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	INTRODUCTION





Steve Bartlett had always been a loyal Republican foot soldier. In 1964, as a ruddy-faced sixteen-year-old Barry Goldwater worshipper, Bartlett formed the first Young Republicans club in Oak Cliff, a historic, middle-class community separated from downtown Dallas by the Trinity River. He and his fellow teen conservatives were so enthralled with Goldwater’s quixotic presidential bid that they showed up at Kimball High School the day after the November election wearing tie tags adorned with the number “27,” just to inform the nonbelievers that their man had received 27 million votes (never mind the fact that his Democratic opponent, Lyndon Johnson, had garnered more than 43 million).

Bartlett, who would go on to become a four-term North Texas congressman and the mayor of Dallas, was so determined to spread the good word of Republicanism that in 1974, with his party reeling from the Watergate scandal that brought down Richard Nixon’s presidency, he revived the dormant Dallas Republican Men’s Club “as a dare, to see if there were still Republicans around after Watergate.” Bartlett made a habit of doing whatever his party asked, so in 1976, when his state’s GOP leaders overwhelmingly backed President Gerald Ford against the intraparty challenge of former California governor Ronald Reagan, Bartlett didn’t question it. He fell in line.

In fact, Bartlett was not merely a Ford supporter. In a quirk of the newly created Texas presidential primary system, he was a ballot surrogate for the president: one of four Ford delegates from Bartlett’s congressional district who appeared on the primary ballot opposite four local Reagan loyalists. So on May 1, 1976, when Reagan handed Ford the most shocking, embarrassing, and lopsided primary defeat ever inflicted on an incumbent American president, Bartlett couldn’t help but take it personally.

That night he rolled the results around in his mind. Reagan had won by a 2–1 margin, handily taking every district in the state and claiming all ninety-six contested delegates. (A month later, at the Republican State Convention, he would also collect all four of the state’s at-large delegates.) He’d executed this rout despite the fact that Ford had the enthusiastic endorsement of US senator John Tower, the only statewide-elected Republican most Texans had ever known, as well as the more subtle backing of the state’s party organization. Ford had more money, he had the power of incumbency, and he went into Texas having dominated his early primary contests with Reagan.

Bartlett couldn’t figure out what had gone wrong. He’d taken his delegate role seriously, knocking on doors and calling party regulars. He jokingly blamed his wife, who’d developed a personal affection for Ford, for getting him into this mess. “I remember thinking,” he says, “that something is going on that I just don’t get.”

If the 1976 Texas primary left Bartlett feeling like a cross between Thomas E. Dewey and Bob Dylan’s clueless Mr. Jones, he had plenty of company. Time magazine responded to the results by trumpeting “Reagan’s Startling Texas Landslide,”1 and political prognosticators around the country tried to explain how a contest widely seen as a toss-up had veered so far off the predicted course.

Neither Bartlett nor the bevy of political reporters on the campaign trail could have known it at the time, but Texas was a pivotal primary, a political watershed that not only salvaged Reagan’s political fortunes but helped to reshape the American electoral map.

Because Reagan ultimately lost the 1976 Republican nomination to Ford, the ’76 campaign is often shortchanged in his biography. When it is analyzed, most attention tends to focus on North Carolina, Reagan’s first victory, the primary that punctured Ford’s growing aura of inevitability. At least two conservative champions, M. Stanton Evans—one of the few people to land on Nixon’s enemies list by attacking him from the right—and Craig Shirley—whose book Reagan’s Revolution: The Untold Story of the Campaign That Started It All examined the ’76 race—have called North Carolina one of the two most important primaries in the history of the American conservative movement (along with Goldwater’s 1964 California win).

Coming after five straight early losses to Ford, North Carolina was a much-needed psychological boost for the Reagan campaign. It energized his forces and temporarily quieted talk that their man was about to pull out of the race. In terms of the pure calculus of the race, however, it amounted to little more than a short-term reprieve.

Given the circumstances, Reagan’s solid but narrow (52–46 percent) North Carolina win should have been expected. Reagan had spent twelve days campaigning in the state to only two for Ford, and Reagan had the backing of the state’s most powerful Republican, US senator Jesse Helms, who turned the primary into a referendum on his own popularity. North Carolina surprised people only because Reagan’s early failures had drastically lowered expectations for his campaign. For all the giddiness in the Reagan camp over the North Carolina victory, when the dust cleared from that primary, Reagan had gained a whopping two delegates on Ford.

When Ford rebounded from North Carolina with easy, barely contested wins in Wisconsin, New York, and Pennsylvania, his national delegate lead swelled to the point of being prohibitive. Reagan campaign manager John Sears publicly conceded what everyone knew: If Reagan lost Texas, any hope for the nomination was gone.

North Carolina merely kept Reagan’s slim hopes alive until Texas. But Texas made the Ford-Reagan battle a horse race, ensuring that Reagan’s campaign would be a force all the way to the national convention three and a half months later in Kansas City. When Ford lost North Carolina, his campaign leaders were annoyed, because they thought complacency had cost them a winnable primary. But they weren’t worried. After Ford was drubbed in Texas, however, they knew they were in a dogfight.

If Reagan had fallen short in Texas, he would have emerged from ’76 as the man who challenged an accidental president and bombed out in spectacular fashion. Even in 1976, his age (sixty-five) was an issue. By 1980, he would be older than any man who’d ever been elected to the office. Trying to overcome that handicap after failing dismally in ’76 probably would have been too much for him. Given the odds, he might have spared himself the ordeal altogether, in favor of riding horses at his California ranch, accepting the occasional speaking engagement, and maintaining his popular syndicated radio commentaries and newspaper columns.

Texas put Reagan in perfect position for 1980 because it enabled him to carry his ’76 campaign all the way to the convention, build a national grassroots base, and essentially mold the party platform in his own conservative image. By the time Ford sealed a narrow, 117-delegate victory on the first ballot in Kansas City, Reagan’s conservative movement had captured the hearts of the party’s rank and file.

Indirectly, the Texas primary also set the stage for one of Reagan’s most iconic moments. Because Reagan pushed Ford to the brink of defeat in Kansas City, the president—in the interest of party unity—felt compelled to follow his acceptance speech by inviting Reagan up to the platform to address the convention. Reagan’s brief, impromptu speech, about a letter he’d been asked to write for a time capsule that would be opened in one hundred years, reduced grown conservative men to tears. It also left some Ford delegates wondering whether they’d voted for the wrong man.

At the end of that speech, Ray Barnhart, Reagan’s brash Texas campaign manager, stared at the podium from his spot near the back of the convention floor and became convinced that his candidate would be back in four years. “Fate had it that he would run again and be elected,” Barnhart says.

The Texas primary was also the first demonstration of what came to be known as the Reagan Democrat phenomenon. Texas, unlike most of the early primary states, had an open primary system that allowed people to vote in the contest of their choosing, regardless of their party affiliation. As a result, conservative Democrats—George Wallace Democrats—crossed over in droves for Reagan, and many of them never crossed back.

Reagan actively courted disaffected Democrats in Texas, and after his primary triumph, that phenomenon became a key component of his political formula. Because of the excitement he stirred, the ’76 Texas Republican primary attracted nearly 420,000 voters, more than three times the previous state record for a GOP primary.

“Without question, Reagan would have never been president if he hadn’t carried Texas 100 percent,” says Ernest Angelo, former mayor of the oil-rich West Texas city of Midland, and cochair of Reagan’s 1976 Texas campaign. “If he had gotten 65 percent of the delegates it would have been inconsequential, but the fact that he got every delegate and carried every county was a huge loss for Ford. It set Reagan up to be the front-runner for ’80, and that wouldn’t have happened otherwise.”

Steve Munisteri, the current chairman of the Texas Republican Party, was an eighteen-year-old volunteer at Reagan’s Houston campaign headquarters in 1976, and he’s similarly insistent that Texas was pivotal for Reagan and the American conservative movement. “I’ve long told people in the Republican National Committee that if it wasn’t for Ray Barnhart and Ernie Angelo in ’76, there would not be a President Reagan,” Munisteri says. “He wasn’t even considered a serious candidate when he came down to Texas.”

Going into 1976, the spoils of Texas politics were essentially divided between two competing groups: conservative Democrats and liberal Democrats. Republicans barely even factored into the conversation. To put things in perspective, in 1974, only two years before the Reagan-Ford clash, the Texas Democratic primary attracted 1.5 million voters, while the GOP primary drew only 69,000—an astonishing ratio of twenty-two to one. In 1976, the Texas legislature consisted of 160 Democrats and 21 Republicans. Most Texas Republicans simply dreamed of someday having functional voting machines for their all-but-neglected primaries and maybe contesting a few down-ballot judicial races from time to time.

Reagan’s triumph changed everything. Above all, it signaled the beginning of a major political realignment—in Texas, the Deep South, and, by extension, the nation as a whole. On the day of the 1976 Texas primary, the GOP held only 16 out of 66 congressional seats from the Deep South. Today, they have 49 out of 69. If you include Texas and Florida in the equation, the Republican Party has gained 66 congressional seats in the South during this period, while the Democratic Party has lost 45.

Two years after Reagan’s primary breakthrough, Bill Clements became the first Republican in more than one hundred years to be elected governor of Texas. Over the next several years, many prominent conservative Democrats, derisively dubbed “boll weevils” by their fellow party members, switched to the GOP.

One of these figures, a state legislator from the tiny West Texas ranching community of Paint Creek, would ultimately become the state’s longest-serving governor. Rick Perry, like most GOP converts, has credited Reagan with inspiring his switch. Perry is a deeply polarizing figure in his home state, lauded by admirers as “Reagan with a twang” and derided by detractors as a shallow opportunist with a thick head of hair and a thin comprehension of policy nuances. In February 2011, he was one of only two governors in the country to attend the Reagan centennial celebration in Simi Valley, California (even skipping out on a Super Bowl in Arlington, Texas, that same day). He rarely gets through a major speech without invoking Reagan’s example and even launched an essay contest in which Texas high schoolers competed for a trip to Washington, DC (or “Devil’s City,” as Perry jokingly calls it), by writing about Reagan’s impact on their lives.

During the 1976 primary campaign, Perry was not yet an active player in Texas politics. He was serving in the US Air Force, flying mammoth C-130 planes all over the globe. A Democrat by birth, and a conservative by nature, he came to politics late, so his reaction to Reagan was a delayed one. In 2010, Perry described his mid-’80s political epiphany this way to Politics Daily: “I’m watching Ronald Reagan on television, my dad and I are sitting there saying, ‘You know, this guy represents what we believe in.’”2

Here’s what the Reagan realignment has wrought in Perry’s state: No Democratic presidential nominee has carried Texas since 1976; all twenty-nine of its statewide elected offices are currently held by Republicans. And after the Tea Party–fueled GOP surge of 2010, the Republican Party now holds 101 of 150 seats in the Texas House of Representatives.

As Texas has shifted, in the span of thirty years, from one of the country’s biggest Democratic strongholds to one of its most rock-solid Republican states, the national impact has been dramatic. Before 1976, not a single Texan had ever sought the Republican presidential nomination—hardly a surprise, given that few GOP politicians in the state even managed to scale the heights of the Texas legislature.

Since 1976, six Texans have sought the Republican presidential nomination, and two have made it to the White House. (In addition, Texas billionaire Ross Perot, a conservative with Republican leanings, received nearly 20 million votes in 1992 as an independent presidential candidate.) In fact, with the exception of 1984 (when Reagan ran for reelection), every post-1976 presidential campaign has included at least one Texas Republican candidate.

Without Reagan’s 1976 Texas blowout, the American conservative movement would have lacked a catalyst, a unifying force. The Texas Republican Party, long viewed as an elitist millionaires’ club, might still be searching for a populist message. “Until Ronald Reagan came along in 1976 to challenge President Gerald Ford, the GOP in Texas had typically been run by rich folks from Dallas and Houston,” wrote Paul Burka in the February 2010 issue of Texas Monthly. “The struggle between the GOP establishment and the more conservative populists has been a major theme of Republican politics ever since.”3

The ’76 Ford-Reagan battle was not only an incubator for this new strain of populist conservatism; it was also a bitter tug-of-war for the soul of the GOP. While most Ford supporters now acknowledge Reagan’s stature in the party, there remains a tinge of frustration. All those primary voters who showed up for Reagan, they’ll tell you, were not “real Republicans.” They were not people who had ever shown up for precinct meetings or state conventions. While the point is factually correct, it misses the broader point: Those Reagan 76ers became the Republican Party, and all wavering moderates had to either get on Reagan’s conservative bus or leave the party.

That rift between hard-core right-wing insurgents and the pragmatic, deal-making party establishment foreshadowed the current tension between the Tea Party movement and so-called RINOs (Republicans in Name Only), who view each other with suspicion and privately expect each other to be the cause of the party’s destruction.

Reagan was the undisputed leader of the insurgents in 1976. As many political analysts have suggested, however, the Reagan whose presidency resulted in a tripling of the federal debt, who agreed—albeit grudgingly—to multiple federal tax increases, and who negotiated a sweeping arms-control treaty with the “evil empire” of the Soviet Union (prompting Conservative Caucus leader Howard Phillips to brand him a “useful idiot for Soviet propaganda”)4 would probably not be sufficiently conservative to please today’s Tea Party activists.

But that fact only highlights how much Reagan changed the national conversation, how far he moved the goal posts of American politics in ways that his detractors view as odious and his loyalists consider heroic. “In the old days, you used to go to a precinct, state, or national convention, and all the Republicans would fight over abortion,” says Mark Elam, a University of Texas freshman who volunteered for Reagan’s ’76 campaign and later went on to work as US representative Ron Paul’s campaign manager. “We don’t do that anymore. The pro-life folks totally control the party at the local and national levels. Reagan proved that you could be a true conservative and win.”

This is the story of four weeks in the spring of 1976 when Reagan began proving that point, with the help of an army of political misfits and noisy malcontents. It would take Steve Bartlett and others a few years to make sense of it, but the warning shot had been fired.

Author’s note: The quotes cited in the notes are from newspapers, magazines, books, and presidential archives. All other quotes are from interviews conducted by the author or televised broadcasts of political speeches.
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	CHAPTER 1
TEXAS OR BUST





Until February 1976, Ronald Reagan had lived a charmed political life. After a short Depression-era stint as a radio sports announcer in Des Moines, Iowa, he built a three-decade career as a journeyman Hollywood actor, generally playing some variation on the amiable guy next door. A New Deal Democrat for much of his adult life, he steadily developed, over the course of six years as president of the Screen Actors Guild and a stint as a traveling corporate pitchman for General Electric, into a fervent—some would say rabid—Cold Warrior and crusader for the virtues of an unfettered, free-market economy. In 1962, with his acting career reduced to thankless, infrequent TV guest spots, Reagan officially joined the Republican Party.

His ideological transformation may have been gradual, but it was breathtaking nonetheless. The same man who had ardently supported Franklin Roosevelt would ultimately dismiss his former hero by telling Time magazine in 1976: “Fascism was really the basis for the New Deal.”

In politics, everything seemed to happen so easily for Reagan. Where other political aspirants paid their dues, dutifully collected IOUs, and slowly climbed the electoral-office ladder, Reagan—aided by the residue of goodwill from his long showbiz career—effortlessly sauntered onto the stage and skipped the first few rungs. In 1964, with Barry Goldwater’s presidential bid headed for a colossal defeat, Reagan provided the floundering campaign with its one unmistakable spark. His thirty-minute commercial address, which aired nationally on October 27, 1964, was called “A Time for Choosing,” but among Reagan supporters it became known simply as “The Speech.”

It’s remarkable to find, when talking to members of Reagan’s ’76 campaign team, how many of them trace their devotion to the man back to the exact same moment: the night they tuned in to see him make that speech for Goldwater. M. Stanton Evans, who would later become chairman of the American Conservative Union, remembers turning to his wife after watching the speech and saying, “That’s the guy who should be running for president.”

Reagan’s stump speech for Goldwater was essentially a prime-time infomercial for a pre-infomercial age, but Reagan used it to confidently lay out the broad themes that would constitute the conservative playbook for the next generation: government should be beholden to the people, not the other way around; arrogant elitists in Washington, DC, are determined to “trade our freedom for the soup kitchen of the welfare state”; liberal appeasers are so determined to avoid war that they’ll tolerate any act of aggression from the Soviet Union.

After the ’64 election, a group of wealthy California businessmen who’d supported Goldwater talked Reagan into running for governor of California in 1966. Widely mocked for even pondering a gubernatorial campaign with no previous electoral experience, he shocked popular two-term incumbent Edmund “Pat” Brown—who’d become a Democratic hero by trouncing Richard Nixon in the gubernatorial race four years earlier—and won the election by nearly 1 million votes. Brown and his aides had actually hoped that Reagan would be the GOP nominee, because they viewed him as an ill-informed extremist who would alienate Republican moderates.5 This be-careful-what-you-wish-for episode marked the first, but hardly the last, time that Reagan would be—to borrow a malapropism later coined by one of his spiritual heirs, George W. Bush—“misunderestimated.”

Even Reagan’s coy, will-he-or-won’t-he presidential flirtation in 1968 enhanced his national stock. Although Reagan didn’t campaign in any primary states and didn’t declare his candidacy until the outset of the Republican National Convention, the huge margin of his favorite-son win in California meant that he actually netted more national primary votes than Nixon, the eventual GOP nominee.

Going into the 1976 presidential campaign, Reagan had never lost an election for which he’d actively campaigned. That changed on February 24, 1976, in New Hampshire, when Ford eked out a dramatic 1,317-vote upset win. Slender as Ford’s margin of victory was there, in the game of political expectations, it was huge. Reagan had entered the fray as a star, a proven vote magnet. Ford went into New Hampshire as the well-intentioned bumbler who’d never run for anything outside the narrow confines of Grand Rapids, Michigan. Ford followed up New Hampshire with four consecutive convincing wins, most notably in Florida—a conservative bastion thought to be in Reagan’s wheelhouse—and Illinois—the state where Reagan was born and raised.

While Ford’s early successes reflected his organizational superiority, they could also be traced to the curious ambivalence that Reagan brought into the race. After Richard Nixon was reelected in 1972, Reagan looked like an obvious bet for the 1976 race. He’d be leaving the California governor’s office in January 1975, and would have plenty of time to mobilize a campaign and devote his full attention to it. But Watergate, and all its collateral damage, threw everything out of kilter for 1976. Vice President Spiro Agnew, another likely ’76 contender, faced charges related to a kickback scandal during his time in Maryland state politics, and resigned in disgrace in 1973. Ford, the US House minority leader, best known for his presence a decade earlier on the Warren Commission, which investigated the assassination of John F. Kennedy, was picked by Nixon to replace Agnew.

Nixon famously viewed Ford as someone so blatantly ill-equipped for the nation’s highest office that he would provide a form of “impeachment insurance” as the Watergate travesty played itself out. While sitting in the Oval Office in the spring of 1974, he reportedly sneered to former New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, “Can you imagine Jerry Ford sitting in this chair?”6 Ford, after all, was the man Lyndon Johnson cruelly suggested had spent “too much time playing football without a helmet.”

When Nixon resigned in August 1974, Ford initially saw his role as that of a humble, almost apolitical statesman trying to heal the nation’s collective wounds. Even after a few months in office, he gave little indication that he might seek a full term in 1976. He had good reason to pause before jumping. By the blunt reckoning of his own staffers, Ford was an inept campaigner and a stilted public speaker with a high propensity for mangling English syntax. He also had to contend with stubbornly high inflation—for which his most conspicuous reaction was wearing a WIN (Whip Inflation Now) button on his lapel—and sluggish economic growth, which led to a palpable sense of unease in the country as 1976 approached.

Like Reagan, Ford was a fiscal conservative at heart, a man who believed in a restrained government, low taxes, and personal self-sufficiency. But the motor of the federal government in the mid-’70s was still being fueled by the momentum of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Even after voters implicitly rejected Johnson’s ambitious programs by electing Nixon in 1968, neither Nixon nor Ford considered dismantling Johnson’s handiwork. Unlike Reagan, Ford was no passionate ideologue. He didn’t seek to revolutionize the function of government. He simply wanted to hold it in check.

For that reason, Ford was tolerated by most, but embraced by few. Within the Republican Party, his base was a mile wide, but barely an inch deep. The party’s ardent right-wingers viewed him as a blandly compromising career politician and regarded détente—the policy of cooperation with the Soviet Union adhered to by Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger—as a fancy word for appeasement. The party’s old Northeast liberal wing, which had been fading in power since Barry Goldwater wrested the 1964 presidential nomination from Nelson Rockefeller, didn’t hold much enthusiasm for him either, sensing in him a corn-fed Midwestern jock of limited intelligence and vision.

Even Ford’s one indisputable asset—the public perception that he was, as the Houston Chronicle put it, “a clean and decent man”—took a major hit a month after his inauguration, when he pardoned Nixon for any crimes he may have committed during his time in office. Ford would spend the last thirty-two years of his life insisting that he had not cut a prearranged deal with Nixon, but his mid-’70s detractors were not easily convinced.

Despite all these warning signs, however, by early 1975 Ford began to develop a strategy for the ’76 race, all the while looking over his shoulder and hoping that Reagan would resist the temptation to run. For his part, Reagan now found himself in an awkward position. With Nixon out and Ford in, Reagan’s presidential prospects depended on his willingness to tangle with a Republican incumbent, no minor consideration for Reagan, who had once coined what he called the Eleventh Commandment: “Thou shall not speak ill of any fellow Republican.”

Reagan’s California aides enlisted John Sears, a young Washington, DC, lawyer and political hotshot who’d worked on Nixon’s successful 1968 campaign, to persuade their man to take the plunge. It wasn’t an easy sell. “Sears convinced the rest of us that Ford would be unsuccessful, but Reagan really was reluctant,” a Reagan aide told Washington Post political reporter Jules Witcover. “He didn’t have that burning, that gut desire to be president that Jimmy Carter or Richard Nixon has.”7 Ultimately convinced that Ford was neither a committed conservative nor an electable candidate, Reagan fought through his reluctance and announced his candidacy on November 20, 1975.

While the threat of a Reagan challenge had sent shudders through the White House for months, at least one prominent Republican believed Ford had nothing to worry about. A September 26, 1975, memo from presidential aide Jerry Jones to fellow aide Donald Rumsfeld and Ford’s chief of staff, Dick Cheney, reported that Richard Nixon had privately expressed the view “that Reagan is a lightweight and not someone to be considered seriously or feared.… He therefore recommends that we take it easy and not build up Reagan in any way through our actions or our words.”8

Those words sounded fairly prophetic in the early months of 1976, as Reagan consistently failed to find his campaign footing. Either because of an adherence to the Eleventh Commandment, or the false sense that Ford would be easy to beat, he spoke in generalities about the virtues of limited government and pulled his punches against the president. “We [the American Conservative Union] were not real impressed with the way the Reagan campaign was being run,” recalls Evans, who openly backed Reagan in the race. “The Reagan campaign was being run as a kind of above-the-battle, don’t-get-too-engaged-in-the-issues thing, as if Reagan were already president. We felt there was no way you were going to beat the incumbent president without giving people a reason to vote against the incumbent.”

When Reagan did indulge in policy specifics, the results could be disastrous. His New Hampshire campaign was mortally wounded by his suggestion—in a September 1975 speech—that the federal government could save $90 billion a year by shifting responsibility to the states for programs such as Medicaid, welfare, housing, food stamps, and revenue sharing. The obvious, unanswered question was: How would the states cope with these new burdens? The Ford campaign picked up on the $90 billion speech and made it a big issue in New Hampshire, where voters were panicked at the thought that their state taxes would have to go up to absorb a host of expensive federal programs. (Later in the campaign, Reagan scared uncommitted voters in the Deep South by suggesting that he would “look at” the idea of having the government sell the Tennessee Valley Authority to private interests. This gaffe almost certainly cost Reagan the Kentucky primary.)

As the March 23 North Carolina primary approached, Reagan’s campaign was nearly $2 million in debt. Nine Republican governors called for him to step aside and help the party unite behind Ford. On March 20, Sears—without Reagan’s knowledge—quietly began preparing for that eventuality by meeting with Rogers Morton, Ford’s campaign manager, to discuss how the two campaigns could be brought together after Reagan dropped out. Even Reagan’s wife, Nancy, had given up hope and begun privately prodding Lyn Nofziger, the campaign’s chronically disheveled press secretary, to persuade her husband to quit.

Reagan’s surprise win in North Carolina put a temporary halt to all the when-are-you-quitting? questions he’d begun fielding on a daily basis, but his task remained overwhelming, particularly after Sears decided to ration the campaign’s negligible resources and concede Wisconsin, New York, and Pennsylvania to Ford. Handing Wisconsin to Ford was particularly painful, because it was the first of the ’76 primary states that allowed voters to cross over and vote outside their party. Reagan believed he could lure disgruntled Democrats into his fold, but his aborted campaign in Wisconsin would fail to prove anything.

Coming out of North Carolina, the Ford and Reagan forces agreed on one key point: Everything hinged on Texas. In late March, more than a month before the Texas primary, Sears told Washington Post columnist David Broder that “[Reagan] will survive until Texas, but if he doesn’t win there, he’s out.”

An April 7 memo from Ford campaign lieutenant Bruce Wagner to Morton—sensing the chance for a knockout punch—argued for an aggressive, all-out, attack-dog strategy from Ford. “The Texas primary offers us the opportunity to cut the Reagan candidacy down once and for all,” Wagner wrote. “He must be stopped in Texas. A loss in Texas will most likely end his challenge.… A win in Texas will most likely allow him to go into [the] Kansas City [convention] via California with momentum.”9

Pat Buchanan, a conservative political columnist who’d served in the Nixon White House, similarly argued that Texas was Reagan’s final hope for a beachhead in the campaign. “The importance of the Texas primary is difficult to overestimate,” Buchanan wrote. “Texas is the heart of the sunbelt. It is conservative country and Reagan is right on the issues: defense, détente, and energy. If he loses decisively in Texas, he will have no credible claim to the nomination.”10 Privately, Reagan and Sears agreed that anything short of an outright victory in Texas meant that Reagan should drop out of the race.

When Reagan landed in Texas, twenty-six days before the primary that would define his political future, he did so on a commercial flight. On arriving in Dallas, he conceded to reporters that he’d been forced to give up his red, white, and blue private jet in order to save his cash-strapped campaign $50,000 a week in rental expenses.

He would also find himself relying on a zealous but unproven collection of outsiders: Ray Barnhart, a scrappy professional ditch-digger from the Houston suburb of Pasadena, who’d served one stormy term in the Texas House before voters sent him back to private life; Ernest Angelo, a West Texas oilman who’d stumbled into a political career by moonlighting as the mayor of Midland; Barbara Staff, a Dallas GOP women’s club member whose chief credential was her membership in the parish of powerhouse Baptist minister (and social conservative extraordinaire) W. A. Criswell; Jimmy Lyon, a perpetually nervous Houston banker entranced but frequently overwhelmed by the world of politics; Rollie Millirons, a George Wallace Democrat from Fort Worth who decided his man had no chance and switched (personal and party) allegiances for Reagan; and Ron Paul, a suburban obstetrician obsessed with the nation’s abandonment of the gold standard, who had won election to Congress less than a month before the presidential primary.

Reagan greeted reporters in Dallas that day by announcing that Texas would be an “uphill fight,” because most Republican elected officials were lined up against him. He vowed, however, to “fight the Republican hierarchy by taking his case ‘to the people,’”11 as the Dallas Morning News reported.

At one point, a reporter asked Reagan how effective his so-called “people’s campaign” could realistically hope to be in the state. Reagan’s quick retort said nothing and everything at the same time: “You can cross over here, can’t you?”

The answer to that question would provide the key to his fading presidential hopes.
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	CHAPTER 2
FAVOR FOR A FAVORITE SON





Reagan could thank the Democrats of the Texas legislature that he even had a Texas primary in which to wage his last-ditch battle. Prior to 1976, the state had never held a presidential primary, and the issue might not have come up in the ’76 election cycle except for the fact that a prominent political figure from the Lone Star State decided he wanted to be president.

In many ways, Lloyd Bentsen was a classic Texas Democrat. A wealthy businessman with rural family roots and Houston investment banking experience, he possessed a courtly Old World demeanor, a lanky Abe Lincoln frame, and a conservative-to-moderate voting record that enabled him to cut across his state’s partisan divide. To this day, some Texas Republicans suggest that if he’d been born a generation later, Bentsen might have gravitated to the GOP.

Bentsen’s parents were Danish immigrants who settled in South Dakota before opting for the warmer climate of the Rio Grande Valley, a predominantly Latino stretch of small farm towns along the Texas-Mexico border. After graduating from the University of Texas Law School in 1942, he served in the air force during World War II, flying B-24s over Italy and earning a prestigious Distinguished Flying Cross for leading bombing raids over heavily protected Nazi targets. Following a short stint as a county judge in the Valley, he won election to the US House of Representatives in 1948, two years after John F. Kennedy—who would later play a posthumous supporting role in Bentsen’s most (only?) memorable career sound bite—was elected to the House from Massachusetts.

At twenty-seven, Bentsen was the youngest member of Congress, and House Speaker Sam Rayburn, the chrome-plated titan of Texas politics, quickly invited him into his exclusive inner circle, where Bentsen joined the likes of Lyndon Johnson—his state’s freshman US senator—and President Harry Truman for bourbon-and-gossip bull sessions.12

After only three terms in Congress, however, he decided that his congressional salary of $12,500 a year simply didn’t cut it, and he ditched his promising political career to launch Consolidated American Life Insurance Company, a venture that grew into an ultra-lucrative Houston financial holding company. For fifteen years, he steered clear of political temptation, save for a brief 1964 flirtation with the US Senate, a bid that he abruptly terminated in January of that year—only a week before his scheduled campaign-kickoff announcement. Bentsen cited “personal and business obligations,” but, in truth, his mind was made up for him by Lyndon Johnson. The new president, who had previously been eager to oust eternally embattled progressive senator Ralph Yarborough, struck a peacekeeping bargain with organized labor to protect Yarborough from any serious Democratic opposition. Bentsen had to be sacrificed in the name of party unity.

Going into 1976, Bentsen had only one statewide election on his résumé, but it was a fairly impressive one: In 1970, he knocked off Yarborough in the Democratic primary for the US Senate. That November, he held off a tough general-election challenge from deep-pocketed, well-connected Republican congressman George Bush.

Even with less than a full Senate term—and a fairly quiet one at that—under his belt, Bentsen decided to compete for the 1976 Democratic presidential nomination. Though hardly a nationally recognized name, he had reason for early optimism. Coming off the Democrats’ presidential-campaign debacle of ’72, in which liberal favorite George McGovern lost forty-nine of fifty states to Nixon, many party leaders sensed the need for a more moderate figure who could repair the growing cracks in what had formerly been the Solid South. Bentsen seemed to fit the party’s new model for success. In 1974, before Bentsen had even officially declared for the presidency, famed oddsmaker Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder—a man better known for his football betting lines than his political acumen—made him a respectable 4:1 shot for the Democratic nomination.

In late 1974, Bentsen’s campaign committee paid nearly $13,000 on a private poll meant to gauge whether Texans supported the concept of a presidential primary in the state. The poll found that 67 percent of Texas voters liked the idea. During this same period, Bentsen consulted with Democratic state legislators and encouraged them to use their 1975 session to pass a presidential-primary bill.

On February 17, 1975, Bentsen officially announced his candidacy. Exactly a week before that announcement, state representative Tom Schieffer introduced a bill in the Texas House calling for the creation of a state presidential primary. Schieffer’s legislation was a transparent attempt to boost Bentsen’s presidential hopes by setting him up for a big win in his home state. In fact, the effort was so transparent that it came to be known among reporters around the Pink Dome (the nickname for the state capitol) as the Bentsen Primary Bill.

The primary rules established by the law were custom-made for the Texas senator. Each presidential candidate would have a slate of delegates, selected by a committee appointed by that candidate, representing them on the ballot in each district. Someone wanting to cast a primary vote for Bentsen would actually vote for four Bentsen delegates named on the ballot. Given Bentsen’s big-name political connections in the state, this format gave him a huge advantage.

Bentsen’s opponents would have to scramble to find reasonably prominent Texans to stand in for them on the ballot, while Bentsen would have all the coveted Democratic vote magnets safely in his column. Sure enough, his expertly assembled, big-tent delegate slate ultimately included a veritable rainbow coalition of Latinos (Bexar County Commissioner Albert Bustamante), African Americans (state representatives Anthony Hall, Senfronia Thompson, Eddie Bernice Johnson, and G. J. Sutton), women (former Democratic Party National Committeewoman Carrin Patman), labor leaders, and business titans.

Schieffer’s bill also set up an audacious winner-take-all system. In each district, whoever got the plurality of the vote ended up with all the delegates. This system was ideal for Bentsen because he could concede George Wallace the hard-core 30 percent conservative vote, let the liberal candidates split up their 30 percent, and take everything in the middle. He’d run away with the state’s delegate haul, while Wallace and the rest of the contenders went home with nothing. The thinking was that most Democratic candidates would choose not to waste their money on Texas, and would simply let Bentsen collect his ill-gotten jackpot.

Liberals saw this primary-election structure as a demonstration of pure greed by Bentsen. To their way of thinking, Bentsen wanted to nullify their votes because he was unwilling to settle for his proportional share of the delegates. The real kicker of the bill was that it allowed presidential candidates to simultaneously run for another office in the same primary election. Coincidentally, Bentsen faced a senatorial election in 1976 at the same time he was pursuing the presidency. The primary law guaranteed that he wouldn’t be forced to choose between the job he wanted (the presidency) and the job he already had (senator).

Bentsen not only shaped the terms of the legislation; he also openly lobbied for it with Democratic legislators. Kent Hance, then a folksy young Democratic state senator from West Texas (and currently the folksy chancellor of Texas Tech University), remembers Bentsen imploring him to support the bill. “He talked to us about it. He talked to me about it. He said he felt that this would get more participation [in the election process], and that he would be the odds-on favorite and would win this primary,” says Hance, who later served three terms in the US House before switching parties, at Reagan’s urging.

Schieffer, the younger brother of CBS reporter Bob Schieffer (who covered the 1976 presidential race for the network), didn’t emerge from this act of political gamesmanship unscathed. Later that year, Texas Monthly named him one of the state’s ten worst legislators, and in building their case, they made the Bentsen Primary Bill Exhibit A. The magazine branded the law “patently unfair” and bemoaned Schieffer’s “garbled mishandling of that affair.”13 (Schieffer eventually became one of the Republican Party’s favorite Democrats, joining George W. Bush in an investment group that bought the Texas Rangers baseball team, and serving as ambassador to Australia and Japan during Bush’s presidency.) “There was controversy, because it was kind of a lock-in for Bentsen,” Hance says. “The Republicans knew that it was a deal for Lloyd Bentsen, and they complained about it, but those complaints didn’t go anywhere.”

The bill irked liberal Democrats at least as much as it galled Republicans. State representative Ron Waters of Houston expressed the view of many progressives when he said, “We must bury Lloyd Bentsen with his own presidential primary bill.”

State senator Babe Schwartz, a wildly colorful orator from the coastal city of Galveston, actually supported Bentsen as a presidential candidate (and later agreed to serve as one of his primary delegates) but had trouble stomaching Schieffer’s provision allowing presidential candidates to also run for another office in the same primary election. So Schwartz introduced an amendment that threw out the primary system after the 1976 election cycle. “I was for Lloyd Bentsen, but I didn’t want everybody to come along, every time there was an election, and run for more than one position on the same ballot,” he recalls. “We were just going to pass it because we all wanted him to be president. But I was more concerned that it might get to be a habit in Texas, where candidates would pick and choose between what they wanted to run for, when they couldn’t make up their mind.”

When some liberal Democrats initially stonewalled on Schieffer’s legislation, Schieffer made no attempt to disguise his motivations. “This sort of thing doesn’t help [Bentsen],” he complained, as if that should be the legislature’s chief consideration.

State representative Jim Mattox, a liberal Democrat from Dallas, warned that the bill was so obviously written for Bentsen that it was an embarrassment to his candidacy. “The national press is watching us,” Mattox said. “You may not want Bentsen to be tried in the national press.”

State representative Billie Carr, a legendary liberal warrior from Houston, was so incensed by the primary bill that she threatened to go to Washington and meet with potential presidential candidates who could oppose Bentsen in Texas. (Carr was not one to be trifled with: In her 2002 obituary on the former legislator, Texas political writer Molly Ivins revealed that Carr, a longtime friend and supporter of Bill Clinton, approached him in a White House receiving line shortly after the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal broke and sternly said, “You dumb son of a bitch.”)

By the time Schieffer’s legislation came along, states were increasingly turning to primaries as a way of choosing delegates for presidential-nomination contests. The turning point came in 1968. That year, Robert Kennedy and Eugene McCarthy battled it out in the Democratic primaries, while Hubert Humphrey used his organizational connections to gobble up delegates without entering a single contest. After the 1968 election, the Democratic National Committee created the McGovern-Fraser Commission, which instituted new reforms aimed at giving grassroots party members more weight in the nomination process and reducing the clout of party bosses. South Dakota senator George McGovern, the commission’s cochair, became its first major beneficiary when he used the new rules to carry him to the 1972 Democratic presidential nomination. The Republican Party followed the Democratic example and opened up their nomination system. In 1968, thirteen states held presidential primaries. By 1980, that number had reached thirty-seven.

Bentsen’s big-money Texas friendships helped him raise more than a million dollars by early 1975, but over the course of that year it became evident that his campaign had failed to catch fire. It didn’t help that his natural constituency—churchgoing Southern moderates—had fallen under the spell of a toothy, little-known Georgia peanut farmer (and former governor) named Jimmy Carter.

Nearly two decades before Bill Clinton brought the term “triangulation” into the modern political lexicon, Carter carefully devised a triangulation strategy to guarantee him the nomination. Early on, he would convince liberals that he was a preferable Southern-fried alternative to that old segregationist warhorse George Wallace. Once he’d knocked Wallace out of contention, he could then persuade Southern conservatives that he was one of them, or at least a more comfortable fit than liberal champions such as Morris Udall or Frank Church.

Because Carter’s battle plan required a delicate rhetorical dance with the electorate, he feared Bentsen more than any other candidate going into the ’76 race. Bentsen posed a threat because he had the potential to make the same case Carter intended to make. “He had a good start in New Jersey, Virginia, Oklahoma, Tennessee, South Carolina,” Carter recalled shortly after securing the ’76 Democratic nomination. “But he didn’t have his heart in it. He didn’t make an all-out nationwide effort, and he faded.”14

By October 1975, Bentsen decided to scale back his campaign and opt for a regional candidacy in the South and Southwest. Even that modest proposition—which hinged on his hopes for a deadlocked, brokered convention—soon proved unsustainable. Abysmal early showings in the Mississippi and Oklahoma caucuses ensured that Bentsen would be mere ballot filler by the time the New Hampshire primary delivered the official kickoff to primary season. Aware that he stood no chance, but reluctant to call off the dogs in Texas, Bentsen settled for a big push in his home state, where he would run as a favorite-son candidate. By this point, his political limitations, never a hindrance in Texas races, had become obvious to even his home-state backers. “Lloyd was a perfect officeholder, but he was a bland candidate,” Schwartz says. “He came off as a quiet, pleasant, personable guy, and the ones that win are the loud, boisterous, good bullshitters.”

Bentsen’s stubborn determination to thread the ideological needle between conservative and liberal Democrats often meant that he left both factions dissatisfied. Even before he’d made it to the Senate, he irritated liberals in 1970 by making an issue of Yarborough’s solidarity with the antiwar movement. A year later, however, he visited Vietnam and returned home an opponent of the war. As a senator, he would adamantly oppose tax increases on crude oil and natural gas at the same moment that he was advocating a new, conservation-incentive tax based on the horsepower of a motor vehicle.

Bentsen’s 1976 attempt to run for two offices in the same primary drew harsh attacks from his Democratic challenger in the Senate race, a wonky, combative thirty-three-year-old Texas A&M University economics professor named Phil Gramm. Gramm was a long shot from the beginning, but he had no intention of going down quietly. Although Bentsen was generally viewed as a big-business conservative, Gramm tried to outflank him on the right, even blasting Bentsen for backing an extension of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.

Eight years later, Gramm would win election to the Senate as a Republican, but even as an outmanned underdog in 1976, he displayed all the abrasive cockiness that would later induce a Republican colleague—in a line famously relayed by Molly Ivins—to snort, “Even his friends don’t like him.”

Although Gramm, and most of his new Republican allies, would use Jimmy Carter as a rhetorical punching bag for much of the 1980s, the 1976 Gramm breathlessly rushed to equate himself with the outsider movement building behind the Democratic front-runner. “There is a new wave of leadership coming to Washington, and I would like to be a part of it,” he said during a San Antonio campaign stop on April 29. Gramm couldn’t match Bentsen’s industry donor list, but he did manage to out-raise Bentsen over the first three months of 1976, bringing in $112,896, including $250 from Colorado beer-industry tycoon Joseph Coors, a conservative Republican.

In January 1976, Gramm filed a complaint with the Federal Election Commission (FEC), accusing Bentsen of diverting federal matching funds, specifically intended for use in his presidential campaign, into his senatorial race. Bentsen vehemently denied the charge, and on April 14, while campaigning in Houston, he displayed a letter from FEC general counsel John Murphy Jr., announcing that the commission had closed its files on Gramm’s complaint. “The commission apparently found the charge so lacking in substance that I was not even asked to file an answer,” Bentsen gloated, before accusing Gramm of running a deliberately distorted smear campaign against him. Bentsen also insisted that he’d turned down more than $70,000 in federal matching funds since downgrading his presidential campaign to a single-state favorite-son candidacy.15

Bentsen spent more than $500,000 to ward off Gramm’s pesky primary challenge, but he also kept one hand in the looming presidential contest.16 At a Saturday, April 10, Democratic gathering in Austin, Bentsen urged the six hundred party members in attendance to support his favorite-son presidential candidacy. Both he and state agriculture commissioner John White, Bentsen’s campaign coordinator, insisted that the party’s presidential nomination was far from settled, despite Carter’s overwhelming national lead. “No candidate is going to walk away with this thing on the first ballot,” Bentsen said, proving himself to be less than a stellar prophet. “There will be trading and there will be negotiating. I want to go [to the Democratic National Convention] to fight for Texas and to fight for the things Texans believe in.”

All of this sounded suspiciously like a call for the discredited convention tradition of reciprocal back-scratching in smoke-filled rooms, and Carter attempted to persuade Texans that they deserved better. “It’s past the time in Texas for people to turn their votes over to a powerful intermediary to cast their vote for them in July in a brokered way,” Carter said.17

Texas governor Dolph Briscoe, a ranching tycoon from the small South Texas town of Uvalde and a slow-talking, stubbornly cautious politician, initially backed Bentsen in the presidential race. He grew conspicuously cozy with Carter in the weeks leading up to the primary, however, which angered Bentsen loyalists to no end. When Briscoe’s turn came to speak at the Austin meeting, he declined to mention Bentsen’s favorite-son candidacy.

For the most part, Carter maintained a diplomatic tone toward Bentsen, partly because he knew the Texas senator posed no threat for the nomination, and also because Texas was certain to be a crucial swing state in November. The day before the primary, however, Carter couldn’t resist unleashing some of his frustration over what he perceived as blatant inequities in the state’s new presidential-primary law. “Texas probably has the most disgraceful primary law in the United States,” Carter said during a speech in the mammoth House Chamber of the state capitol. According to the Houston Chronicle, Carter said the state’s primary system confused voters, and he “inferred that the law was designed to make it difficult for every candidate but Bentsen to get delegate slates on the ballot.” With a hint of sardonicism, Carter said the legislature deserved praise for “including a self-destruct clause in the primary bill by which the law will expire at the end of the year.”18

Carter’s Texas delegate slate was a sad-sack collection of people that even his state-headquarters staffers had never heard of, but it didn’t seem to make any difference on election day. Although Bentsen comfortably disposed of Gramm in the senatorial race, his awkward, half-hearted attempt to stave off presidential-primary embarrassment in his home state failed. Carter walked away with an overwhelming victory, garnering 48 percent of the popular vote to only 22 percent for Bentsen, and nailing down ninety-two of the state’s ninety-eight delegates. Bentsen’s horse-trading leverage at the Democratic National Convention amounted to a paltry six delegates.

A year earlier, Bentsen had assumed that the state’s open-primary system would lure thousands of Republicans to cross over for him. In fact, the opposite happened. Conservative Democrats, disinterested in their own party’s all-but-decided race, connected with Reagan and crossed over into the GOP primary. Bentsen never saw it coming.

During an April 29 San Antonio campaign stop—which found Bentsen and Gramm hustling votes on different floors of the St. Anthony Hotel at the same time—the senator insisted that few real Democrats would cross over and estimated that the Republican primary would draw between 200,000 and 300,000. (The actual number approached 420,000.) A comic low point of sorts for Bentsen’s San Antonio visit came during a National Taco Month Breakfast at City Hall when someone ran off with the senator’s once-bitten bean taco, much to his evident dismay. If taco theft can be regarded as an omen, it was the first sign that Bentsen was headed for a very bad week. “Bentsen thought that everybody would want to vote in the primary for him,” Hance says. “But once he lost the glow of his campaign, and everybody thought the race was decided, that was it.”

It is one of the great obscure ironies of modern American politics that a primary meticulously tailored to put a particular Democrat in the White House inadvertently ignited a Republican movement. “The funny thing about it: The whole thing was to help Bentsen, and it didn’t help him a lick, it helped Reagan,” Hance says. “It’s a case of unintended consequences. Many times in politics, you’ll set out to go down one road and it completely turns, becomes a different road. And that’s what happened, because Bentsen got knocked out early.”

Then–lieutenant governor Bill Hobby, a moderate Houston Democrat with a long family political lineage, was a friend of Bentsen’s and immediately endorsed his 1976 presidential bid. When Schieffer submitted the presidential-primary legislation, Hobby was quick to give it his blessing. Strangely, however, Hobby—a man whose encyclopedic recall of his days at the state capitol was displayed in his 2010 memoir, How Things Really Work: Lessons from a Life in Politics—now says he has absolutely no memory of the Bentsen Primary Bill. He’s not alone: While Texas Democrats of the late 1970s bemoaned the bill’s damaging impact on their party, it has since become a kind of collective repressed memory. Everyone sees the effect, but few know—or remember—the cause.

The 1975 Bentsen Primary Bill was neither the first nor the last time that Texas lawmakers attempted to bend the election rules for a favorite son seeking national office. In April 1959, with Lyndon Johnson already eyeing the 1960 presidential nomination, the overwhelmingly Democratic legislature created a law that allowed him to be on the state ballot twice in a single election. (He ended up simultaneously running for vice president and for reelection to the Senate, and winning both races.)

In 1979, Hobby pushed hard for a bill that would create a split primary, enabling people to vote in one party’s presidential contest while switching parties for down-ballot races. The bill seemed engineered to aid the presidential campaign of former Texas governor John Connally, who had switched from the Democratic Party to the GOP in 1973. The bill would allow Democrats who liked Connally to vote for him in the Republican primary without having to abandon the local and state Democratic races they cared about. Hobby has consistently argued that he had no great regard for Connally and wasn’t motivated by a desire to help him. In fact, the bigger concern for Hobby was that conservative Democrats might be attracted to the GOP presidential primary, and he wanted his party to at least be able to hold on to those voters for state and local races. Twelve rebellious senators who became known as the “Killer Bees”—including Babe Schwartz—broke quorum to prevent the bill’s passage and hid out a few blocks from the capitol. Hobby eventually gave up on the bill, later calling the entire debacle his biggest mistake in eighteen years as lieutenant governor.

As his Senate career progressed, Bentsen’s resistance to ideological dogma put him increasingly out of step with a Democratic Party that had grown more liberal (or, more precisely, less conservative, as Southerners began to abandon the party) in the ’70s. Over the course of the Reagan-dominated 1980s, he opposed gun control, supported school prayer, and backed Reagan’s crusade to provide aid for the anti-Sandinista rebel forces in Nicaragua. When Democratic presidential nominee Michael Dukakis tabbed Bentsen to be his running mate in 1988, the ideological divide between them was jarring enough for Time magazine to dub them “The Odd Couple.”

Their ideological incompatibility, however, was soon overshadowed by an October 1988 debate in which Bentsen forever sealed the callow public image of Republican vice presidential nominee Dan Quayle. At one point, Quayle fended off a question about his youth by saying, “I have as much experience in the Congress as Jack Kennedy did when he sought the presidency.”

Bentsen’s famous response: “I served with Jack Kennedy. I knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy.” The cruelty of the jab was only intensified by Bentsen’s oddly courteous delivery. For anyone who viewed the exchange with the sound off, Bentsen’s frozen smile might have suggested that he was inviting a colleague over to the house for tea and crumpets.

The Dukakis-Bentsen team failed to win the 1988 general election, but Bentsen came out of the race, much like 1968 Democratic second-banana Edmund Muskie, with his reputation enhanced. Also, in an odd bit of political symmetry, he benefited from the old LBJ election law and was able to win another term in the Senate at the same he lost his race for vice president. In 1993, Bentsen left the Senate to serve as treasury secretary under Bill Clinton, helping to massage the controversial NAFTA treaty through Congress.

By December 1994, when Bentsen retired from public life and returned to Texas, politics in his home state had turned upside down. In fact, no Texas Democrat has won a statewide election since that year. Bentsen’s push to create a 1976 presidential primary in Texas was hardly the only cause of this realignment, but it certainly lit the fuse.
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