in Japan, Strauss knew he could soon leave the FBI. He resigned from the FBI effective on his twenty-seventh birthday, October 19, 1945, and on the very same day, he and Richard Gump—a fellow former FBI agent and University of Texas law school graduate—opened their two-man law firm, Gump and Strauss, for business in Dallas.

An inch shy of six feet tall and trim, Strauss dressed the part of a young man about town, his brown hair slicked in a wave, his ties fashionably loud, and a handkerchief in his suit pocket. He had a southern drawl that charmed and flattered, but he could also speak animatedly, sometimes punctuating every fifth word or so like a drummer emphasizing a downbeat. His voice was deep and gravelly but the volume varied, usually loud enough to command the attention of a room, sometimes quiet and conspiratorial. His lower lip was especially full and most often  curled upward in a smile, revealing a narrow crevice between his two front teeth, and he had large, brown, cow eyes underneath thick, dark brows. His forehead was high and his nose was straight and rounded at the end, the result of a nose reconstruction in his early twenties (he had been hit in the face with a bucket of crawfish as a child). He wore hornrimmed glasses and smoked two packs of cigarettes a day.2

Strauss was making his niche in Dallas. Ever since its founding in 1841 when John Neely Bryan of Tennessee built a log cabin there, Dallas had been a fast-growing city of ambitious men. Fewer than 3,000 people lived in Dallas in 1870, but during that decade, two rails, the Houston & Texas Central and the Texas & Pacific, reached Dallas, soon tripling the population. By the end of World War I Dallas had the look of an industrial city, and by 1930, the number of residents had grown to more than a quarter of a million. The 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition, held in Dallas thanks to city father R. L. “Uncle Bob” Thornton, Sr.’s, lobbying effort, shaped a new image for the city in America’s consciousness. The event attracted millions of dollars in investment and drew millions of tourists, creating “a new, independent attitude for Dallas,” distinct from the rest of the state.3

“Almost abruptly, about the 1940’s, a change came over the place,” wrote a local historian in 1961. “Everybody noticed it. It was a little as though the expanding city, overnight, had reached a stage that was comparable to achieving the critical mass in a nuclear bomb.”4 During World War II, Dallas was home to the North American Aviation Plant, and the wartime and postwar economic boom of the 1940s invigorated the city. Sales at Neiman-Marcus, the department store born in Dallas in 1907, nearly doubled during the war years. Four daily newspapers, the Dallas Morning News plus three afternoon papers, including the Times-Herald , served the growing city in 1945. By the end of the 1940s, there were five new businesses opening daily.

The town had always been entrepreneurial—a frontier city. As one local writer said in 1961 about the 1950s, “[In] the general thought of Dallas, there is a feeling for individualism and a value placed on personal aggressiveness. . . . With practically everybody who is the head of  anything [being] someone who has risen by his own efforts, it is hard to convince any ambitious young man coming along that the opportunities for getting ahead no longer exist.”5 In the early fall of 1945, Dallas seemed custom-tailored for an energetic G-man who had, as a boy, aspired to be a leading citizen of Stamford but who now lived in a city where the leading citizens—the oil magnates, the bankers, the department store owners—themselves had been poor, small-town boys.

After resigning from the FBI, Strauss intended to remain in the city near his in-laws and his parents. Charlie and Edith Strauss even established a second residence in Dallas as their health deteriorated. Dallas was going to be Strauss’s town. “I loved it,” he recalled. “It was a city. I liked the fact that you had nice restaurants and nightclubs,” which there had not been in Stamford. Saturday nights he enjoyed going with friends to supper clubs at the two most elegant hotels in town, the Baker and the Adolphus. “I liked the whole deal,” he concluded. “I liked Dallas.” As for small-town life: “I didn’t miss it one goddamned bit.... I was on concrete. I liked it a lot better than being on the dirt. And I planned to stay there.”6

Dick Gump, a Dallas boy with a shock of shoe-polish black hair, had grown up an observant Catholic and attended Highland Park High School, the large public school serving an affluent town within Dallas. Aunts and uncles reared Gump and his siblings after their parents were killed in a car crash when Gump was eleven years old. Like Strauss, he had always known he would become a lawyer, and also like Strauss, it was because a family member had said so; Gump’s avid reading habits prompted that prediction from his uncle.7 He graduated from the University of Texas law school one year ahead of Strauss, joining the FBI in 1940, and serving as a character reference for Strauss when he applied. They had not known each other closely, but Gump wrote what he had observed about Strauss: “He was well known among the law students and so far as the writer knows was well liked by everyone whom he knew.”8

As the war ended, Gump journeyed to Dallas from San Antonio, where he was stationed, to plan his civilian future. While at the Highland Park train depot one day, Gump ran into Strauss, whom he remembered  from law school and who was also planning his departure from the FBI.9 At that time, Dallas had three large, prestigious law firms: Thompson and Knight; Johnson, Bromberg, Leed and Riggs; and Locke, Purnell, Boren, Laney and Neely. Strauss thought his law-school grades would keep him from getting a position at one of these prominent firms, and he didn’t want to work for a second-tier firm. He wondered if Gump might feel the same way. So the next morning, Strauss rang him up to suggest they meet. “What I’d really like to do, Gump, is open my own office,” Strauss said at lunch. “Well, so would I,” Gump responded.10 At this lunch and over the next two days a partnership was born between two young men that would endure almost sixty years, until Gump’s death in 2003.11

Both men had savings from their wartime employment, but neither was wealthy. Gump also had a small amount of money left from his parents, and Strauss’s father-in-law signed a promissory note for him at the Republic National Bank so he could draw against it if he needed to. An office was their most immediate need, and with business development outpacing construction, space was precious. Strauss asked Lawrence Pollock of his father-in-law’s company to call Fred Florence (born Fromowitz), president of the Republic National Bank and one of those leading citizens of Dallas, for help getting an office in the bank building. The bank at that time owned the largest office building in Dallas: two adjacent twenty-story structures on Main Street with a neoclassical façade. Pollock arranged a meeting, and while Strauss was in Florence’s office, the bank president called his building manager into the room. The manager reminded Florence that space was nearly impossible to get. “If it wasn’t almost impossible to get,” Florence responded, “I would have taken care of it myself. I wouldn’t have called you up here. These boys don’t amount to much now, but they’re going to grow up and be damn good, big customers at this bank. That’s the way this bank was built. Now, find them some office space.”12

Florence’s office manager found the boys two small offices with a tiny reception area on the fifth floor. Only one of the offices was large enough for the furniture to be arranged properly, with the desk facing outward toward a client. Whoever worked in the smaller room would  have to push his desk against the wall, with his back to the door. “I’ll tell you what let’s do, Gump, let’s flip a coin,” Strauss suggested. “If it comes heads, I’ll take the largest office, and your name will go first. If it comes tails, you get the largest office and my name will go first. So we split it even Steven.” “That’s fair enough,” Gump responded.13 It came heads: Strauss got the larger office, and on Friday, October 19, 1945, the two men each contributed $500 to their ledger and opened Gump and Strauss for business.14 Their first client, oilman Eddie Kahn, wanted a royalty agreement drawn up before the men had settled in their office or hired a secretary. They pulled out their form book, crossed the street to the Adolphus Hotel, and paid the public stenographer two dollars to type up the agreement they had written in longhand. In the first few years, the two lawyers practiced by themselves, starting with small clients with minor needs—“close housing contract ($10) . . . will ($10) . . . divorce ($50).”15

In 1991, after a trip to Dallas to celebrate Dick Gump’s fiftieth wedding anniversary, Strauss wrote a note to the partners at Akin, Gump about his and Gump’s history: “Most of you are too young to understand the satisfaction I received as I thought about that relationship; including the nostalgia as I thought about the opening of Gump and Strauss with no income, $2000 worth of books that were purchased with $200 down and $25 a month. And, I might add, a secretary who made $60 a month (who stayed half drunk two-thirds of the time) and when she had a few snorts of bourbon thought we were both ‘cute’ (especially Gump).”16

A few months before leaving the FBI, Strauss had filled out a vocation record stating that he had been a practicing attorney for nine months (it was closer to six) and his proficiency was “limited.”17 With only a vague notion of how to practice law, the two men in their twenties soon befriended the knowledgeable and kind Henry Akin, from a law firm down the hall. As Gump and Strauss began their practice, they liked to run documents and ideas down the hall to Akin. They might ask: Does this sound a like a deal we ought to make? Does this look like a good contract? Or, in the beginning, Does this look like a contract?18

Lawyers from larger firms who, as Strauss saw it, took pity on the two struggling newcomers sometimes sent clients to them when their own firms had conflicts of interest. “In those days, I loved conflicts because somebody else had it, and we were living off of those conflicts,” said Strauss, who was notorious later in life for maneuvering around his own conflicts of interest.19 “Gump and I were safe,” he explained. “We were just smart enough and decent and honest enough that [other firms] knew we could handle a matter well enough to please that client. And we weren’t good enough to steal a client. So we were a perfectly safe place to park a client and then pick him back up.”20

Strauss’s FBI history was glamorous in Dallas, and when he started the firm, the Dallas Morning News carried an item about it: “Two G-Men Resign for Law Practice.”21 Women’s groups and social clubs invited him to talk. When the Dallas chapter of the National Council of Jewish Women met for a study group in the Civic Federation Barn, for example, Strauss was their keynote speaker.22 He learned early in his career not to let the facts ruin a good story. “I would go out and tell my [FBI] experiences,” Strauss remembered, “and people would be intrigued by them; and after a while I got tired of those experiences and I would start to exaggerate. I would tell an experience that happened to a friend of mine as if it was my experience, and I can remember, after five or six years of making those speeches off and on . . . I would say, ‘Helen, did I actually do that or is that something somebody else did that I just lied about?’ I couldn’t separate fact from fiction.”23 As Strauss continued to get this kind of exposure in Dallas, his practice slowly grew.

But Strauss soon realized that he and Gump alone would not be able to build the business at a fast enough pace to satisfy his ambition. After they had been practicing together about four years, he broached the subject of expansion: “Dick, we need to do something,” Strauss said. “We got to break out of this pattern we’re in of 15 percent growth a year and everybody saying, ‘Those young fellas are sure doing fine. They do better every year.’” At that rate, Strauss thought, he would run out of years before being a great success—a leading citizen. “We need to get a couple of better lawyers than we are,” he said to Gump.

“Well, who do you have in mind?” Gump asked.24

Strauss knew exactly who he had in mind: Bill Fonville, who was leaving the U.S. Attorney’s office, and Irving Goldberg, who had fallen out with his partner. Goldberg was “a hell of a lawyer,” Strauss thought.25 He was twelve years older than Strauss, a World War II veteran, and a Harvard Law School graduate with deep-set eyes and prominent ears—who, Strauss observed, ran around with a more intellectual crowd than he did. Fonville, an elegant-looking, mustached Army Air Force veteran and tax law expert, had announced his resignation as an assistant U.S. attorney in the summer of 1949.26 Gump and Strauss took Fonville and Goldberg to lunch to persuade them to form a new firm. The two distinguished lawyers got their first taste of Strauss’s knack for persuasion, and on Saturday, September 2, 1950, Strauss and Gump announced that, with Irving L. Goldberg and William P. Fonville, they were creating a new firm.27 Strauss thought the names of the more established lawyers should precede his and Gump’s. “I thought those names were better in front,” Strauss later explained, “which was a hell of a lot more important than satisfying my ego, and Gump had never had any ego problems.”28

While Gump and Strauss continued their business in partnership with each other, Goldberg and Fonville kept their fees separate. After about a year, Goldberg “threw in,” as Strauss liked to say, with the other men. According to Strauss, Fonville, doing tax law, could earn more on a retainer than Strauss could make in three months, so he remained a non-partner. With the new firm—Goldberg, Fonville, Gump and Strauss—doubled in size, they moved to the Mercantile Bank tower, a thirty-one-story skyscraper completed just eight years earlier, with 10,420 feet of neon tubing on the building that shone pink every night.29 It had been the Dallas headquarters of the FBI when Strauss was there. “I was absolutely convinced that we ought to always be in the best building in town, because we were not the best lawyers in town—at least we’d be in the best building and look like we’re prosperous,” Strauss quipped.30

Goldberg, a New Deal liberal from Port Arthur, Texas, was “an intellectual of the highest order,” according to Alan Feld, his closest friends’  son-in-law, who, a few years after Goldberg joined the firm, would become an associate there. (Feld would later become a name partner of the firm.) Feld reflected many years later that Goldberg and Strauss were “a perfect combination of merging the talents of two different people: Goldberg was not a very practical guy, more like a professor, and Strauss was a consummate business lawyer—very, very shrewd, great negotiator, very good at taking things that Goldberg would dream up in the law and using them effectively for his clients.”31 Strauss remembered that same situation with Goldberg in reverse, as well, with Strauss dreaming up a scheme for his clients, and Goldberg effectively finding a basis for it in law. Strauss recalled, “Irv and I would be somewhere in negotiation, and I would say, ‘And I’ll tell you one thing: if you don’t do this and that, we’re just going to have to sue.’ And the guy’d say, ‘For what?’ I’d say, ‘Tell him, Goldberg.’ Then Goldberg’d come up with some theory, sitting there.”32

Thirty years later, on the occasion of Strauss’s sixty-fifth birthday, Goldberg, then a federal judge, having been appointed in 1966 by Lyndon Johnson, wrote to say how much he treasured the time they had spent together and that he would never forget it. “I could anticipate the general tenor of your reaction. I knew it would be forceful, forthright, and pragmatic without being stripped of idealism or alloyed by anything other than the unvarnished truth and candor, and generally without qualification,” Goldberg wrote.33

Strauss had great respect for his law partners, whom he considered to have more intellectual legal minds than his own. “I never was the world’s greatest lawyer,” Strauss said. “I could always make a noise like a lawyer at anything I handled. I was a quick study . . . not very deep.”34 As he kidded to his longtime Dallas secretary the day he hired her in the 1960s, “The only way I know a contract is if it says C-O-N-T-R-A-C-T at the top. I’m a people person.”35

 

Dallas was a city of people persons. As a Life magazine reporter put it in the 1960s, “Frontier virtues—and faults—were widely evident. It was the doer, not the thinker, who was respected.”36 Strauss considered himself a doer.

Power in mid-century Dallas rested in the hands of leading businessmen, colloquially called city fathers, whose organization, the Citizens Council, had been founded in 1937 by three bankers: R. L. Thornton, Sr., of Mercantile Bank, Fred Florence of Republic National Bank, and Nathan Adams of First National Bank.37 By the 1950s, there were about twenty-two directors of the Citizens Council who met once a month for lunch and two hundred members who met annually.38 Their outsized influence created Dallas’s reputation as a banking city whose “business was business,” and they kept the city government free of graft.

A prolific Dallas historian, A. C. Greene, said of the Citizens Council’s technique, “A problem comes up, phone calls are made, half a dozen men gather for lunch—and the problem is solved, the opportunity grasped, or the conclusion finalized.” This was the good old boys’ way of getting things done, and it would become Strauss’s. Because of their efficiency and influence, there were “no duchies to placate, no unions to buy off,” no organized crime; Dallas was run “just about like you’d expect a good board of directors to run a thriving company.”39 An outside observer derogatorily attributed a “booster” spirit to the Citizens Council. The council members did want what was best for the city, but had an open mind about what that constituted. It was the Citizens Council that decided in the late 1950s that the city should voluntarily integrate, since an episode like the one that had occurred in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957—when nine African American students were threatened by a mob after being turned away from an all-white school, necessitating intervention by President Dwight D. Eisenhower—would be bad for business.40

The political arm of the Citizens Council, the Citizens Charter Association, always put up a slate for City Council, and Strauss wanted to be on it. He remembered it as “half my ambition.” “I wanted to be one of their boys.... That’s the way I wanted to come up. I made up my mind; it didn’t take a rocket scientist to see that’s the way you got ahead in Dallas, and I wanted to run on their ticket. And I tried about three times to do it,” but never succeeded. The establishment, he explained, “really didn’t have any use for, at that time, a somewhat liberal, progressive, Jewish lawyer.... There was nothing radical about me, but I wanted to run as the business establishment’s candidate,” he said.41

Though kept out of certain old boys’ circles and literally excluded from all but the Jewish country clubs, Strauss steadily enlarged his circle of friends and business acquaintances in Dallas. Fred Florence—the banker who had joined Thornton in creating the Citizens Council and had found Strauss his first office in the Republic Bank building—was also Jewish, so that alone did not exclude men from having power in Dallas, just from joining most golf clubs. (Sipping a vodka in the ambassador’s residence in Moscow in 1992, Strauss reflected on his religion, saying, “I can sit here today and be the ambassador to Russia, but I could never be a member of the Dallas Country Club.”42) In 1945, Strauss joined the Columbian Club, the Jewish country club to which his in-laws and the Pollocks belonged. His in-laws and the Pollocks welcomed Strauss to the upper echelons of Dallas’s thriving Jewish community. The city was home to the first Reform Jewish congregation in Texas, Temple Emanu-El, founded in 1875. Because of Strauss’s experience with his Jewish fraternity in college, “I knew you could remain a part of your Jewish community and have a much larger and broader life,” he reflected. “I had done it.”43 Many of Strauss’s closest friends were Jewish, but just as many were not.

Hardly an observant Jew, Strauss contributed to Dallas’s religious community mostly through fundraising for Jewish charities. In April 1948, he assisted in putting on what for him would become second nature: a formal kick-off dinner for a fundraising campaign. As the chairman of the Jewish Welfare Federation’s Trades and Industrial Division, Strauss participated in the Federation’s $1.36 million campaign to aid displaced persons. He told reporters that his division alone had more than $1 million pledged to it, though if Strauss practiced then a strategy he later employed, the actual number may have been smaller. Regardless of the exact amount raised, Strauss performed well for the Federation, a Community Chest agency, and the next February, the Federation elected him to the board of directors. By 1952 he was also serving on the legal committee of the Community Chest, where, he remembers, his suggestion for more accurate budget planning, based on need rather than precedent, was unpopular.

In June 1956, Strauss was first elected to Temple Emanu-El’s board of trustees. His son Bobby had begun attending Sunday school in about the third grade, and all three of his children would eventually be confirmed. As Strauss later described it, the progression of events—from paying dues so his son could attend Sunday school, to participating in parent activities, to becoming a trustee—went this way: “‘God damn, let’s go over to dads’ night.’ So you go over there and the first thing you know you’re on the board of directors and it just grows.” In 1969, he was elected president of the board. “They had Friday night services,” Strauss said, only to add jokingly, “not for Robert Strauss.” Although the president of the temple customarily sat on the stage during those services, “not [once] while I was president did I sit there.”44 His daughter, Susan, born in 1950, remembered attending services with her father on the high holy days, Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah, the holidays he had observed with his mother as a boy, but that was the extent of his attendance.

 

Just before Gump and Strauss opened for business, in August 1945, while Strauss was still figuring a way out of the FBI, Helen gave birth to their second son, Richard Charles Strauss. A few years later, the Strausses bought a house on DeLoache, the street where Helen’s parents lived, just on the other side of Preston Road from the Jacobs’ home. It was a large, two-story, contemporary-looking house with painted brick on the exterior of the first story and wood shingles on the second, with a first-floor picture window looking onto the deep front lawn and a railing across the second-story balcony. Susan was born soon after the move, in March 1950. Less than two months later, Bob’s brother, Ted, and sister-in-law, Annette, had their first daughter, Nancy (Annette was later mayor of Dallas, from 1987 to 1991). Just as their mother and her sister Birdie had done, the Strauss brothers ended up moving to the same new town and rearing their children together.

Strauss prided himself on being a family man—which was one of the reasons he and Gump got along so well. They shared similar values. Strauss told his secretary that no matter who he was on the phone with  or what he was doing, if a member of his family called, she was to put them through.45 Before his daughter was old enough for kindergarten, she and the maid rode the bus downtown to Strauss’s office on Thursdays, the maid’s afternoon off. Bob took Susie to lunch and might go to a magic store before taking her home.46

Every morning, Strauss fixed breakfast and brought Helen’s to her on a tray in the bedroom, a gesture that became one of the tender staples of their long marriage. For his children, he might make soft-boiled or poached eggs and toast, which, if burnt, he referred to as his “special toast,” and he usually ate grits.47 Like many husbands of the 1950s, he returned home by 5:00 or 5:30 in the evening, in time for a cocktail before dinner. Helen did the marketing and planned the meals, but the family always employed a cook. Saturday was his day to play poker at the Columbian Club, and on Saturday night, Bob and Helen continued to go to the supper clubs in Dallas, which—because hard liquor was illegal for Texas restaurants to serve, but not illegal for clubs to proffer—were literally clubs. The Imperial Room at the Baker Hotel and the Cipango Club were two of the swankest spots in town and the Strausses were regular customers. On nights at home, the family might look at television together, watching The Phil Silvers Show or Your Hit Parade.

Strauss was the discipliner of the family, which was a “wait ’til your father gets home” household, but he was a lenient enforcer. Years later his younger son could remember only two rules: The children had to respect their mother, and they were not to swear in her presence—despite the fact that Strauss must have cussed in front of Helen.48 When their younger son, Rick, was expelled from the St. Mark’s School of Texas, a highly regarded preparatory school for boys in Dallas, Strauss told him it would be a good learning experience to attend public school. Strauss’s glass-half-full—if not completely full—attitude stayed with him into his old age and applied to every realm of his life—not just his family, but also his business and political dealings. He approached problems with the vigor and self-satisfaction of someone who believed he could solve them, or if he couldn’t, that he would enlist someone else who could.

Strauss’s good humor and tolerance were just as evident at home. At a time when little was known about learning differences, Strauss understood his son’s dyslexia. Even as Rick was struggling in classes at school, by the ninth or tenth grade, he was learning business skills at his father’s side, helping Bob and Uncle Ted at the Dallas radio station they owned together, KIXL, creating a budget, or learning about tax savings and depreciation on equipment, all knowledge he would later be able to apply to what would become an extremely successful business career in real estate development. Rick earned spending money by loading paper at the Pollock Paper Company, where his grandfather worked, and, one summer, sanding metal on an oil tanker headed for Europe. After failing out of two colleges—the first, Parsons College in Iowa, and the other in East Texas (where, his father joked, he had “gone East for school”)—Rick got this abbreviated lecture from his father: “Some people are born to be students and some are born to get their asses out to work. You are in the latter category.”49 Strauss’s older son, Bobby, was also in and out of colleges but ultimately went to work at a radio station that his father and uncle owned in Tucson, Arizona, where he established roots and reared his three children. Susie, the youngest, graduated from the University of Texas in 1972 and returned to Dallas, where she started a career at Braniff Airways.

When their children were young, Bob and Helen took summer vacations at the beach in Galveston, the “New York of the Gulf,” as it was nicknamed. They stayed at the Galvez, an old hotel with over two hundred rooms, and went to the Balinese Room, a popular nightclub—and, at the time, illegal gambling casino—built on a pier over the Gulf of Mexico. Sometimes the Pollocks took Bob and Helen down just for a weekend of gambling and relaxation. Then, in 1961, Strauss’s law firm represented well-known Dallasite W. R. “Fritz” Hawn, who was building a development called Rancho Bernardo about ten miles from Del Mar, California. Hawn was president of the Del Mar Thoroughbred Club, and when Strauss visited the racetrack he immediately felt at home there.50 When Strauss first began taking Helen and the children to Southern California for vacation, they stayed in a little motel right  on the beach in Del Mar. Within a few years, the family was renting a cottage there and becoming regular patrons of the racetrack. In 1971, Bob and Helen bought a house right on the beach—Strauss could sit and eye the volleyball players in bikinis from his porch well into his nineties. At ninety-two years of age, he was also still serving as chairman of the board of the Del Mar Thoroughbred Club, a position he took in 2002. Del Mar became Bob and Helen’s second home; he even had a second poker game, which met in homes around Del Mar, and in which the actor Walter Matthau often participated.

 

It was during the 1950s that Goldberg, Fonville, Gump and Strauss became a respected—though still quite small—firm in Dallas. Moving to the Mercantile Bank had been a turning point for Strauss’s social life as well as for business. “We ran into an altogether different crowd there,” Strauss said. “We started having coffee with people who really became close to me and me to them—Jim Hudson, Alex Hudson, Billy Moore became my dearest friends.”51 Strauss joined the Salesmanship Club, an elite group that sponsored the Byron Nelson Golf Tournament benefiting a summer camp for troubled youths. “Why am I in the Salesmanship Club?” Strauss asked rhetorically years later. “Because Billy Moore, Jim and Alex Hudson, they’ve been in the Salesmanship Club for ten years and they’ve got enough muscle to get me in.”52 Strauss also belonged to the Dallas Club, a men’s club in the Republic Bank tower, where a seat at the roundtable signified success, and where Bob and his brother always had a seat by the late 1950s. Strauss ate at the Dallas Club nearly every day, and in May 1958 he was elected to its board of directors, becoming president in 1960.53

Strauss habitually viewed failure as a chance to prove himself, and proving himself often meant “out-working the other guy”; while he never got the backing of the Citizens Council to run for City Council, his thirst for civic participation appeared limitless. By 1961—the year in which he was honored at the “Man With a Heart” luncheon at the Statler Hilton Hotel for finding “energy and time to devote to the needs of Dallas”—Strauss was president of Goodwill Industries in Dallas, the Arthritis and  Rheumatism Foundation, and the Visiting Nurses Association, where he was the first male to fill the position. He was also a director of the Community Chest and the Red Cross and a director of several corporations, including Variety Broadcasting Company—which he and his brother owned and which eventually became Strauss Broadcasting Company—as well as Susan Crane Packaging Company, his brother’s gift-wrap business, and various other merchandising and oil companies.54

The law practice’s turning point came two years later, in 1963, coinciding with the addition to the firm of Jack Hauer, which led to Strauss negotiating their highest-profile deal for their largest fee up to that time. Alan Feld told Strauss that he had heard that Hauer, a well-known trial lawyer and graduate of Yale and the Stanford Law School, was leaving his law firm. That night, Strauss called Hauer to make an appointment for the next day. Hauer told the story of his falling out with his previous firm and warned that he would not be bringing any major clients with him. Strauss was thinking longer term; he wanted a great litigator at his firm, and he wanted Hauer.

“Hauer, how about coming and throwing in with us?” Strauss asked.

“Well, what would you pay me?”

“Wouldn’t pay you a goddamn thing,” Strauss said. “Come up here as a partner.”

“I don’t have anything, Bob,” Hauer responded doubtfully.

“Hauer, you got a lot of talent. And we’ll carry you for a couple years and probably live off you for twenty thereafter.”55 (Strauss retained this attitude later in life: This line was almost verbatim what he said he told Vernon Jordan when he hired him in 1982.)56

In 1963, the firm became Goldberg, Fonville, Gump, Strauss and Hauer. Tall, with a long face, Hauer was involved in civic affairs and had been a leading Community Chest member throughout the 1950s. He was also president of the local Junior Bar Association.57 In 1960, Hauer had been appointed to the Dallas Transit Company (DTC), which led to the firm’s big transit deal. A New York company, Fifth Avenue Coach Lines run by millionaire Harry Weinberg of Baltimore, had taken a controlling interest in Dallas’s transit system, and ever since, his company, DTC, had  been battling the city over bus service. Dallasites viewed Weinberg as a “money-grabbing octopus who cares nothing about the well-being of this city.”58 When, in June 1963, DTC, under the leadership of Weinberg, tried to make a 2.2 percent cut in bus service, city officials became so incensed that a month later they were trying to push out Fifth Avenue Coach Lines and buy back their own transit system.59 Weinberg asked for $8 million. Mayor Earle Cabell offered $3 million, what—as the newspaper put it—the “city fathers” (the Citizens Council) thought it was worth.

Weinberg interviewed Dallas law firms to represent the interests of DTC against the city. Though he had a relationship with Hauer, he had not settled on representation for the upcoming fight. Strauss did the firm’s interviewing, and he and Gump met with Weinberg to discuss the potential sale of DTC to the city of Dallas. When the meeting was finished, Strauss felt confident.

“Dick, that guy is going to hire us to handle this matter,” Strauss remembered saying.

Gump responded, “You’re crazy. You always think everything is going to work out, and he’s not about to hire us. He’s going to go to Thompson and Knight or Carrington, one of those big firms.”

Strauss knew better. He had been practicing law for almost twenty years and was confident in his ability to read people. “Dick, that guy is too smart. Everything I said, he was listening to. I watched his eyes. It made sense. I thought about this. I know how to handle this case.”60

Two days passed without any word from DTC. Then Strauss received the call he had been expecting. Weinberg wanted Strauss to fly to New York—his company would pay his hotel expenses—to discuss a fee over lunch at “21.” Strauss asked if he could bring Helen, since he preferred not to travel without her, and on the plane ride up, he discussed his strategy.

“Helen, I can get this case, but I’m not going to take it unless they pay us $50,000,” Strauss said. He had never made a fee that large, or even a fifth that large.

“Whatever you say,” Helen said in her typically supportive way. Then, prodding him to consider, “That seems like an awful lot of money.”

“It is a lot of money,” Strauss said. “But we’re going to have to take on a whole city establishment—the whole town. Because it’s going to be me, almost, against the taxpayers.”61

The famed “21” Club, at 21 West 52nd Street—with its iron gate girding it against the streets of Manhattan and its row of cast-iron jockeys on the balcony over the entrance—was flourishing in its “Age of the Expense Account.” Business executives touched elbows at the crowded bar with celebrities, journalists, press agents, and the recently invented publicists. Regulars like Robert Benchley and Humphrey Bogart were deceased by that time, but Edward R. Murrow or Nelson Rockefeller might be inside. Doorman and gatekeeper Chuck Anderson decided who was allowed in, who might wait two hours for a table before giving up and going home, or who was denied access altogether to this Mecca of Café Society. The Bar Room had red-checkered tablecloths, toy trucks and airplanes and football helmets hanging from the ceiling, memorabilia on the walls, a constant din, and a pricey menu. Neckties were required. The door to the men’s room was not labeled—you just had to know. To gain entrée, one did not necessarily have to be a “frequent and big spender . . . one just has to be liked,” wrote journalist Marilyn Kaytor. Getting into “21,” Kaytor observed, was “more a matter of whether you feel or know you belong.”62 Strauss did feel he belonged. The “21” Club was exactly the sort of place where, one day, he wanted to be a regular. He wanted to be liked.

In the era of the two-martini lunch in New York, Strauss was not accustomed to having even one drink in the middle of the day, since hard liquor in restaurants was illegal back home. Now he was at “21,” though, so as he and Helen waited for his prospective clients, who arrived rather late, Strauss ordered a gin martini. As he was finishing that drink, Weinberg, a stout man with thinning hair who was ten years older than Strauss, walked in with Neil Walsh, a New York insurance man. “Bring everyone another round and bring me a double,” Weinberg told the waiter in his abrasive voice, his manner typically brusque.63

Weinberg ordered an additional round of drinks, and, when they finished drinking those, and as he sipped his third gin martini, Strauss felt crocked.

“I don’t have time for lunch,” Weinberg said. “Let’s get this business out of the way.”

Strauss had not planned on Helen still being there when they got around to discussing business. He had assumed she would excuse herself after lunch. Now, he worried Weinberg was annoyed at her presence, but it was too late to do anything about it.

“We’ve made up our mind about hiring your firm if we can agree on a fee,” Weinberg began. “How would you work the fee arrangement?”

“Well, Harry,” Strauss stumbled, “what did you have in mind?”

“I’ll pay you $50,000 on retainer and $50,000 additional if you get over four and a half million dollars,” he said.

The fee was twice what Strauss had hoped. But his head swam from three martinis and, to the shock of his ears, he heard his drunken voice say, as if he were having an out-of-body experience: “Well, Harry, you’d better get another boy to handle this case.”

“What?”

“I’m not going to take on the whole city of Dallas for $100,000,” Strauss heard himself say.

Weinberg put Strauss’s question back to him: “What did you have in mind?”

“Well,” Strauss began, “I’d like a $100,000 retainer. If I reach $4 million, I don’t want another quarter. But above $5 million, I want to start getting a percentage of that.”

With the city of Dallas seemingly digging its heels in at $3 million, Weinberg had not considered getting more than $4 million for the transit company. Now he was. “In other words,” Weinberg said, “if it’s $4 million, you wouldn’t get any extra money?”

“No, sir. I think we can get more than that,” Strauss said, gin still mulling. “If we don’t get $5.5, 6 million, I won’t have earned any more,” he added.

Weinberg did not say anything at first. Then he turned to Walsh. “I want to think about that overnight,” he said to him. To Strauss, he said, “We’ll give you a ring.”

“Fine, take your time,” Strauss said.

As soon as the men left, Strauss began feeling morose and remorseful. He and Helen ordered lunch, and as the creamy chicken hash absorbed the gin sloshing around in Strauss’s stomach, he told Helen how terrible he felt. “How can I be such a damn fool, honey?” he said. “I came up here and had more to drink than I should have at lunch, and I’ve embarrassed myself and embarrassed Dick and Irv and Hauer. And I’ll go back and tell ’em I screwed it up.”

“I have a hunch you didn’t screw it up,” Helen said. “I have a hunch you’re going to be alright. Let’s forget about it and have a good time.”

Bob and Helen were in their forties, and a trip to New York together was an occasion. They went to nightclubs, arriving back at their hotel in the early morning.

At 7:30 a.m. the next day when the phone rang, Strauss was hung over. But so were Walsh and Weinberg, who were calling him from inside a steam room. “Harry says you got a deal on the fee arrangement, but he wants it in writing,” Walsh said.

“Don’t worry,” Strauss quickly responded. “I’ll have it in writing on his desk.” Later that morning, he phoned his office in Dallas and dictated a letter to have ready when he returned that evening. His office sent it out the same night.64

Within six months, Strauss, with Hauer, had negotiated a deal. A few days after Christmas 1963, three banks agreed to purchase the city revenue bonds needed to buy the bus equipment from DTC. The Republic National Bank bought $4 million, the Mercantile Bank bought $1 million, and the Texas Bank and Trust Company bought half a million dollars in bonds, bringing the total price to $5.5 million.65 Strauss had earned his fee. On January 11, 1964, the banks handed three checks to Wilson Driggs, the city transit manager, who handed the money to Strauss and Hauer.66

The firm earned $450,000 from the Dallas Transit Company transaction, its largest fee up to that time.67 Not only was the firm growing in prestige but Strauss’s reputation as a sharp negotiator was now citywide. After years of steady growth, the company had enough money to really expand the firm.

By that January of 1964, Strauss had also begun a new phase in his life—politics. Because of a tragedy in Dallas two months earlier, there was a Texan in the White House—and it was a Texan whom Strauss had admired since 1937, when Franklin Roosevelt had supported him as a congressional candidate. It would be the first president—in a long line of presidents—who was friends with Bob Strauss.






 CHAPTER 4

 A DOG THAT’LL HUNT

John Connally’s Bag Man

 

 

Lyndon Johnson, in recruiting key personnel for a specific assignment, is likely to comment: “I want somebody that’ll get with it.” Gov. John Connally says the same thing in another way: Give me a dog that’ll hunt. Bob Strauss . . . meets this criterion.... Strauss is the type “that’ll hunt” and “get with it.”

—DICK WEST, DALLAS MORNING NEWS, JUNE 23, 19681

 

 

STRAUSS’S FIRST STEP INTO an American president’s bedroom occurred at 9:02 a.m. on October 9, 1968, when Lyndon Johnson—known for holding meetings in settings as informal as his bathroom—invited him to have coffee. Larry Temple, a White House staffer who had served as Texas governor John Connally’s chief of staff before being recruited to Washington, had let the president know Strauss would be available, and the president said he wanted to see him.2 Thirty years earlier, as a college student, Strauss had distributed circulars for Johnson’s congressional race. Now he sat facing this Texas giant, one of the only men who ever intimidated him, to hear what he was doing wrong for the November election. Vice President Hubert Humphrey was running against Republican Richard Nixon, and Johnson was displeased with the way Strauss was handling the Texas campaign.

In the previous eight years, Strauss had gone from being one of many honorary co-chairmen for Citizens for Kennedy-Johnson in Dallas in the 1960 presidential election to, in 1968, the Texas state finance chairman for Citizens for Humphrey-Muskie and the Democratic national committeeman from his state. The reasons for the journey: his friendship with John Connally, his persuasive personality (you can’t say no to Strauss), and the assassination of John F. Kennedy, which led to the rises of Johnson and Connally, and with them Strauss. Also, Strauss was a “dog that’ll hunt,” according to the Dallas Morning News, and that kind of loyalty went far in Texas politics. Loyalty, arguably, was the only thing that mattered in Texas politics.

 

Connally was not yet in elected office when he ran into Strauss on the street in Dallas in 1959. He was a handsome forty-two-year-old lawyer in Fort Worth, with a long, patrician face, a square jaw, and a rolling crest of graying hair. He had been president of the University of Texas student body when Strauss was a sophomore and had married the coed elected Sweetheart of the University, Idanell “Nellie” Brill. He commanded every room he walked into with his height, charm, silvery Texan voice, and good looks. Connally had grown up poor in South Texas and was vain about his appearance; his suits were always well tailored and his hair nicely coiffed. He did not gamble or play poker, and he drank milk when others had alcohol.

Connally had worked in Lyndon Johnson’s congressional office after graduating from the University of Texas law school, and they maintained a close relationship even after Connally moved to Fort Worth in 1952 to begin a law practice. His clients included the wealthy Texas oilman Sid Richardson and Richardson’s nephew Perry Bass. Along with Dallas tycoon Clint Murchison, Richardson owned the Del Mar racetrack—where Strauss had learned to love horse racing. Richardson passed away in 1959 having made Connally one of three executors of his estate, a lucrative position. So when Johnson tapped Connally to run his 1960 primary campaign, Connally had the financial security to do it. Johnson’s primary race was a “Will he or won’t he?” affair spanning two years of his  time as Senate majority leader, when Johnson did not want to actively seek the nomination for fear he might lose and appear weak. His chances looked good, though. He was the most powerful senator in Washington, while his main opponent, Senator John Kennedy, was a lightweight freshman from Massachusetts.

By the time Strauss and Connally reconnected in the late 1950s, Strauss had dabbled in fundraising for local races. He helped run the successful campaign for state attorney general of his college friend John Ben Shepperd, who, in addition to serving as a committee clerk in the state legislature with Strauss, had sat next to him throughout law school because of their last names. Shepperd—considered in the 1950s to be a golden boy of Texas politics, headed for the statehouse and the White House—was elected attorney general in 1952 and re-elected in 1954 with Strauss’s help. Johnson’s 1948 and 1954 Senate races also had provided opportunities for Strauss to fundraise in Dallas County, as had Adlai Stevenson’s failed 1952 and 1956 presidential bids.

In 1959, when they bumped into each other in Dallas, Connally told Strauss that a fellow from Houston was loaning his DC-3 airplane to the Johnson effort so that about ten Texas men could fly to Washington to plan the senator’s run. He invited Strauss to come along. “I had nothing at risk,” Strauss later said. “And the worst that would have happened is I’d end up with a better connection to an important United States Senator, who failed in his effort to get the nomination.”3 As Johnson played coy with the press, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn announced Johnson’s candidacy on his behalf in October 1959, kicking off the “Johnson drive.”4 Connally, who, like his mentor Johnson, preferred to distance himself from failure, wrote in his memoir, “We ran a halfhearted campaign to win the nomination in 1960 because we had a halfhearted candidate.” 5 However, this campaign was Strauss’s first intimate involvement in presidential politics, and Strauss never did anything half-heartedly.

During the 1960 Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, the Texas delegation was relegated to the run-down New Clark Hotel. Connally had invited Strauss to join the Texas delegation at the convention, but Strauss had no intention of staying at a third-class hotel like the  New Clark. Deciding to make a family vacation out of it, he took his wife and daughter to the Beverly Hills Hotel, where his old Dallas friend Lawrence Pollock had a connection. Strauss had too little clout at his first convention to need to be in the middle of the action—he was not even an alternate or at-large delegate. However, he did make his national television debut for one minute when he went to pull House Speaker Sam Rayburn from the podium and bring him back to the floor to talk with Connally.

Democratic conventions would later become like a national holiday for Strauss—and in fact, he told the Dallas Morning News in 1976 that eliminating nominating conventions would be like eliminating Thanksgiving or the Fourth of July.6 But in 1960 he was just getting started: “I thought I was closely involved in 1960 when I was in the hall outside Sam Rayburn’s suite,” Strauss said years later. “Then I finally got inside the living room and I thought, now I’m really [involved].... It’s only later that I learned and realized that they were going back in the bedroom and decisions were being made while guys like me were in the living room. And only much later did I learn the final decisions weren’t made in the bedroom where there were six or seven people, it was in the john, off the bedroom.”7 That major decisions were made, not in smoke-filled rooms, but in the bathroom, became one of Strauss’s favorite jokes.

Another lesson for Strauss that was reinforced in 1960, although he had known it since taking a few coins at a time from the register at his parents’ store in Stamford, was the importance of cash. Five hundred dollars often came in handy, he would find. In Los Angeles, the Texas delegation had so few floor credentials that Strauss and another Johnson supporter had to share a floor pass, taking turns glad-handing the delegates. With his fellow Texans disgruntled that their candidate was losing to Kennedy, annoyed at their lousy accommodations, and unable to get on the floor, Strauss decided to take action. He and a fellow from San Antonio approached the guard at one of the doors and said, “We got a few political friends we want to get in on the floor, and it would be worth three hundred dollars if you could help get them in.” Strauss took out the cash. “Here’s a hundred, and when we get in, we’ll give you the other two hundred.”8

“You got a deal,” the guard said. Strauss returned to the Texas tent outside the convention hall and told Connally, “We got our people in, but damn it, we got to get them ready—these bastards are hard to corral, and there’s just one swoop by to get them in.” By the time they had finished assembling their people, the “few” political friends Strauss had mentioned had become fifteen or twenty people. The idea was for the Johnson people to have a big crowd holding Johnson signs for the benefit of the television viewing audience. The guard saw Strauss coming with what seemed like a mob behind him. When Strauss gave him the remaining $200, the guard said good-naturedly, “Boy, you got a lot of friends.” Strauss promised they wouldn’t disrupt anything by being inside, and he thought their troubles were over. The next night he felt guilty and asked Connally for $500 to give the guard. “No more,” the guard said when Strauss returned. “The fire marshal raised holy hell with my boss, and they are really watching these doors.” Strauss looked at the guard with his eyes twinkling, his cheeks grinning, his voice wheedling, and said, “Well I’ll tell you what, I’ll just bring three or four people over here and they can scoot right in.” The guard relented. Strauss went back to Connally with the news and got four of their men in. This was how it was done. Thinking back on the incident years later, Strauss said: “I never thought in terms of any bribing, I was doing what you do. I slipped him a couple hundred bucks.”9

Johnson had no chance of winning the nomination by this point in the convention. Bob, Helen, and ten-year-old Susie left the sweltering Los Angeles heat before Kennedy officially accepted the nomination or offered the vice-president spot to Johnson, who had no choice, he realized, but to accept. After the convention, Connally and his team, including Strauss, worked hard for the Kennedy-Johnson ticket. When Kennedy won in November and began putting together his team, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn recommended a Texan to be secretary of the navy: John Connally.10

 

Strauss’s casual friendship with Connally that had begun developing in 1959 flourished even after Connally moved to Washington to join Kennedy’s circle. Strauss saw Connally when he traveled to D.C. on  business for his client Fritz Hawn. During his confirmation hearings, Connally said that he planned to remain secretary of the navy for a full term, and not return to Texas politics after just a year. While critics and reporters questioned his motives, it seems that Connally truly did intend to stay in Washington. He and Nellie bought a home on Foxhall Road in northwest D.C. and enrolled the children in Sidwell Friends, the elite Quaker school, both of which suggested the permanence of the move.11

Meanwhile, Connally kept one eye on Austin. Conservative Texas Democrats, Strauss among the loudest, were encouraging him to run for governor. Incumbent Democratic governor Price Daniel had not yet committed to running for a fourth term (a term was two years), and Strauss feared that even if Daniel did run, he would not overcome a Republican challenge. Texas had been a single-party state since Strauss was a kid in West Texas, but that was now changing. Democrats were divided between the conservative “Shivercrats” that had coalesced in the 1950s under Governor Allan Shivers and the more moderate or liberal Democrats. Although the Republicans had not mounted a serious threat in ninety years, Strauss’s fears about the resurgent Republican Party were well founded. The special election to fill Johnson’s vacant Senate seat in May 1961 resulted in a victory for John Tower—a Republican, the first in the U.S. Senate from Texas since Reconstruction.

At that time, Connally was obscure in Texas, and those who knew his name considered him to be Kennedy’s appointee, not Johnson’s or Rayburn’s. Strauss told Connally that, for governor, “the party elders wanted a candidate who could leave the Kennedy programs in Washington, but bring some of the Kennedy grace to Texas.”12 Connally was one of the highest-ranking Texans in Washington, so Strauss sought to take advantage of that position in launching a gubernatorial campaign. “Why don’t I give a little dinner?” Strauss asked Connally. “We’ll get the Chamber of Commerce to honor you as Secretary of the Navy down here, in a big deal. I can tell them it’d be a great thing for Dallas to honor you and that you’ll get them some Navy contracts out here or something.”13 Connally agreed. Strauss and other Dallas fundraisers sponsored a dinner ostensibly honoring the secretary of the navy in June 1961 to present Connally to Dallas society and the business establishment.

In early December, Connally and a dozen of his supporters, including the twenty-three-year-old Texas state representative Ben Barnes, gathered at future governor of Texas Dolph Briscoe’s 165,000-acre Catarina Ranch to plan Connally’s gubernatorial strategy. Connally would actually need to mount two difficult and different campaigns, first in the primary against Price Daniel, who decided to seek a fourth term, and Don Yarborough (not related to U.S. senator Ralph Yarborough, who was also from Texas, although Don had served as Ralph’s driver in his 1952 campaign), and then against the Republican candidate. At Briscoe’s ranch, the men drank scotch before the grand fireplace, studying maps sprawled across the floor and discussing strategy.14 Connally and Strauss were the last two left in the room, gossiping about what had been said and who had said it, before Strauss retired to his room. Lloyd Bentsen, future U.S. senator from Texas, was his roommate.

On December 6, Connally announced for governor, and on December 11, he did what the senators at his confirmation hearings several months earlier feared he would do: He resigned as secretary of the navy to run for governor of Texas. When Connally’s campaign managers took their first poll, they learned that if the election were held at the end of 1961, Connally would have won just 4 percent of the vote. Four percent became a rallying cry for the Connally forces, who even had “4%” buttons printed. Bob’s daughter, Susie, at age twelve, was “Mr. Connally’s most devoted little four percenter.”

As one of three chairmen of Connally’s Finance Committee, Strauss began tapping the network of friends and business associates he had made through his many civic activities in Dallas, enlarging his circle across the state. He developed a sterling reputation as a political moneyman. “Keep in mind, in those days you handled a lot of cash,” Strauss said years later. He had to ensure that anyone who gave him money for Connally knew that the campaign got every cent. “I was damn sure that people knew that anything they gave Bob Strauss didn’t go in his pocket.... As much as for Connally, I was worried about myself.” Not  wanting to put the exact dollar amount of a contribution in a written thank-you letter, as a source of potential embarrassment to a donor, Strauss personally dictated every thank-you note from Connally using language like, “Thank you for the very tangible evidence of your support for me, which I look forward to thanking you for personally when I’m next in Tyler.”15 When Connally was headed to Tyler, Strauss then reminded him of the specific amounts. Strauss knew that his squaredealer image was as important as the Rolodex he developed as he engaged in his first major fundraising endeavor. At that time in his career, Strauss’s political instincts were also already better than most, despite his relative lack of experience, and he became one of Connally’s most trusted political advisers. Julian Read, who ran Connally’s public relations operation, remembered about Strauss: “In the campaign itself, Bob was always a voice of realism. He’d always tell it like he saw it.... He didn’t hesitate telling [Connally] the truth even when maybe he didn’t want to hear it.”16

Strauss recognized the importance to him personally of Connally’s campaign. Because Connally had worked for the powerful Sid Richardson, he had friends in the Dallas–Ft. Worth establishment who, Strauss believed, “took a dim view” of Strauss being the one to handle Connally’s finances. They were accustomed to controlling the state’s major political races, not handing money over to a young, unknown lawyer. Strauss liked to think that the establishment men who had snubbed him now had to reckon with him. Meanwhile, his name recognition in Dallas County broadened. “I got access to people—to sit down with them, to preside at luncheons and meetings—that I wouldn’t have had,” Strauss remembered. “And by the time the Connally campaign was over, people knew who Bob Strauss was much better than they had known before that campaign started.”17

Connally’s experience campaigning with Johnson the last nearly twenty years had taught him the importance of spending money where it counted—locally, to get out the votes. “We worked hard on the black ministers,” Strauss recalled. “We saw they had walking around money on election day—street money,” to get their congregants to the polls.18 These  campaign strategies, along with “Coffee with Connally,” morning television spots that introduced the telegenic candidate to Texas’s housewives, succeeded. Connally and Don Yarborough made it to the Democratic primary run-off, beating out Price Daniel, whose popularity had lagged in his last term as governor primarily because of an unpopular tax increase.

Yarborough was a handsome fellow and a good public speaker. He ran a campaign that tapped into anti-Johnson sentiment in the state. In Texas elections, the ballot was a process of elimination: a voter scratched off the names of the candidates he did not want. Yarborough’s campaign produced bumper stickers—black with white writing—that said, “Scratch Lyndon’s Boy John,” with the L-B-J emphasized in a chartreuse color.19 Connally still had the stronger campaign; as handsome and charming a candidate as Don Yarborough was, Connally was handsomer. After Connally beat Yarborough in the June 2 run-off, he faced the Republican nominee, Houstonian Jack Cox, who had himself challenged Price Daniel in the Democratic primary just two years earlier before switching to the Republican Party.

The Dallas chapter of the League of Women Voters offered to sponsor a debate between Connally, Cox, and the Constitution Party candidate, Jack Carswell, at the Statler Hilton Hotel—an event uncommon enough to be notable, and in vogue enough (since the first-televised 1960 presidential debates two years earlier) to be well attended. Strauss and fellow Dallasite Cliff Cassidy, another close Connally associate, accepted the debate on the Democratic nominee’s behalf. They made a deal that each side would get a proportional amount of the tickets to distribute to whomever they wanted, and the ticket holders, once inside, would write down their questions on slips of paper to be drawn from a box; no questions would be asked from the floor.

“Strauss, are you out of your goddamned mind?” Connally asked. He saw no reason to engage in a live debate in front of 1,000 residents of Dallas, one of the most Republican cities in a Democratic state. Strauss hated to think he had gotten Connally into a jam, but he knew his handsome, charming, and articulate candidate would out-perform Cox in a debate. He groped for a solution that would satisfy Connally.

“Well, John, we’re going to control where our tickets go, and Cassidy and I are going to see that we don’t get but four questions scattered among our people,” Strauss said, pleased with his off-the-cuff plan. “We’ll pick four questions we like, and there’ll be 100 of each question in that box, and ain’t a way in the world that we won’t come out at least with half of them you know the answer to already.... And they’ll be tough questions that this guy can’t answer.”20 (“This guy” was Cox, since Carswell’s third-party candidacy was not worth worrying over.) “John, take my word for it,” Strauss said. “This debate’s going to end this campaign for Jack Cox.”21 Connally relented.

The luncheon and debate took place on October 18. One of the questions that Connally had best prepared for concerned the Trinity River project—a decades-old controversy for the city, whose residents dreamed of building a canal. Connally’s staff had prepared him with the answer: The Trinity was a navigable stream and therefore qualified for federal funding. Cox, on the other hand, answered about the project: “I would like to study it further.”22 Two days later, the Dallas Morning News printed an editorial that began: “Dallas is grateful to John Connally, Democratic candidate for governor, for the favorable stand he took for Trinity River navigation at the League of Women Voters meeting. . . . It is hard for this newspaper to understand why anyone would need more time.”23 Over the next two weeks leading up to the election, the issue of whether or not Cox really supported the Trinity River project—after his misstep at the debate, he claimed for the remainder of the campaign that he favored it—appeared daily in the paper.

On November 6, Strauss listened to election returns with 250 other Connally supporters in a smoke-filled storefront four blocks from the capitol that served as the Austin campaign headquarters. At 10:30 p.m., the Texas Election Bureau declared Connally the next governor of Texas, and the crowd began singing “The Eyes of Texas,” the University of Texas’s school song.24 Now, Strauss said, “Instead of being on the outside looking in, I was on the inside looking out. And there’s a big difference. You’re looking through the same damn window, but it looks different when you’re inside looking out.”25 A few weeks later, almost exactly one  year after their meeting at the Briscoe Ranch, when Connally had an estimated 4 percent chance of winning, the governor-elect drove from Ft. Worth to Dallas to meet with Cliff Cassidy, Strauss, and Eugene Locke, his campaign manager, at the Adolphus Hotel. It was a minor event, but it made the front page of the Dallas Morning News and marked a turning point for Strauss in terms of political recognition.26

 

Strauss, John Singleton, and their wives met in Austin for Connally’s inauguration, which began on Tuesday, January 15, 1963. The couples stayed at the Forty Acres Club and Hotel, a new development for Texas Exes, as University of Texas alums were called, and other university affiliates. At breakfast on the morning of the parade, the hotel’s restaurant became the scene of the most often repeated Bob Strauss story ever—in print and at cocktail parties, and most often by Strauss himself. Singleton and his wife had just built a new house in Houston and were discussing whether to put a swimming pool in the backyard. “Singleton,” Strauss said, “let me tell you something. You gotta build that pool. That’s the greatest thing that could happen to you. Helen and I built a pool back at our house. And every night, I come home from work, and I sit in my den, and I look out at that swimming pool, which I’ve never been in, and I say, ‘Strauss, you are one rich sumbitch.’”27

Over the next four or more decades, anyone who knew Bob Strauss knew that he had a swimming pool in Dallas and that he considered himself one rich sumbitch. What most people did not know was that Strauss really had a far less cavalier attitude toward his wealth. In a 1982 interview with Philip Shandler for a Jewish oral history collection, Strauss said: “You know, Phil, I remember many years ago we had the only swimming pool at my house that any of my children’s friends had. I worried about putting that damn swimming pool in, it would look too affluent to the kids and what it would do for them, and I remember when we put it in, I said, ‘You know kids, your grandfather told me once that you don’t need to worry about having a swimming pool in for the children if you’re smart enough to teach them and wise enough to teach them that it doesn’t make any difference whether they have a pool or not.’”28

In Austin that night, after a long day of inaugural ceremonies that began at eight o’clock in the morning with an address by the Reverend Billy Graham, Connally shook hands with guests in a receiving line of more than a thousand people snaking through the rotunda of the capitol building. To onlookers, Connally said he would stand there until he had shaken hands with everyone, “even if it takes until Thursday,”29 but to Strauss he said: “I’ll meet you over at the Night Hawk when we get through with this damn line. We’ll get something to eat.” Around ten o’clock that night, Strauss, Singleton, and their wives met the new governor and Nellie at the Night Hawk, an Austin institution, part of a local chain of steakhouses known for its top chop’t steak and, as the name suggested, its late-night hours. These six University of Texas alums—young men and women in their early forties—ordered food and talked and laughed into the night. “That was the beginning,” Strauss said of his and Connally’s deep friendship. “Connally and I related to each other exceedingly well.” He mused lyrically on what he and this brand new governor had in common: “First place, we were both well-groomed. We were both vain. Our wives liked each other. We both cared about our children, our families. He had a lot of pride, and I did, too. He spoke well, and I did too. When I introduced him, I did it better than others did. When he spoke, he spoke better than others did.”30

 

Within a month of being in office, Connally had encouraged Representative Ben Barnes—the young adviser who had been one of the only men in the state legislature to support Connally over Governor Daniel in the primaries—to introduce a bill that would reorganize the State Banking Board. One of the most powerful institutions in Texas, the banking board had three members: banking commissioner J. M. Faulkner, state treasurer Jesse James, and state attorney general Waggoner Carr—all there by virtue of the offices they held. Barnes’s legislation would have restructured the commission into a three-member board of citizens, all appointed by the governor for six-year terms. Carr, who as attorney general served on several boards, wanted an excuse to resign from them to pave the way for a campaign for higher office without being embroiled in any of the controversy the boards inherently created. James, meanwhile, lobbied the legislature to remain on the banking board. Ultimately, the legislature voted to give the governor one two-year appointee to the board, someone who would serve with the treasurer and the commissioner. Larry Temple, Connally’s chief of staff, remembered the governor saying, “I’ve got to put somebody over there that is smart enough and savvy enough to know about the system and what to do, and not get caught up in any impropriety or wrongdoing, and yet be strong enough to hold his own and do the right thing.”31 The man Connally had in mind was Bob Strauss.

“There was no power as great as the flow of money in the state,” Strauss later reflected.32 Because Texas had unit banking instead of branch banking, every new bank and each branch required its own charter. The applicant had to demonstrate a need for the bank, and charters were so difficult to get that the stock of the bank essentially doubled in value the day the banks opened their doors. The vast majority of applications to start new banks were denied.

Strauss still resisted accepting the position. He had no interest in entering government himself, and no desire to make the large time commitment. From his perspective, a place on the Board of Regents at the University of Texas was the only appointment worth having, but since everyone else in the state also wanted to be a powerful regent, Strauss told Connally he understood why he could not be on the board. Strauss even recommended for regent a rabbi from Dallas, Levi Olan, whom Connally did appoint, and who was one of the few nonpolitical appointments made to that board before or since. But when Connally asked Strauss to go on the banking board, Strauss told him that he knew nothing about banking.

“That’s why I like it,” Connally said. Strauss protested, suggesting instead Cliff Cassidy, who had also worked on Connally’s campaign.

“I don’t want Cliff Cassidy,” Connally said.

“Well, he knows something about banking.”

“That’s why I don’t want him. I need somebody that has no connections. Strauss, you don’t have any notion how important this damn job  is you’re trying to turn down. Thank God I do. I’m not going to let you. And I need somebody on there to see that we don’t have a scandal. The next big scandal’s going to be on the Bank Board because there’s a lot of gossip about charters being bought and sold in this state. And furthermore, you and I don’t have to talk about it. You’ll be able to truthfully say, ‘John Connally never asked me to vote for or against a charter.’ I give you my word. And the truth of the matter is, it’s an easy pledge to make because I don’t have to talk to you. You know who our friends are and you know who our enemies are, just as well as I do.”33 Ever loyal, a dog that’ll hunt, Strauss could never say no to a friend who asked for his help, and through five presidential administrations, he would never be able to resist a call to public service. These calls had the added benefit of being enormous personal boons to Strauss.

The Dallas Morning News called Strauss a “good choice” for the State Banking Board, writing: “In Bob Strauss, the Governor has chosen a Dallas man who can speak in its own language to the banking industry and use the lingo of the people to the banks.”34 Strauss prided himself on being, like his father, Charlie, multilingual in the sense that he could talk to a prince or a cabbie in his own tongue. Another observer, a Connally campaigner, wrote to the governor: “Those of us who worked with Bob in the campaign last year came to appreciate him for his untiring efforts in your behalf. He was completely dedicated to your candidacy and there seemed to be no limit to the number of hours he could put in to further it.... I am sure he will bring to his new duties with the state banking board the same selfless devotion he displayed in the campaign.”35

At 11:30 a.m. on August 29, 1963, the clubby group that had bonded at the Night Hawk reconvened. Strauss stood with John Singleton in the governor’s reception room, where they were both sworn in to replace Attorney General Waggoner Carr on the State Banking Board and the State Depository Board, respectively. Another Texas Ex and fellow former University of Texas Cowboy, Joe Greenhill, associate justice of the Texas Supreme Court, administered their oaths.

The next day, back in Dallas, Strauss wrote Connally a testament to their friendship: “As I was flying home from Austin yesterday with my son Bob sleeping in the seat next to me, I reflected upon our relationship over the years. I want to say to you that it was very pleasant to think back over this very satisfying experience. Yesterday was a fine day for me, and I was very proud to have my oldest son with me to share it.”36 Connally responded with this note: “Let me say that it was equally satisfying and pleasant for me to be present at your swearing in ceremony. I realize full well that you are willing to take on the tremendous job that you did largely because of our friendship. While I know it will be a sacrifice, you will do a magnificent job which will reflect credit on me and the State of Texas as well as yourself.”37

Not surprisingly, Strauss enjoyed his new position and newly acquired power. Being on the State Banking Board, Strauss, said, “meant that the Chairman of the ten largest banks in Texas kissed your rear end every time they saw you.”38 Whereas his influence had previously extended as far as Dallas County, after his appointment he was “getting calls from Houston and from San Antonio and Corpus Christi.” Strauss said, “And all of a sudden, I’m a statewide figure—had this little power base all of my own.”39 The governor had accurately noted that Strauss, in reviewing bank applications, would know who their friends were, and Strauss did his best to ensure, if their applications were reasonably meritorious, that “friends” received charters, or at the very least Strauss’s vote. “If you ask me am I guilty of [bias], the answer is ‘yes,’” he said years later. “I did my damnedest to get any friend of mine that came up there a charter. Period and paragraph. If they had a marginal application, I resolved it in their favor. Didn’t have any problem doing that at all.... And primarily, I must tell you, nine out of ten of those applications could be resolved one way or the other. You could teach it round or flat, good or bad.”40 There was idle chatter about most of the charters granted, including one which allowed Strauss’s friend Dee Kelly to establish a bank in Fort Worth, but Strauss admitted in the hearing that Kelly was his friend—and that, incidentally, he knew everyone else having a hearing that day. Thanks largely to his frankness about any conflicts, he emerged from three two-year terms on the banking board at the end of the 1960s remarkably unscathed.

When he himself applied for a bank charter in 1970 and was granted one to open the Valley View State Bank, of which he would be board chairman, no one considered it to be inappropriate, or at least no one  said so. The bank commissioner, Faulkner, had told Strauss that he would be happy to grant him a charter once he was off the commission. The bank, capitalized for $1 million, opened on April 26, 1971, at the corner of Preston Road and LBJ Freeway in Dallas. When First City Bancorp agreed to buy Valley View State Bank in 1980 for $12.9 million in cash and notes, Valley View had deposits of $58.5 million and assets of $64 million.41 Having owned the land on which the bank sat made the sale even more lucrative for Strauss and his business partners in the deal. These were the kinds of deals, standard at the time, that could now be considered ethically questionable, but which were never quite as shady as Strauss’s critics later in life imagined them to be.

 

In addition to the inherent power and prestige that came with the State Banking Board position, the appointment supplied another benefit: Strauss had reason to go to Austin at least once a month for hearings, and this allowed him to see Connally on a regular basis and to grow closer to him and his staff. Between visits to Austin, Connally and Strauss frequently spoke on the phone. “They might talk two or three times a day and they didn’t necessarily talk about anything,” said Mike Myers, one of Connally’s aides. “They would laugh and tell stories. You’d think they were a couple of teenage girls talking to each other.” Myers added, “Connally did not typically do that with anyone else. He made business calls . . . but as far as just calling somebody up to chat, that was the different kind of relationship that Connally had with Bob.”42

One of the earliest memories of Strauss for Mark Connally, John’s younger son, was picking up the phone in the governor’s mansion and hearing Strauss say in his gruff twang, without a pause, “Lemme speak to your daddy.” Mark remembered, “He was generally on a mission.”43 When Bob and Helen were around the Connally house, though, it was like having extended family members there. Strauss always made time to joke with the children, poke at them and wheedle them. Another of the governor’s aides, Larry Temple, recalled with a smile on his face: “I say this in a favorable way, if there’s a way to say it favorably: They were a couple of con artists together. Connally just really, really liked Bob—liked being around him. It wasn’t just political, it was personal.”44

Their unique relationship was evident when tragedy struck Connally’s family in 1963 for the second time in just five years. His daughter Kathleen had been killed at sixteen years of age in 1958 from an apparent suicide, ruled an accident, after eloping to Tallahassee. Then, on November 22, 1963, John and Nellie Connally sat in front of President and Mrs. Kennedy in a Lincoln Continental ferrying the handsome foursome down a parade route from Love Field Airport to a luncheon at the Dallas Trade Mart. Two cars behind them, Democratic senator Ralph Yarborough, Connally’s chief political rival, shared another convertible with Connally’s mentor, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, and his wife, Lady Bird, despite the difficulty Yarborough’s staff had had convincing him to get in his assigned car. (According to Yarborough’s assistant, the senator had planned to get in the wrong car intentionally to protest not being seated on the dais at the fundraiser in Austin later that night.)45

Strauss and 2,500 other people awaited the governor and the president at that lunch, which Strauss—vice president of the Dallas Assembly, as well as a close personal friend of the governor—had helped organize. The lively chatter of those at their tables anticipating the arrival of the president created an excitement that would soon turn to hysteria. At exactly 12:30 p.m., when Kennedy was originally scheduled to arrive at the Trade Mart, people along the parade route heard gunshots. One bullet hit the president in the head, mortally wounding him and sending brain matter flying toward the Connallys and the first lady. When Connally turned around to see what had happened, another bullet hit the governor in the back and he doubled over. As the motorcade sped past the Trade Mart to Parkland Hospital, sirens screaming, reporters began streaming out of the hall toward payphones to try to find out what had happened.46 Ted Strauss, in attendance at the luncheon, already knew what had happened, thanks to a woman at his table who had a transistor radio. When leaving the Trade Mart he ran into his brother’s law partner, Irving Goldberg, a constitutional scholar and friend of Johnson’s.

“Can you believe it?” Ted said.

“What?” Goldberg, replied, still not having heard the news.

“Why are you leaving, then?”

“Because Secret Service just came over to me and told me to go home and wait for a call from the president,” Goldberg said.

“They’ve shot President Kennedy.”47

Goldberg ran off. He had assumed it would be Kennedy calling, but within half an hour of being shot the president had been pronounced dead.

When he got Goldberg by phone, Johnson asked what he should do—“How do you get sworn in as president?” he asked. “You are the president,” Goldberg said, but he advised holding a swearing-in ceremony as soon as possible—the country couldn’t wait. Johnson at first asked Goldberg to swear him in, but after Goldberg convinced him that this might lead to conspiracy theories, he asked the judge that Goldberg suggested, Sarah T. Hughes, a federal district judge in Texas who had been a Kennedy appointee, to administer the oath of office.48 Johnson was sworn in aboard Air Force One at Love Field the same day. (In 1966, Johnson would nominate Goldberg for a federal judgeship on the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, where Goldberg served until his death in 1995. To replace him at the firm, Gump and Strauss turned to another older and wiser man, Henry Akin, who had practiced law down the hall from them when they were just starting out twenty years earlier.)

Bob and Helen went to Parkland Hospital, where Connally was being operated on in Trauma Room Two.49 Despite the crowds of people in the hallways, Nellie was standing by herself when Strauss found and comforted her. In the week after the assassination, Strauss continually checked on John and Nellie. He tried to take their minds off the tragedy they had witnessed from a closer proximity than anyone in the country apart from Jackie Kennedy. The small television set in the governor’s hospital room was on loan from thirteen-year-old Susie Strauss, and it was from his hospital bed on Thanksgiving Day that Connally watched the University of Texas, then ranked top in the nation, suffer a near defeat by their rival, Texas A&M. After trailing the entire game, the Longhorns managed to win in the last minute and twenty seconds. When the game was over, Strauss called Connally’s aides, who had set up a temporary press office at Parkland, and told them to send this message to the governor: “If you lived through the game this afternoon, you can live through anything.”50 It was a note only Strauss could send. Over the next several months as Connally’s shoulder healed, Strauss teased him about wearing his sling longer than he needed to in order to elicit sympathy. “Well, Governor,” Strauss would say, “I know you’re up for re-election this year—I guess you’re going to wear that goddamn sling the whole year.”51

The Kennedy assassination left the country understandably bitter toward Dallas, but having a Texan in the Oval Office was a windfall for the state party. At the August 1964 Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey, the Texas delegates found themselves again nominating Lyndon Johnson, and again John Connally was leading the effort. Except this year, as opposed to 1960, Connally was a folk-hero governor and Johnson was president of the United States. Nominating the president from their front-and-center floor position meant the Texas delegates were far happier than they had been four years earlier in Los Angeles, dejected, in a crummy hotel, lobbying on behalf of the losing candidate. Strauss remembered there was no controversy at that convention or even work to be done. “I was upset because we didn’t have any air conditioning in my room. That was the biggest issue for me there,” Strauss remembered. “I got up in the morning trying to get air conditioning and went to sleep at night trying to get air conditioning.”52 No guards to bribe; no delegates to coax.

Johnson handily beat Barry Goldwater, and his first full term in office marked four years of firsts for Strauss. Though Strauss never became a part of Johnson’s inner circle, he did develop a relationship with the president. He said they were never close, but Tom Johnson, an aide to LBJ for nine years and later president of CNN, recalled that Lyndon Johnson considered Strauss to be very close and “had a great deal of affection for Bob.”53 Regardless, he had a reputation of being close to the president, which was more important, especially in Washington and within the White House. In January 1968, one White House staffer wrote this to another staffer about Strauss: “You may want to keep him on file. He is a close friend of the President.”54

Strauss began developing that reputation as the president’s “close friend,” or at least someone that Washington journalists and politicos ought to pay attention to, in January 1965 at the president’s inauguration—Strauss’s first. The inauguration also marked the first time the Washington Post mentioned Strauss—identifying him as a member of the Texas banking commission. He was named in the article as one of the noteworthy guests partaking in hominy grits, creamed chipped beef, and fried apples at a Texan-hosted brunch.55 Strauss attended his first state dinner, a black-tie stag affair and fireworks display honoring King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, on June 21, 1966.56 (It was there that he first made the acquaintance of Herbert Allen, Jr., who would become a prominent investment banker, in his twenties at the time and seated at Strauss’s table.) A year later, on the afternoon of June 3, 1967, Strauss rode for the first time on Air Force One, along with two future friends, Washington legend and former New York governor Averell Harriman and Postmaster General Larry O’Brien. The plane was transporting the president and several others from D.C. to New York for a dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria, where Strauss was seated at the president’s table—one more first.57 Strauss and Helen stayed on in Manhattan at the Carlyle, on whose stationery Strauss jotted a note to Johnson aide W. Marvin Watson: “The purpose of this note,” he wrote, “is to request that you do me a great favor—I would be most grateful if you could take one minute of the president’s time and tell him that his kindness, thoughtfulness and attentiveness to Helen and to me last Saturday was an experience and an event that I will always remember and cherish.” He added, “Please specifically say to him that I will always be available to do what I can, where I can, when he wants me—I will always do my utmost to demonstrate that his confidence was not misplaced. I trust this request is not presumptuous, best regards to you and to Marion.”58

Just a few months after Watson relayed the note, which he wrote back was “well received,” Strauss came under consideration for a White House appointment, though he apparently never knew it.59 The appointment was for the president’s Commission on Obscenity and Pornography.  The White House received clearance from Democratic state chairman Will Davis, who called Strauss “loyal” and a “good worker.”60 The FBI background check also came back clean: “No derog. Clear.”61 However, Strauss ultimately did not receive the appointment because, when the president’s staff called Texas’s Democratic senator to clear Strauss’s name, that senator was Ralph Yarborough, leader of the liberals and John Connally’s political nemesis. A White House staffer wrote the following memo after speaking with the senator: “Senator Ralph Yarborough indicated that his vocabulary is insufficient to fully describe his estimate of Robert Strauss. He said, however, that he would begin by saying he is a no-good son-of-a-bitch.”62

 

The visceral antagonism Yarborough felt against Connally—and by association Strauss—was a harbinger of the split between liberals and conservatives about to occur within the Democratic Party. Each side thought the other comprised no-good sons-of-bitches.

Nowhere was it more apparent that the Democratic Party was falling apart than at the June 1968 Texas state Democratic convention in Dallas and then at the infamous Democratic National Convention two months later in Chicago, where protesting turned to rioting and police used violence to control the antiwar crowds. At the state convention, Strauss was selected to represent Texas on the Democratic National Committee. At that time, the national committee was a smaller body than it is now, with only one man and one woman representing each state, bringing all of them more power than their successors would have. Just a few days before the state convention, Strauss was not even a delegate to Chicago, let alone in line to be committeeman. But Frank Erwin, a Connally friend and the Democratic national committeeman from Texas, no longer wanted to be on the DNC. He had been chairman of the Board of Regents at the University of Texas since 1966 and had no interest in dealing with the internecine struggles of the national Democratic Party. A squib from the Dallas Morning News made Strauss’s selection seem almost suspicious: “Prior to the Democratic State Convention, there were some behind-the-scenes maneuvers in behalf of  Robert Strauss, the convention’s ultimate nominee for national committeeman. Until a few days before the convention, Strauss was not even a delegate because he had not been recommended by his precinct convention, sources say.”63

Strauss’s appointment came as a surprise. One conservative at the state convention, when he heard the rumors of Strauss’s appointment, said sarcastically, “Why Strauss?” to which someone standing nearby said, “Why not?” Dick West, editorial editor of the Dallas Morning News, wrote that John Connally liked to say, “Give me a dog that’ll hunt.” West observed that Strauss, like Erwin, would hunt. He continued: “Strauss is a successful corporation lawyer, businessman, and an intensely practical politician who meets just about every test demanded in this sensitive job. He is very, very close to Connally and is highly regarded by the President and his staff in the White House. He’s an expert money raiser, has good judgment and represents the broad middle politically, between the extreme left and right.”64

Strauss never liked being labeled a conservative or a liberal, although he always remained loyal to Connally. His moderation created problems for him, not just within Texas, but also nationally, as his prominence grew. “Extreme liberals think he’s too conservative and arch-conservatives think he’s too liberal,” West wrote. Columnists and newsmen would write almost verbatim the same line four years later when he ran for chairman of the party, and for the rest of Strauss’s career. For the rest of his life, whenever Strauss was asked whether he was a liberal or a conservative, he liked to say, “Tell me what the issue is, and I’ll tell you where I stand.” He adopted that approach from John Connally, who always had his spokespeople address issues individually. The News noted, “[Strauss] has great compassion for the underprivileged; at the same time, he is a member of the Texas Banking Commission and knows that the business community must be strong, ‘or nothing in Texas will work.’ In government, he explains, you take each problem that comes up and try to solve it on its merits. ‘You don’t label it conservative or liberal—you meet it, honestly and realistically, and hope for the best.’”65 This would become Strauss’s own brand of practical optimism: Approach a problem with  honesty and realism—then hope everything comes out all right in the end, because it usually does. For Strauss, politics had little to do with ideology, a perhaps shallow but effective approach.

His even-tempered style of problem-solving was immediately evident in the turmoil of 1968. As one of the top Democrats in the state, Strauss helped his predecessor on the national committee, Erwin, and the state party chairman, Will Davis, make arrangements in Chicago for the Texas delegation, which would stay at the Conrad Hilton Hotel, right across the street from Grant Park. Like almost every state’s delegation, including the host state’s led by Mayor Richard J. Daley, the Texas delegation was embattled. At the state convention in June, there had been a walkout of thirty liberal Democrats, led by Billie Carr of Houston, later known as “the godmother of Texas liberals.”66 The reason for the walkout was a vote approving the unit rule, which dictated that Texas’s 104 votes at the national convention would create a single bloc of votes in Chicago, with a majority rule. Because of the unit rule, conservative Democrats reasoned they could afford to select liberals, including African American state senator (and future U.S. congresswoman) Barbara Jordan, in their 120-person delegation that would go to Chicago. Since minority votes would not count, it just made good political sense not to exclude them. But over the next two months before the national convention, an alternate delegation supporting liberal presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy and liberal senator Ralph Yarborough—as opposed to Hubert Humphrey and John Connally, who had been selected as the “favorite son” candidate at the state convention—formed to challenge the Connally delegation.

At a press conference at Love Field in Dallas a few days prior to the Chicago convention, just before Erwin and Strauss would go to begin logistical and political preparations, Erwin threatened a walkout of his own if the Connally delegation chosen in June was not seated exactly as it had been selected. Strauss never liked to use threats—certainly not publicly—because he knew it tipped one’s hand and decreased leverage in a negotiation. He toed a more moderate and diplomatic line than Erwin, contradicting him and saying of the walkout, “I’m not at all sure  that would be my position.”67 He wanted to keep their options open in Chicago.

When the Texans arrived in Chicago they realized they faced an even more serious problem than a challenge from within the state. The national party was considering abolishing the unit rule altogether and allowing rump delegations like Yarborough’s to be seated.

 

Being in Chicago for the 1968 convention was like walking through Alice’s looking glass. Nothing was as it should have been. Around eleven o’clock Saturday night, August 24, before the convention opened, Walter Jenkins, who had been one of Johnson’s top aides until returning to Texas amid a sex scandal, called Strauss’s hotel room. He said he had just gotten off the phone with Eugene McCarthy’s campaign, who wanted to know how to contact John Connally. Jenkins said he told them one way to get to Connally was to go through Strauss. “Well what does he want?” Strauss asked.68

“I don’t know,” Jenkins said, “but he has a proposition for Connally and he wants to tell it to him straight.”

At six o’clock the next morning, McCarthy speechwriter Dick Goodwin rang Strauss’s hotel room. “Strauss, I’m calling for Gene McCarthy. He and I have a suite up here two floors above you. Senator McCarthy wants to talk to Governor Connally. Can you set it up?”

“I got the call from Walter Jenkins,” Strauss said groggily. “But I haven’t had a chance even to mention it to Governor Connally. He and his wife are asleep, and I’d be too if you hadn’t called me. But when they wake up, we usually have coffee in his suite, and I’ll see what he says.” A couple of hours later, Helen and Bob went to John and Nellie’s suite for coffee and Strauss explained what Goodwin had said—that McCarthy wanted to see him. Meanwhile, Wayne Gibbens, a Connally aide in Washington, had also been contacted by Goodwin. “I’m just kind of curious to see what it is,” Connally said. “Tell him to come on.”

An hour later, the knock on Connally’s door was from Goodwin, not McCarthy, who explained, “The Senator asked me if I would come up and explore what he wants to talk to you about.” Goodwin, a Bostonian  and graduate of Harvard Law School, was thirty-six years old and had already advised and written speeches for Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. Prior to writing speeches for McCarthy, he had worked for Robert F. Kennedy, who had been assassinated less than three months before the convention.

“McCarthy wants you to endorse him instead of Hubert Humphrey,” Goodwin said. “It’ll startle this Convention and it’ll bring the South along and others, and McCarthy will be the nominee. McCarthy wants to assure you that if we pull this off, he will name you as his vice presidential choice, and he thinks you and he can win the presidency. He’ll commit to splitting the patronage with the vice president 50–50, right down the middle, starting with the Cabinet and Supreme Court and right on down.”

Strauss thought of the kids protesting in Grant Park—the idealistic McCarthy supporters getting their heads bashed in by the police—while their leader tried to sell them out in a hotel suite across the street. Strauss considered it as cold-blooded a scheme as he had ever heard.

Connally thought Humphrey was a weak person and weaker candidate, and he had been threatening to jeopardize Humphrey’s nomination over the Vietnam plank and the unit rule if Humphrey betrayed Johnson (and thereby Connally) on either. Connally could refuse to release any of his Texas delegates to Humphrey, as he constantly reminded him, and instead have his state commit to his own favorite-son candidacy. Even worse for Humphrey, he could lead a “draft Johnson” movement, rumors of which had circulated since before the convention. Connally thought he would make a better candidate than Humphrey and secretly wanted to be Humphrey’s vice president so that, win-orlose, he would be better positioned to run for president himself in 1972. “You know how Connally would talk: ‘We’ll teach those bastards,’ and this and that and the other,” Strauss later said. “But John Connally never had any intention, to my knowledge, of destroying that convention. But he’d have played his card right up till the end. And I have always thought that he wanted to be on the ticket [with Humphrey]. I have no evidence whatsoever of that, except what I know about John  Connally and what I know about politics. And I don’t think—until the last dog was dead on that issue—I don’t think John had given up the hope that he might be on that ticket. I suspect he never even told Nellie that.”69

Whether it was because he would not defy Johnson or because he was holding out to be on Humphrey’s ticket, after an hour and a half of talking about McCarthy’s campaign with Goodwin, Connally said he would not consider the bargain. Goodwin left, and Connally and Strauss joined their wives in the adjoining room. “Helen, your husband just turned down the chance to be chief justice of the Supreme Court,” Connally joked.70 A few minutes later, at 10:50 a.m., Johnson aide Jim Jones, who was delivering messages to the president at his ranch that were phoned into him from the convention, wrote: “Goodwin came and said the McCarthy people wanted Connally’s help and in return would be willing to get a watered-down Vietnam plank and also let the Southerners choose whomever they want for Vice President. Connally’s comment was that these men of so-called high moral principle are certainly willing to compromise.”71

The opening session convened at 7:31 p.m. Monday evening, and the credentials debates continued into the night. At 11:45 p.m., Will Davis gave his speech encouraging the seating of the “regular” Texas delegation.72 Strauss and a woman from Minnesota were also scheduled to defend the seating of Connally’s delegation from the stage of the International Amphitheater. Despite the late hour, Strauss was delighted for his chance to be on television and to have another first—his first time addressing a Democratic National Convention. As Davis spoke, interrupted several times by booing, Strauss was on the telephone alerting his family and friends in Dallas that it would soon be his turn on stage; they should all sit by their televisions. The speeches had been running long, though, and it was already early morning, so the temporary chairman of the convention, Senator Daniel Inouye of Hawaii, sent a message to Strauss that he would not be able to make his speech. Strauss headed straight for Inouye. “Senator,” he said, with a smile on his face, “if you don’t let me make this speech, you’re going to greatly  disappoint hundreds of people back in Dallas waiting to see me make this speech. And we’re going to have a fist-fight here.” Inouye was a World War II veteran missing his right arm. “And you’ve only got one arm,” Strauss continued. “I’ve got two and I might have an advantage over you in the fight.”73 Inouye and Strauss had known each other since working on Johnson’s nomination in 1960, and though Inouye did not remember this specific incident at the age of eighty-five, he amusedly said that it sounded “à la Strauss.”74

Although Strauss had a smile on his face, he was serious—he wanted to make that speech. Unable to say no to the Strauss grin and braggadocio, Inouye let him speak. When the presentations were over and the voting began, it became clear to the Texans that Humphrey’s campaign had negotiated a deal with the liberals, whereby Connally’s delegation would overcome its challenge, while Governor Lester Maddox’s from Georgia would be divided into “regulars” (conservative Democrats) and “loyalists” (liberal Democrats), and the Mississippi delegation would be unseated altogether. It was perhaps this, more than Strauss’s rousing speech, that led to the 12:03 a.m. vote of 1,368 to 955 in favor of seating Connally’s delegation, but it was nevertheless a victory for the Texans and a small personal victory for Strauss.75 At 2:43 early Tuesday morning, the convention adjourned for the night. Connally’s Texans went to bed knowing they would be seated the next day.

In addition to a vote on the unit rule, the Texan forces worked the delegates to shore up support for Johnson’s U.S. policy in Vietnam. Ben Barnes, who was by then the youngest-ever speaker of the house of the state legislature; Strauss; and other Connally men plied the delegates to vote in favor of the war, even as antiwar protesters clashed with the Chicago police and the Illinois National Guard outside their hotel. Just getting from the hotel lobby to the buses was difficult for the Texas delegates, as protesters tried to interfere with the bus loadings by verbally and physically harassing passengers. The Humphrey campaign hoped to complete the debate of the Vietnam plank and force a vote on Tuesday before the convention adjourned for the night. Their critics said the Humphrey people just wanted the vote to be at 2 a.m. so no one  would be awake to watch it on television.76 Regardless, the pro-war faction lost the battle to force a vote, and the convention was recessed until the next day.

Across Michigan Avenue from Strauss’s hotel, meanwhile, the folksinging group Peter, Paul, and Mary led a crowd of hippies and yippies (Youth International Party) in song. By the time Strauss dozed off, hundreds of national guardsmen had been called to protect his hotel from the peacenik onslaught. The next day, they used tear gas outside the hotel to prevent demonstrators from marching to the convention hall, and some of the gas drifted into the lobby and rooms of the Hilton. By nine o’clock Wednesday night, the demonstrators had made it into the lobby (“invaded,” according to reports).77 While Mayor Richard J. Daley is usually the villain in the story of the 1968 Democratic National Convention, where protesters had legitimate grievances against an unjust war, in a Bob Strauss biography, the protesters were aggravating the delegates.

The Vietnam policy plank came to a vote on Wednesday afternoon. As an alternate delegate from El Paso, Anthony Petry, tried to raise his hand to vote against the war, he got the Strauss treatment—that smiling, intimate, “Now why would you want to go and do a damn fool thing like that?” way he had of persuading people to vote with him.78 Petry, like the guard at the 1960 convention before him and like congressmen, senators, and presidents after him, learned it’s hard to say no to Strauss. He lowered his arm. All of Texas’s 104 votes were “nays,” in support of the president and the war—unanimity in the president’s favor otherwise only achieved in the smaller delegations, like Delaware’s with 21 votes. The Johnson plank won 1,567 to 1,041—and this was how Strauss, who was in reality against the war in Vietnam, would have thought of it: as the president’s plank, and one he needed to support to be loyal to the president, not necessarily as the pro-war plank.79 That meant whoever became the nominee would have to run on a platform supporting Vietnam. And that meant McCarthy, who had very little chance of winning the nomination before, now had none. Hubert Humphrey would face Richard Nixon in November.

John Connally was bored with being governor as his last term ended. He also had no interest in working for Humphrey’s campaign and had even less interest in working with Ralph Yarborough, the head of Texas Citizens for Humphrey-Muskie. Without Texas, Humphrey was assured defeat, and Johnson could not bear for his vice president to lose his own state. Johnson needed someone to convince Connally he should get off his ass and campaign for Hubert. Strauss was not only finance chairman of Humphrey’s Texas campaign but Connally’s best friend.

October 9, 1968, the morning that President Johnson saw Strauss in his White House bedroom at nine o’clock in the morning, happened to be Helen’s fiftieth birthday. Bob had not expected to spend the morning of his wife’s big day getting a lesson in politics from the president of the United States, and he would have been thinking of her as he got his lecture. “Quit spending that money like a damn fool,” Johnson said to him. “Save it and spend it in the Valley where the votes are and quit trying to run newspaper ads in Texas so you can see your name in print. You’re not going to convince any of those damn right-wingers in Dallas. And close out the campaign in Houston. Tell them to wind that campaign up and go through South Texas. And get John Connally and that goddamn Ralph Yarborough together to do something. You tell John I said . . . ” And as Johnson went on, Strauss perspired and listened. “He made me sweat even worse than John Edgar Hoover,” Strauss said of Johnson. “They’re the only two people I guess I was scared of at any time in my life.”80

At 10:10 a.m., Strauss left his meeting, which the White House had classified as “off record,” with his orders: Raise more money, stop spending it, and convince Connally to do the one thing he was loath to do: get up on a stage with Yarborough.81

Strauss went to Austin shortly after he returned to Texas to have a long talk with Connally. “I didn’t twist his arm,” Strauss remembered. “I couldn’t twist John Connally’s arm. The President couldn’t.”82 Strauss knew his influence with Connally derived from his always having Connally’s best interest at heart. “If I didn’t think it was good for him, I wouldn’t have tried to influence him,” he later said. Strauss put it to the governor this way: “The best thing that can happen to you, Connally,  we’ve got to carry this goddamn state.”83 When, on October 22, Yarborough and Connally together went to Carswell Air Force Base in Fort Worth to greet Humphrey, kicking off a two-day tour of Texas, Strauss was right there with them.84

On election night, which Strauss spent in Dallas, he was continuously on the phone with Humphrey and his campaign people. He was so optimistic about Texas that he thought Humphrey really could win the whole election. Strauss’s optimism was half-misplaced: Humphrey won Texas’s 25 electoral votes, with 41 percent of the vote to Nixon’s nearly 40 percent, but it was the only southern state that went for Humphrey, who lost the presidency, 191 electoral votes to Nixon’s 301.

The postelection thank-you note the White House sent to Strauss over the president’s signature was addressed “Dear Bob,” and said: “You can be proud of the magnificent election victory that you helped to fashion as finance chairman of Texas Democrats for Humphrey-Muskie. You came as close as any man could to winning a national victory. The example of your achievement will carry beyond this day—and I hope to work with you for the big win four years hence.”85 It was a form letter, and the staffer who drafted it never could have known how big a player Strauss would be “four years hence.” In fact, the next Democratic National Convention, in Miami Beach in 1972, would be designed, executed, and paid for by Strauss, as the liberals and the regulars once again came to blows—this time figuratively—in the power struggle for the soul of the Democratic Party.
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