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“Lieutenant, everyone knows what. Why don’t you try to find out why?”

—DASHIELL HAMMETT, ADVICE TO A YOUNG WRITER



“Take nothing on its looks. Take everything on evidence.”

—MR. JAGGERS IN CHARLES DICKENS’ GREAT EXPECTATIONS




Timeline

August 27, 1908: Birth of Lyndon Baines Johnson in rural Stonewall, Texas, on the Pedernales River.

May 16, 1912: Birth of Josefa Johnson, younger sister of Lyndon Baines Johnson and future lover of Mac Wallace and John Douglas Kinser.

October 15, 1921: Birth of Malcolm Everett (Mac) Wallace in Mount Pleasant, Texas.

January 10, 1925: Birth of Billie Sol Estes in Abilene, Texas.

1925: The Wallace family moves to Dallas. Five surviving children are born between 1925 and 1938.

November 12, 1928: Birth of Robert Gene (Bobby) Baker in Pickens County, South Carolina.

1932: Lyndon Johnson moves to Washington, D.C., where he has been hired as secretary to newly elected U.S. congressman Richard M. Kleberg.

Fall 1934: Mac Wallace enters Woodrow Wilson High School in Dallas.

1937: Lyndon Baines Johnson is elected to serve the remainder of the term of Congressman James P. Buchanan.

April 1938: Mac Wallace injures his lumbar spine playing quarterback for Woodrow Wilson High School and requires spinal surgery.

June 2, 1939: Mac Wallace graduates from Woodrow Wilson High School.

November 3, 1939: Mac Wallace enlists in the U.S. Marine Corps at New Orleans as a private.

June 27, 1940: Stationed in Hawaii, Mac Wallace reinjures his back in a fall on the USS Lexington.

August 28, 1940: Mac Wallace is discharged from the Marine Corps. His medical discharge is dated September 25, 1940.

February 1, 1941: Mac Wallace enrolls at the University of Texas at Austin.

1941: Lyndon Johnson runs for the United States Senate but is defeated by Pappy “Pass the Biscuits” O’Daniel, despite the support of Herman and George Brown of Brown & Root.

December 13, 1941: Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Mac Wallace attempts to re-enlist in the U.S. Marine Corps.

September 1943: Mac Wallace and Nora Ann Carroll meet at a University of Texas mixer.

1943–44: Mac Wallace at the University of Texas: bookkeeper of the Cactus, UT yearbook; member of the University Ex-Servicemen’s Association; member of the Tejas Club, a non-Greek fraternity for students without financial resources; member of the Cowboys.

1943–44: Mac Wallace and Nora Ann Carroll an “item.”

April 1944: Mac Wallace is elected president of the student body of the University of Texas and takes office on May 1, 1944.

July 26, 1944: Visit of Lyndon Johnson to the University of Texas campus. The event has been put together by Mac Wallace as student body president.

October 12, 1944: University of Texas President Homer Price Rainey enumerates sixteen attempts by the Board of Regents to limit academic freedom.

November 1, 1944: President Rainey is fired by the Board of Regents of the University of Texas.

November 2–4, 1944: Mac Wallace leads peaceful demonstrations in support of the reinstatement of Homer Rainey. The FBI field office at San Antonio conducts an investigation of Wallace’s political beliefs and loyalty to the United States.

December 1944: Nora Ann Carroll chooses future neurologist Ted Cary over Mac Wallace to be her husband.

1944: With Lyndon Johnson’s surreptitious assistance, Richard M. Kleberg is defeated in his bid for re-election by Lyndon Johnson friend John E. Lyle.

1944: Courtesy of the good offices of the president of the student body, Mac Wallace, Lyndon Johnson addresses the students.

February 1945: Nora Ann Carroll graduates from the University of Texas at Austin.

March 8, 1945: Mac Wallace resigns as president of the student body of the University of Texas and moves to New York City without graduating.

September 1945–January 1946: Mac Wallace studies for a master’s degree at the New School for Social Research. October 1945: Mac Wallace takes a job as a research assistant at the National City Bank.

January 1946: Mac Wallace resigns from the National City Bank and returns to Texas to work on Homer Rainey’s gubernatorial campaign.

September 1946: Mac Wallace enters the University of Texas master’s program in economics, having been awarded a graduate assistantship.

1947: On June 2, 1947, Mac Wallace graduates from the University of Texas with a bachelor’s degree in business administration and a major in economics.

Mid-June 1947: Mac Wallace meets Mary Andre Dubose Barton.

July 4, 1947: Mac Wallace marries Mary Andre.

August 1947: Mac Wallace is awarded a master’s degree in economics from the University of Texas.

September 1947: Mac Wallace enters the Ph.D. program at Columbia University in New York while teaching philosophy at the downtown Brooklyn campus of Long Island University.

October 1947: Mary Andre becomes pregnant.

1948: Lyndon Baines Johnson steals the Texas election to the United States Senate defeating former governor Coke Stevenson.

Spring 1948: Mac Wallace withdraws from Columbia University but teaches as a part-time tutor at City College. He signs on nights as an itinerant longshoreman on the New York docks to earn extra money. Mac Wallace and Nora Ann Carroll are reunited in New York City.

June 26, 1948: Birth of Michael Alvin Wallace.

June 29, 1948: Mary Andre files for divorce from Mac Wallace.

August 24, 1948: Mary Andre withdraws her divorce petition.

Academic Year 1948–49: Mac Wallace is an assistant professor at North Carolina State College at Raleigh.

September 19, 1949: With the assistance of Lyndon Johnson and Cliff Carter, Mac Wallace is employed at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Finance Department, as an agricultural economist. He lives in Alexandria, Virginia, with his wife, Andre, and toddler son, Michael.

November 1949: The FBI begins its second security check on Mac Wallace.

November 1, 1949: Alice Meredithe Wallace is conceived.

1950: Mac Wallace has an affair with Josefa Johnson, who is the lover of Austin golf pro and would-be actor John Douglas Kinser.

April 4, 1950: Mac Wallace passes the FBI’s scrutiny and is declared “Eligible on Loyalty.”

August 1, 1950: Birth of Alice Meredithe Wallace.

August 10, 1950: Andre Wallace files for divorce in Travis County, Texas. Michael is two years old, Meredithe one week old.

1950–51: During this period, Andre Wallace has an affair with John Douglas Kinser.

October 11, 1951: Mac Wallace returns to Austin having received the promise of a job with the State Department. He is taking his paid leave.

October 22, 1951: Mac Wallace shoots John Douglas Kinser. An hour later, Wallace is arrested at the Marshall Ford Dam.

October 23, 1951: Habeas corpus hearing organized by Mac Wallace’s friend William E. Carroll, younger brother of Nora Ann. Released, Wallace is immediately rearrested and charged with murder.

October 25, 1951: Mac Wallace is released from Travis County jail under bond posted by M. E. Ruby and J. E. Greenhaw, both of Hays County, Texas, and friends of Mac’s father, Alvin J. Wallace.

October 1951: The Office of Naval Intelligence does its first security investigation of Mac Wallace.

November 2, 1951: Mac Wallace is indicted for the murder of John Douglas Kinser.

January 31, 1952: Mac Wallace writes to FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover requesting FBI assistance at his trial.

January 31, 1952: Mac Wallace’s mother, Alice Marie Riddle Wallace, is committed to the Terrell State Hospital for the mentally incompetent.

February 1, 1952: In Washington, D.C., Mac Wallace resigns from his job at the Department of Agriculture.

February 6, 1952: J. Edgar Hoover replies to Mac Wallace’s letter and request.

February 18, 1952: Trial of Mac Wallace for the murder of John Douglas Kinser begins.

February 28, 1952: Mac Wallace is convicted of murder with malice aforethought for the murder of John Douglas Kinser yet is awarded a suspended sentence.

April 29, 1952: Mary Andre Wallace separates again from Mac Wallace.

May 1, 1952: Mac Wallace is hired by Jonco Aircraft in Oklahoma and files for divorce from Mary Andre.

June 6, 1952: Mac Wallace is granted a divorce from Mary Andre Wallace and is awarded custody of their two children, Michael and Meredithe.

September 22, 1952: Mac Wallace’s arrest record is sent by the Austin Police Department to Luscombe Airplane Corporation, a wholly owned subsidiary of Texas Engineering and Manufacturing Company (TEMCO) owned by Lyndon Johnson supporter D. H. Byrd.

November 15, 1952: Mac Wallace is charged with being “drunk in a judge’s office” in Georgetown, Williamson County, Texas.

December 21, 1952: Mac and Andre Wallace remarry in Dallas.

1952–54: Mac Wallace is employed by the Jonco Aircraft Corporation in Shawnee, Oklahoma.

1953: Mac Wallace is a lecturer at Oklahoma Baptist University at Shawnee, Oklahoma.

1954–1961: Mac Wallace is employed by TEMCO Electronics and Missiles Division, Garland, Texas, with a SECRET security clearance.

1955: Lyndon Johnson becomes majority leader of the United States Senate.

February 28, 1957: Mac Wallace appears with his lawyer, Polk Shelton, in court in Austin and his record is wiped clean, his murder conviction erased.

July 12, 1957: The first full Office of Naval Intelligence report on Mac Wallace and the first attempt by the Navy to “revoke and deny” his SECRET security clearance.

December 10, 1958: Mac and Andre Wallace are divorced again.

July 10, 1959: The Office of Naval Intelligence releases its report on Mac Wallace.

December 31, 1959: Mac and Andre Wallace remarry and buy a house at 2817 Crest Ridge Drive, Dallas.

February 8, 1960: Another Office of Naval Intelligence report is filed. Supplements will be submitted on April 25, 1960, and December 28, 1960.

November 17, 1960, Mary Andre files for divorce from Mac Wallace, which is granted on January 30, 1961. This will be their final divorce.

January 17, 1961: Agriculture official Henry Marshall announces he will no longer approve specious schemes for the purchase of cotton allotments by Billie Sol Estes, a Pecos, Texas, farmer.

February 2, 1961: Mac Wallace is arrested in Dallas on charges of drunk and disorderly conduct.

February 19, 1961: Mac Wallace quits his job at TEMCO and is hired by Ling Electronics in Anaheim, California.

June 3, 1961: Murder of Henry Marshall in Robertson County, Texas.

July 20, 1961: The Office of Naval Intelligence requests another investigation of Mac Wallace and a nineteen-page report is subsequently issued.

December 25, 1961: Sudden death of Josefa Johnson.

1962: The Office of Naval Intelligence sends the FBI to interview Andre Wallace in Timpson, Texas.

January 1962: Mac Wallace meets Virginia Ledgerwood, a student majoring in education at Fullerton State College.

March 29, 1962: Billie Sol Estes is arrested by a U.S. Marshal and begins a series of trials that culminate in his incarceration on federal charges.

May 1962: A Robertson County grand jury inquires into the “suicide” of Henry Marshall.

September 1962: The Office of Naval Intelligence orders another investigation of Mac Wallace. The report is issued on December 27, 1962.

January 24, 1963: Billie Sol Estes is sentenced to eight years in the state penitentiary and on April 15, 1963, to fifteen years in federal prison.

January 1963: Virginia Ledgerwood, working at Ling Electronics, becomes pregnant.

April 20, 1963: Mac Wallace and Virginia Ledgerwood are married in Baja California, Mexico.

May 31, 1963: Mac Wallace is arrested for driving under the influence in Rusk County, Texas; he pleads guilty and spends three days in jail.

June 1963: Michael Wallace moves to California to live with his father.

July–August 1963: Nora Ann Carroll visits Mac Wallace in California.

October 17, 1963: Elizabeth Elaine Wallace is born to Mac Wallace and Virginia Ledgerwood Wallace.

November 1, 1963: Virginia Ledgerwood Wallace leaves Mac Wallace and moves back to her parents’ home two weeks after Elaine is born.

November 22, 1963: Assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Lyndon Johnson takes office as President of the United States.

September 18, 1964: Mac Wallace’s security clearance is lowered from SECRET to CONFIDENTIAL as the result of thirteen years of effort by the Office of Naval Intelligence.

January 9, 1967: Trial of Bobby Baker in Washington, D.C., on nine criminal counts ranging from income tax evasion to larceny and fraud in his business operations and conspiracy.

June 8, 1967: Unprovoked and premeditated Israeli attack on the USS Liberty, a noncombatant surveillance ship flying the American flag.

March 31, 1968: Lyndon Baines Johnson announces that he will not run for re-election.

1969: Mac Wallace is asked by Ling Electronics to take three months off to solve his drinking problem.

August 1, 1969: Mac Wallace separates from Virginia Wallace for good and leaves Placentia, California, to return to Texas.

1965–71: Billie Sol Estes in prison, serving the first of two separate terms.

1969: Mac Wallace drives back to Texas, where he works as an assistant manager at the Robinson-Wallace Insurance Agency in Dallas and teaches part time at the Texas A&M, Arlington campus.

1970: Bobby Baker goes to federal prison on fraud and other charges.

February 16, 1970: Divorce of Mac and Virginia Wallace is final.

April 27, 1970: Mac Wallace writes his will.

January 7, 1971: Death of Mac Wallace after visiting his daughter Meredithe and meeting his first grandchild when his car hits a bridge abutment south of Pittsburg, Texas, on a clear night.

July 1971: Billie Sol Estes is released from prison after serving six years.

January 22, 1973: Death of Lyndon Baines Johnson.

July 11, 1979: Estes is convicted on two felony counts of conspiring to defraud investors and concealing assets from the Internal Revenue Service.

August 7, 1979: Estes is sentenced to another ten years for fraud.

March 1984: Billie Sol Estes testifies before a Robertson County, Texas, grand jury under immunity and accuses Lyndon Johnson, Cliff Carter, and Mac Wallace of having conspired in the murder of Henry Marshall.

June 23, 1992: Death of former Texas Ranger and U.S. Marshal Clint Peoples.

1998: Press conference is held in Dallas by John Fraser (J) Harrison to announce that an unidentified fingerprint taken from a carton on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository on November 22, 1963, belongs to Mac Wallace.

May 25, 2005: Death of J Harrison.

May 14, 2013: Death of Billie Sol Estes.



Introduction

It may be that no president has suffered more of the slings and arrows of an ambiguous reputation than Lyndon Johnson. By 1968, when he decided not to run for re-election, Johnson was excoriated as the architect of the catastrophic acceleration of the Vietnam War that John F. Kennedy had unceasingly resisted. Many noticed that Johnson was patently guilty of the very “extremism” for which his propaganda machine had blamed his 1964 opponent, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater.

In that campaign, Johnson had had himself painted as a tireless devotee of peace. This mythology was symbolized in a campaign advertisement depicting a child plucking the petals from a daisy, followed by the image of a nuclear explosion, with a voiceover by Lyndon Johnson declaring that “we must love each other” or die. Famously, fifty-eight thousand Americans died in Vietnam, along with more than two million Vietnamese. Recent evidence has emerged that it was Johnson who in 1965 began the full-scale bombing of Cambodia, an outrage that many have believed should be laid at the door of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger.

In the years following his death in 1973, his biographers have sought to paint Lyndon Johnson as a master of “statesmanship,” the majority leader—and then President—who knew better than anyone else how to maneuver bills into law, who could create a constituency of senators as no one had before him. As President, Johnson was lauded for assuming the mantle of Franklin Roosevelt and struggling to eradicate poverty and injustice through a series of policies known as the “Great Society.” If Johnson was sometimes intemperate, and given to such vulgarities as exposing a surgical scar across his belly that he claimed assumed the shape of the country of Vietnam, he was to be praised for his unrelenting efforts to address the needs of the poor.

This is a chronicle of the dark side of Lyndon Johnson and of the collateral damage wrought by his actions. It relocates Johnson as a man who virtually began in national politics by selling government contracts, not only to the most powerful of his Texas friends, Herman and George Brown, proprietors of the Brown & Root construction company, but to a whole troop of Texas contractors who prospered under the umbrella of Johnson’s largesse. Johnson emerged from government service with a fortune of twenty-five million dollars, according to information uncovered by LIFE magazine researcher Holland McCombs working on an exposé of Johnson in 1963–65. Johnson elevated himself into being the wealthiest man to occupy the nation’s highest office up to that time. That many of the realities of his service had to be suppressed, and that the memoir of his presidency was studded with falsehoods, were small enough price to pay.

Yet dissenters on the subject of Lyndon Johnson’s sincerity and effectiveness have made their views known over the years. One was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who, in disgust at how little Johnson’s policies were actually delivering, declined Johnson’s invitation to visit the White House on the occasion of the 1965 passage of the Voting Rights Act. Dr. King traveled to Selma, Alabama, instead. The surviving sailors of the USS Liberty, few and dwindling in numbers, have over the years since 1967, when their ship was attacked by a foreign power, lamented the political durability of a Lyndon Johnson whose insincerity and callousness have largely been kept secret from the general public by the zealous guardians of Johnson’s good name. Their story will be told here.

Among Johnson’s victims was a farmer named Billie Sol Estes, whose story has been all but ignored by Johnson’s biographers. For Estes, Johnson was a man who sponsored acts of murder when his reputation was threatened by the presence of inconvenient witnesses. Like Estes, another Johnson acolyte, secretary to the Senate majority leader Robert Gene (Bobby) Baker, was abandoned by Johnson when testimony about their close relationship threatened to expose Johnson’s participation in Baker’s scams.

Another casualty of involvement with Lyndon Johnson was a young Texan named Malcolm Everett (Mac) Wallace, whose connection to Johnson led to his being reborn after his premature death as a murderous urban legend ranging over the Texas countryside. It was claimed by a troop of authors with no credible evidence that Wallace, on orders from Johnson, had even participated in the assassination of John F. Kennedy.

Mac Wallace was but one case in point of what happened to those who fell under Lyndon Johnson’s sway. Faustian Bargains becomes Mac Wallace’s story as well as Johnson’s, a cautionary tale as Wallace comes to represent the many young men whose lives were diminished by their association with Lyndon Johnson. An intriguing figure, Wallace provides a lens through which to view Lyndon Johnson’s dark side. Although their lives rarely intersected, they were united in death. Wallace opens a window onto a side of Johnson’s life few have dared explore.



The year 2014 inaugurated a full-court press designed to restore Lyndon Johnson’s credibility. “Nobody wanted that war less than Lyndon Johnson,” his daughter Luci Baines Johnson declared on the front page of the New York Times. “He was struggling to fulfill our commitment to these people,” added her older sister, Lynda Bird Johnson Robb, referring to the Vietnamese people, although in reality the “commitment” was to the leaders of South Vietnam whom the U.S. government had thrust into power and who enjoyed scant popular support.

The Washington Post concluded a five-part series on May 22, 2014, with the contention that Johnson was not even truly a Texan. Rather, he was to be viewed as a resident of Washington, D.C. So, despite the thousands of pages already chronicling in minute detail the comings and goings of Lyndon Johnson, we might reassess the man and reexamine the assertion that “LBJ’s unprecedented and ambitious domestic vision changed the nation.” It may be time to reevaluate whether Lyndon Johnson was a figure deserving of respect and credibility as the mainstream press and Johnson’s biographers (with the exception of Ronnie Dugger) and family would have us believe.

Much has been written about Lyndon Johnson, by those who worked for him and by independent biographers, particularly Robert A. Caro. To date, Caro has produced four substantial volumes; and I was encouraged in pursuing this project by the surprising absence in Caro’s work covering the time period in question, of two significant figures in Johnson’s life.

Billie Sol Estes is entirely absent, even as Estes formed a necessary spoke to Johnson’s wheel during the years of his government service as he amassed his considerable fortune. Mac Wallace, whom Estes accused of committing acts of murder on Johnson’s instructions, likewise never appears. Yet Estes and Wallace, and Estes in particular, played a considerable role in providing history with a portrait of Lyndon Baines Johnson.

Biography, of course, is inevitably selective, as it must be. This chronicle of the hidden nooks and crannies of Lyndon Johnson’s life in the shadows may yield some surprising realities.



CHAPTER 1

Texans

“Who is to give Texas character?”

     —SAM HOUSTON

Lyndon Johnson was born on August 27, 1908, in Stonewall, Texas, on the Pedernales River. Only a little more than fifty years earlier Texas had been a territory that quickly devolved into a commonwealth, a country in its own right. “Tecas” had been settled by renegades, people in flight from the law, from creditors and law enforcement, who scrawled “GTT,” “Gone to Texas,” defiantly on their doors. Safely in the new republic, out of the reach of the law, a law unto themselves, they bred a culture with no small addiction to lying, thieving, slandering, and betrayal.

Foreign travelers, appalled, chronicled the Texas of the mid-nineteenth century with dismay. One noted, in horror, “a country filled with habitual liars, drunkards, blasphemers and slanderers; sanguinary gamesters and cold-blooded assassins.” Another visitor found those who had settled Texas to be “quarrelsome, rude, boastful and vulgar, men with the bark on.” Nor did only foreigners take exception to the absence of moral restraint and civilized social life in Texas. In the first volume of his History of Texas from 1685 to 1892, Texas historian John Henry Brown conceded that the republic was plagued by “the avarice of selfish and dishonest men and unscrupulous swindlers and forgers.”

Anarchy prevailed as a distinct Texan character emerged in the period of the republic. Violence lurked in the very air and the ubiquity of guns—and Bowie knives—was a signature of social life. In the years to come, Texans would enlist in the U.S. military more profusely than people from any other part of the country.

The exaggerating and bragging gave way to the creation of legends, among them the heroism of Davy Crockett, who in reality did not perish as any sort of hero of the Alamo. The supposedly noble last stand at the Alamo had been opposed by General Sam Houston, who did his best to save those stubbornly determined on their martyrdom.

It was from this culture that Lyndon Johnson emerged. For a time, he claimed that he had been born in a log cabin, a legatee of Abraham Lincoln. It was not so. The log cabin in question was a campsite that had been headquarters for a cattle driving operation in the 1870s and ’80s. No one had been born there despite Johnson’s claims to the local Texas press. When Holland McCombs did his research into Johnson’s background for LIFE magazine in 1964, he discovered that Lyndon Johnson was born in a “small shack” with a slanting roof and a sagging porch perched on a slope leading up from a muddy river of no consequence in the Texas Hill Country.

Johnson’s mother, Rebekah, was a college graduate with ambitions for her clever son, who from his early childhood she was either unwilling or unable to restrain. Robert A. Caro describes the restlessness of Lyndon Johnson’s early childhood in the first volume of his multivolume chronicle of Johnson’s life, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power. Constantly running away, Lyndon, Caro quotes one of Johnson’s childhood friends, “was overpowering if he didn’t get his own way.” Yet her heritage marked her, and her son, as legatees of Texas history with a background of consequence. Rebekah Johnson’s grandfather, George Washington Baines, a leading Baptist clergy-man, had baptized General Sam Houston himself. There is an extant letter from that singular hero of Texas history to “Brother Baines,” which closes: “Mrs. Houston joins in affectionate regards to Sister Baines, yourself and family.”

Lyndon Johnson’s maternal grandfather, Captain Joseph Wilson Baines, served with honor in the Confederate cavalry, and later as Secretary of State of Texas. The progressive example of Sam Houston, who as governor of Texas was to refuse to sign the Ordinance of Secession preceding the Civil War, was opposed to Texas remaining a slave state. Houston was to sacrifice his political career for his principles. But such a notion did not take root among Lyndon Johnson’s forebears.

His father, Sam Johnson, was a state legislator and a severe alcoholic, who Rebekah married in spite of herself. He was physically attractive and charming, as Robert Caro notes, a populist who was no friend to the banks, railroads, and oil companies, and who never lost an election. Sam Johnson was also a man with a gift for friendships, which is how Sam Rayburn came to be Lyndon Johnson’s mentor and supporter. Sam took his eldest son to sessions of the legislature from the time he was about ten years old.

At their first meeting Rebekah interviewed Sam Johnson for an article being written by her father, Joseph Wilson Baines, a lawyer and editor of the McKinney, Texas, Advocate. (For a time Baines occupied the same seat in the Texas legislature that his son-in-law Sam Johnson came to hold.)

“I asked him lots of questions,” Rebekah would remember, “but he was pretty cagey and I couldn’t pin him down. I was awfully provoked with that man.” She married him anyway, a loud cursing man with a fierce temper.

Lyndon Johnson was one of five children. A contrary child, he refused to do his homework or his chores, so that neighbors believed that his mother needed advice on how to control her older son. He “played pranks” like flipping the hat off a friend’s head with his fishing pole and catapulting it into the river. He spat at a teacher, and she locked him into an icebox, an anecdote of Johnson’s childhood ferreted out by Holland McCombs. This teacher suggested that Mrs. Johnson tie Lyndon to the bedpost, advice his overindulgent mother preferred not to take. Johnson’s childhood cruelties are recounted in the chapter “A Born Manic-Depressive” in D. Jablow Hershman’s Power Beyond Reason: The Mental Collapse of Lyndon Johnson.

Having disdained the restrictions of higher education for as long as he could, Lyndon Johnson went to San Marcos College, a school freshly accredited. Here he stole his first election, manipulating elections to the student council, as in later years he freely admitted. Johnson termed the political operation he created at San Marcos “Hitlerized” and “a pretty vicious operation.” He had no interest in his course work, but learned early how power worked, creating a group loyal to himself.

He was already a man to be feared. One professor at the University of Texas explained his unwillingness that his name be used to Johnson’s biographer, Robert Caro. “They could punish me, you know.”

Having graduated from San Marcos, with few prospects, Johnson became a Houston high school teacher. He taught public speaking and was adviser to the debating club. Fiercely competitive, he was single-minded in his persistence. Winning was already everything.

With energy to spare, Johnson contributed his efforts to local political campaigns, where he came to the notice of one of the scions of the legendary King Ranch. The ranch was run by Robert J. (Bob) Kleberg Jr., the younger son of founder Richard King’s daughter Alice Gertrudis King Kleberg and her husband, R. J. Kleberg. Bob Kleberg’s older brother, Richard, had not been suited for managing the ranch: He lacked the vision, the dedication to hard work, and the persistence. “Mr. Dick,” as Richard Kleberg was known, was handsome, witty, and a playboy.

“Mr. Dick” dabbled in many subjects, from genetics to Latin America. He was an expert rifle and pistol shot and a dashing horseman. He was rugged and yet loveable, a man, as his son-in-law told Holland McCombs, “with a heart as big as the open spaces of the [sic] King Ranch.” Descendant of a line of patrons, born into privilege, with what passed for an aristocratic lineage in Texas, Dick Kleberg was naive about other people and their motives.

Kleberg had studied law at the University of Texas at Austin. With no appetite for the actual practice of law, he decided at the turn of the 1930s to run for the U.S. Congress for the Fourteenth District. His campaign manager was Roy Miller, a lobbyist for the Texas Gulf Sulphur Corporation. Whether Dick Kleberg was encouraged to seek national office by his brother Bob—who preferred to run King Ranch unimpeded—or by Miller, or by a local politician named Welly K. Hopkins, he aimed to fill a vacancy left upon the death of Republican Harry McLeary Wurzbach. That Kleberg was a Democrat was a reflex of his being a son of the South rather than by the force of his convictions.

When twenty-two-year-old Lyndon Johnson was recommended to Kleberg to serve as his assistant, Kleberg invited him to Corpus Christi for an interview. Dick Kleberg’s mother, Alice Gertrudis King Kleberg, took an instant dislike to Lyndon Johnson, who was already obsequious and adept at flattery. Emphatically, according to Robert J. Kleberg Jr.’s daughter, Helenita, she advised her son not to hire him. Dick Kleberg ignored her advice.

South Texas rancher J. Evetts Haley in his polemical biography of Lyndon Johnson tells the story of how Johnson intersected with a San Antonio political group called the Citizens’ League, a “whale of a good local machine.” As Haley recounts the incident, the Citizens’ League offered their support to both Kleberg and his opponent, Carl Wright Johnson of San Antonio. Whoever would contribute four thousand dollars to the Citizens’ League, along with the promise that the league could choose who was appointed postmaster, would gain its support. Carl Wright Johnson turned them down. Carl Johnson enjoyed the favor of the Bexar County political organization, which included San Antonio, and was confident of victory. Kleberg, after all, had never held public office of any kind.

Kleberg agreed to pay the four thousand dollars, which Lyndon Johnson delivered to the Citizens’ League. The league kept its promise and supported Kleberg, who won the election. The post office appointment duly went to one of its leaders, who held the post for many years. Loose with the facts and short on accuracy, Haley places this incident at the time of Richard Kleberg’s first campaign. In fact, it is true, but, according to Helenita Kleberg, it occurred during a later campaign. None of Lyndon Johnson’s biographers mentions the incident.

In 1931, having defeated Carl Wright Johnson, Richard Kleberg went to Washington in the company of his lanky new secretary, Lyndon Baines Johnson. They traveled together by train and even for one night shared a room at the Mayflower Hotel. Kleberg encouraged his friends to “help Lyndon get to know his way around.” Among them was John Nance Garner, the speaker of the House. Later Kleberg remembered how he would “scare poor Lyndon with some of my butt-headed stubbornness, and refusal to play the game,” by which Kleberg apparently meant his intransigence when it came to New Deal legislation.

Lyndon Johnson ran Richard Kleberg’s office as if he were the congressman. “Kleberg didn’t do anything,” said Luther Jones, in charge of Kleberg’s Corpus Christi office. Johnson mailed letters “signed” by Kleberg without first showing them to the congressman. He even wrote letters to Alice Kleberg, signing her son Dick’s name without his knowledge. Johnson later acknowledged that Kleberg “was not very smart, and his interests were not in any drudgery.”

“This is Dick Kleberg,” Johnson said to whoever telephoned. He was a talented mimic. Dick Kleberg was more often than not on the golf course while Johnson chose a good number of his political positions. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was inaugurated on March 4, 1933, and almost immediately Johnson hitched his wagon to Roosevelt’s star.

On New Deal–related legislation, Johnson immediately attempted to offer Richard Kleberg’s support. Kleberg, however, took sufficient interest in some of these matters to speak for himself. Scion of the greatest landowner in the United States, he opposed several Roosevelt programs as “socialism, very dangerous.” Kleberg announced that he would be voting against the Agricultural Adjustment Act because it was “socialistic.” He planned to vote against the Social Security Act, which was also “socialistic” and a law that would “destroy the country.” Fiercely ambitious, with an eye toward gaining Roosevelt’s favor, Johnson threatened to quit. Reluctant to lose the services of his energetic assistant, Kleberg voted “aye” on both the agriculture bill in 1933 and social security in 1934. Johnson soon obtained the conservative Kleberg’s permission to campaign for liberal Texan Maury Maverick, who was running for a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1934 as Johnson continued to build alliances.

In 1935, Johnson left Kleberg’s office and, on Sam Rayburn’s recommendation, was appointed to head the National Youth Administration (NYA) for Texas. He persuaded Kleberg to hire his feckless younger brother, Sam Houston Johnson, who misused funds, even as Kleberg placed him on the King Ranch payroll as a “public relations consultant.” Sam Houston Johnson threw Kleberg’s bills into the trash, with the result that a school board back in Kleberg County, Texas, filed suit to force the congressman to pay school taxes that were in arrears. Kleberg was obliged to pay a tailor’s bill for two hundred dollars for one of Sam Houston Johnson’s suits. And there was a “sexual liaison” in the office that Robert Caro writes “infuriated Kleberg’s wife.”

Back in Texas, people were whispering about Lyndon Johnson: “Don’t get in his way. He’ll climb over you.” Running the National Youth Administration for Texas, Johnson commandeered Works Progress Administration furniture. A local called him an “overbearing big shot” on his way up.

In 1937, Texas congressman James P. Buchanan died suddenly. Eleven candidates declared for the primary, among them Lyndon Johnson. Johnson had befriended former state senator and lawyer Alvin J. Wirtz and on the strength of that alliance, Johnson was elected to the U.S. Congress. Johnson at once set forth on a course of treating public office as a commodity for his personal profit, as if elected office were a financial asset.

Almost immediately, Johnson was appointed to the House Naval Affairs Committee, on the recommendation of President Roosevelt, who argued that Johnson would “be a great help on naval affairs.” He told Chairman Carl Vinson that he wanted to see Lyndon put on the committee. Johnson began having regular breakfasts at the White House.

Toward the dispensing of government contracts, Johnson took a freewheeling approach. A Texas architect named Arthur Fehr was appalled when Johnson urged him to break the law by filing for a project with more than one federal agency. Fehr protested that this was dishonest. Johnson then advised him to “go get yourself another architect and go file it with the other agency.” Fehr refused to participate in this double-dealing scheme.

Finally, Fehr was eliminated from the project entirely. “As cold a cutter as you ever saw” was Fehr’s judgment of Lyndon Johnson. Years later when Fehr revealed this story to Holland McCombs he requested that he not be quoted by name.

Johnson’s most significant action as a congressman was his shepherding of the second contract for the massive Marshall Ford Dam through Congress on behalf of Herman and George Brown, the proprietors of Texas construction company Brown & Root. Later George Brown would spin the half-true story that the contract had been done before Lyndon Johnson entered Congress. Brown had neglected to mention that the contract had proceeded in two stages; Lyndon Johnson had been instrumental in the second stage, which involved overcoming the obstacle that the federal government could finance a project only on government land. The government owned no land in Texas because under the 1845 annexation agreement the Republic of Texas, unlike every other territory, refused to cede any public lands to the United States. At once, Lyndon Johnson gained the (almost) lifelong support of Herman and George Brown.

R. M. Dixon, head of the Texas Board of Water Engineers, and a consulting engineer, recalled, “Most everyone in those days considered that Lyndon was the same as a major stockholder in the Brown and Root organization. His crime was the overseeing of taxpayers’ money into the coffers of government contractors.” Dixon added: “Though it’s hard to prove by signed and sealed contracts, everywhere Brown & Root’s money went, there was Lyndon also … Lyndon is supposed to have got his first big money from some of the extras that Brown & Root got from the government on the Marshall Ford Dam project … He’s got money all around, but you never find his name anywhere. How do you manage that?”

Lyndon Johnson and Herman and George Brown entered into a symbiotic relationship, the most lucrative of the Faustian bargains of this story. “Remember that I am for you, right or wrong,” George Brown wrote to Johnson on October 27, 1939, flush with the victory of the Marshall Ford Dam, “and it makes no difference whether I think you are right or wrong. If you want it, I am for it 100%.”

In a letter that could not have been authored by tough-minded Herman Brown, George added, “In the past I have not been very timid about asking you to do favors for me and hope you will not get any timidity if you have anything at all that you think I can or should do.” According to Brown crony, and Lyndon Johnson supporter, Ambassador George C. McGhee, Lyndon Johnson called George Brown every day of his life.

The Marshall Ford Dam contract was followed by an even juicier plum. In 1940, the Browns received the lion’s share of the federal contract for the building of a Corpus Christi Naval Air Training Center. As a member of the House Naval Affairs Committee, Johnson arranged the contract, while Congressman Richard Kleberg helped secure the assignment for Brown & Root. Kleberg “actively collaborated,” according to the Corpus Christi Caller. Brown & Root had never built a military installation. “We always took the attitude that we could do anything in the world,” said Brown & Root’s chief designer, Albert Sheppard. “It just took a little longer when it was impossible.”

The Navy was skeptical and insisted that the government include Henry Kaiser in the deal. Kaiser had entered the construction business in the same year as Herman Brown, 1914. After a decade, he had diversified into pipeline construction and dam building. In the 1930s, Kaiser, sometimes on his own, or as part of the so-called Six Companies, helped build the Hoover (Boulder), Bonneville, and Grand Coulee dams. Kaiser had greater notoriety and respectability than Brown & Root, and it was Kaiser’s participation on the Corpus Christi Naval Air Station that persuaded the Navy to go ahead.

In a story told in Builders: The Story of Herman and George R. Brown, the biography of the Brown brothers by Joseph A. Pratt and Christopher J. Castaneda, the Navy instructed George Brown to forge the agreement with Kaiser participating at 50 percent. Instead Brown negotiated with Kaiser, offering him 25 percent with the incentive that Kaiser need not provide men or materials, just his name. Kaiser in turn asked for 75 percent. Affecting outrage, George Brown gathered up his papers and prepared to leave. Kaiser then agreed to Brown’s terms, and Kaiser took 25 percent. Kaiser’s participation was listed under the name of the Columbia Construction Company. The Navy had preferred that Kaiser build the naval base, but Brown & Root became the chief contractor.

The bluff was Brown & Root standard operating procedure. To retain Brown & Root’s seven percent investment tax credit, Armco Steel, on whose board Herman Brown sat, did the direct lobbying with Lyndon Johnson. Construction began in 1940. It would become the largest naval air training center in the world. At the ceremony celebrating the contract, Lyndon Johnson was pictured, Holland McCombs was told, with his arm around one of the Brown brothers. When McCombs searched, he discovered that all the photographs taken on that occasion had been destroyed.

The Navy allocated thirty million dollars for the Corpus Christi construction. With auxiliary installations and outlying fields, the “cost plus” that forever after would grace Brown & Root’s government contracts, the final figure topped one hundred million dollars. Out of the Corpus Christi naval station emerged Brown Shipbuilding Company, which would come away after World War Two with having completed $357,100,000 worth of work for the Navy. As for the quality of the work of Brown & Root, so long as Herman Brown remained at the helm, it was nonpareil, exemplary.

Already restless in Congress, Lyndon Johnson decided in 1941 to run for the United States Senate. Herman Brown contributed more than one hundred thousand dollars. Brown & Root executives received “bonuses” that they dutifully dispensed to the Johnson campaign. On the Brown & Root books, these were listed as “business expenses,” “attorneys’ fees,” and “company bonuses.” The checks were written to employees at a Brown & Root subsidiary, Victoria Gravel, then delivered in cash to the Johnson people.

A five-thousand-dollar check was made out to J. O. Corwin Jr. of Victoria Gravel. Under oath, during the ensuing Internal Revenue Service investigation, Corwin
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