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Prologue

Men on Horseback


There is but one way to get the cattle out of the swamp. And that is for the man on the horse to take the lead.
—LYNDON JOHNSON



When he woke to great glory, he wanted even more. Midmorning on Wednesday, November 4, 1964, Lyndon Baines Johnson arose from his bed in the familiar surroundings of the LBJ Ranch. He had been president for eleven months. In that time, he had made frequent trips from Washington back to his home in the Texas Hill Country. The ranch offered familiar comforts he could not find in the White House: the live oaks that lined the verdant banks of the Pedernales River, the sprawling Hill Country vistas, and his herd of prized cattle that, as his Texas forebears had done, he would corral from on top of a horse.

And this particular trip home brought the greatest pleasure of all: a chance to vote for himself as president of the United States. It was a pleasure he had not known before. He had assumed the presidency on November 22, 1963, in an awful, frenzied moment: his Secret Service agent’s knee in his back, his face pressed to the floor of a limousine speeding through the Dallas streets. It was surely the most ignominious ascent in the history of the office. After Kennedy’s death, Johnson would later recall, the American people were “like a bunch of cattle caught in the swamp.” He came from a line of ranchers; he knew what he had to do. “There is but one way to get the cattle out of the swamp,” he said, “and that is for the man on the horse to take the lead.”
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He had led by example, executing his office with force and resolve and such unstoppable energy that no one would ever doubt that he was the president. But all along, he knew the difference. He had never won the presidency.

Until now. The previous day—Election Day—he had risen with the sun. With his wife, Lady Bird, he was third in line at the polling booth in Johnson City, Texas, casting a ballot for himself and his running mate, Hubert Humphrey. He’d spent the rest of the day nervously quizzing aides for any and all news from the various states. Then, just before seven o’clock that night, NBC News called it—it would be a Johnson victory over the Republican candidate, Barry Goldwater. The margin, the network predicted, would be astounding—something greater than 20 percent. Johnson did not yet know the exact tally, which would turn out to be 43,129,566 votes, 61 percent of the American electorate. And he had not yet heard all the columnists and commentators proclaiming the start of a long liberal era to come. But he knew the most important thing: he had won the White House with the largest portion of the popular vote of any president in American history.

A landslide. For a man like Lyndon Johnson—a man who had lived and breathed politics since childhood, a man whose greatest ambition was to earn approval from millions of people he would never meet—there was no greater triumph. Years later he would recall the sensation: “For the first time in all my life, I truly felt loved by the American people.”

He spent that night toasting the returns with family, friends, and supporters at Austin’s Driskill Hotel. As Tuesday night turned to Wednesday morning, he lingered with the well-wishers, drinking in their praise. When at last he closed his eyes back home at the ranch, it was nearly dawn.

Yet he woke up only a few hours later that Wednesday morning still unsatisfied. Through the night, he had nursed his private resentments. Goldwater, or “that son of a bitch,” as Johnson referred to him that day, had never called to concede. Somehow it was fitting that the Arizona senator would bungle the most important custom in American democracy. He had bungled every other rule of modern presidential campaigns. He hadn’t shown any interest in moderating his hard-line conservative stances after securing his party’s nomination. He hadn’t spent the fall campaign trying to win the favor of the voters in the American middle, the ones who decided elections. He hadn’t shown much interest in winning the favor of any voters at all.

And at the end, when it was clear to everyone that he was finished, he hadn’t picked up the phone to call Johnson. As the hour grew late on Election Day, long after it became obvious that the Goldwater campaign was over, the candidate’s staff sent word that he was analyzing results and would have no further comment that night. In truth, he had simply gone to bed.

Therefore, despite the landslide of Tuesday night, it was not until Wednesday morning that Johnson’s victory became official. He watched from his bedroom at the ranch as “that son of a bitch” read a telegram of concession on TV. And so, the morning after the election, Johnson was still hungry for the outpouring of praise and affection he believed he was due. To find it, he turned to another familiar comfort: the phone. In the days after the election, he reveled in the customary calls of congratulation from elected officials around the country. Chicago’s mayor, Richard J. Daley, knew that Johnson would want to hear numbers. “By God, we said we would get you seven-fifty in Chicago, and it will be closer to eight fifty or nine hundred thousand.” Daley, perhaps the most powerful and effective boss in the Democratic Party, was no bosom friend of LBJ’s. Earlier that year, Johnson had obsessed over rumors that Daley was aiding a plot to steal the party’s nomination from him and give it to Johnson’s nemesis, Bobby Kennedy, instead. But Daley knew what power looked like. On the phone with Johnson, he offered praise: “May the lord shower his blessings upon you and your family.”

For some politicians, these ritualistic exchanges are exhausting and irritating. The endless, empty praise; the “send my love to your wife and give her a kiss for me”; the inflated flattery from “good friends” who would put a knife in your back if the circumstances required. For Johnson, the ritual was the whole point. He had spent his life in a business filled with champion fawners. Now it was time for them to fawn over him.

“Mr. President?” asked California governor Edmund “Pat” Brown, on the phone from the Golden State, ready to fawn away.

Johnson greeted him: “Well, you oughtta be a banker, Pat.”

“A banker?” asked Brown. “Why?”

“Well,” the president answered, “you’re so damn conservative, you told me we’d carry it by over a million.” He was talking about California, the largest state in the nation. “I think you beat it, didn’t you?”

Like Daley, Brown had his numbers ready to go: “About a million four,” the governor cooed.

“Well, why don’t you go in the banking business?” said the president. “Go to lending money, a fellow that conservative …”

“You were great,” Brown sputtered, “my God!”

Johnson had stepped on Brown’s headline—the better-than-expected margin—leaving him stumbling for other morsels to present. So the governor dived into a more detailed report. He told Johnson that he had failed to carry only three California counties. He’d lost San Diego, the die-hard conservative stronghold, but that was no surprise. He’d lost Sutter County, but that was the smallest county in the state. And he’d lost Orange County, the mass of middle-class suburbs to the south of Los Angeles.

Brown knew that this last one was strange. Johnson had carried many heavily Republican counties across the country in the election. Yet in Orange County, registered Democrats and Republicans made up roughly equal portions of the electorate. Its voters were solid white-collar professionals, up-and-coming Americans who’d headed to the suburbs to live the good life. On paper, they looked exactly like all the other reasonable-minded middle-class Americans who had recoiled from Goldwater and given Johnson his landslide. “I’m already going to work,” Brown assured the president. “I’ve got the Orange County publishers here for lunch, I’m going to find out what the hell’s wrong. And I’ll make a report to you the first time I see you.”

But Johnson wasn’t interested in hearing about Orange County. He wasn’t interested in any of the counties he’d lost. “How many counties you got?” he asked.

“We’ve got fifty-eight counties and you won fifty-five.”

That was more like it. “Oh,” said Johnson. “That’s wonderful.”

Then he steered the conversation back to the pleasant interplay of solicitation and praise. They talked of a happy future, of the big things Johnson wanted to do with his huge majority in Congress. Already, Johnson’s staff was developing plans for a great legislative push in the first hundred days of his new term. The president wanted bills providing massive funding for education, a health insurance program for the aged, and programs that would end poverty in America once and for all.

And that was just the beginning. In Congress, he had the most formidable progressive majority of any president in modern American history, and he intended to use it. By the end of his term, he wanted to fulfill the sweeping promises of the Great Society, his domestic program, securing a record that would make him as significant a progressive president as his personal hero, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and earn him a place of immortal greatness in American history.

He was ready to get to work. “You’ve got to help a lot,” he told Brown, generously. “We’ll do some plotting and planning as soon as we can get recuperated and get our marbles back.”

Brown agreed. And he wanted to talk about his own future, too. That future, everyone in politics seemed sure, was bright. He was about to start his seventh year as governor. He’d been a national star ever since his last race in 1962, when he’d defeated Richard Nixon, the former vice president of the United States. As governor of the nation’s largest state, he had spearheaded projects in housing, education, and infrastructure that were of a piece with Johnson’s grand ambitions for the country.

Already, he was on a short list of Democratic politicians who might succeed Johnson in the White House in the long liberal era to come. He wasn’t particularly telegenic, he wasn’t a naturally likable guy, but, well, neither was Lyndon Johnson, and look what the party and the people had given him. Brown could go far. To prove it, he was contemplating a run for the governorship in two years’ time. It would be a historic achievement—no Democrat had ever won the California governor’s mansion for three consecutive terms—but Brown was a heavy favorite. “We ought to talk about keeping this governorship,” he told Johnson that day, “which I think is going to be key.”

“I’ve already told you what I’m going to do about that,” said Johnson. “My whole stack is in—money, marbles and chalk—with Brown.”

Johnson was sincere that day when he promised Brown he would do whatever he could to help in the next election. But he didn’t know, couldn’t know, that day in November, just how much his world would change in two years’ time. And he could never have imagined how much of his own legacy to the country would be shaped by the winner of Brown’s governor’s race.

One week before Brown and Johnson spoke on the phone, the week before the election, the actor Ronald Reagan appeared in a special prime-time broadcast on NBC. Reagan’s was a well-known face. Older Americans remembered his brief career as a Hollywood heartthrob in the early 1940s, and millions of younger viewers knew him as the longtime host of the popular evening television program General Electric Theater. In his eight years on the broadcast, he’d rested secure in the knowledge that he had the thing he wanted most: millions of eyes looking at his handsome face.

By the autumn of 1964, however, those eyes had moved on to someone else. GE Theater had been canceled two years earlier, a victim of shifting public taste. Since then Reagan had struggled to find work. He’d tried to make another run in films, but the jobs were few and far between. “You’ve been around this business long enough,” the studio boss, Lew Wasserman, told him, “to know that I can’t force someone on a producer if he doesn’t want to use him.”

The only place he was still reliably treated like a star was in the country’s marginalized conservative movement. Politics had been a passion for Reagan since his youth. In the 1930s, he, too, had idolized FDR, listening closely and imitating the president as he delivered his Fireside Chats. But in the past decade, his passionate anticommunism had drawn him toward right-wing politics, where campaigns were happy to use a handsome movie actor as a public surrogate. In the last weeks of the Goldwater campaign, a group of wealthy California businessmen purchased national airtime to broadcast Reagan making the case for Goldwater in a speech.

He made for great TV, and his half-hour pitch probably did more for Goldwater than the GOP’s entire yearlong campaign. Still, the title given to the speech—“A Time for Choosing”—was odd and even a little pathetic. No one thought Barry Goldwater had a chance of winning. For most voters that year, the time for choosing had long since passed. They were not going to choose Goldwater. If conservative politics was Reagan’s path to stardom, it seemed he had better get used to a life of obscurity.

Reagan, too, spent time in that late fall of 1964 on his own ranch in the Santa Monica mountains, Yearling Row, where he raised thoroughbred horses, dashing hunters and jumpers with shiny coats and long sinewy legs. Leaning his flat back forward as he rode his mare over a jump, the handsome actor looked like a noble general or a hero of the Old West, the kind of parts he liked to play. But he was alone in the mountains and there was no one around to watch.

Soon, though, the title of Reagan’s Goldwater speech would prove apt. For America in the mid-1960s, the time for choosing had only just begun. Only two years after his landslide, Johnson’s dreams of immortal greatness would vanish for good. In the midterm election of 1966, American voters would deliver a powerful rebuke to Johnson at the ballot box. That year, Democrats lost a staggering forty-seven House seats. The Republicans, so recently written off for dead, won nine new governorships, three new Senate seats, and 557 seats in state legislatures nationwide.

Johnson’s era of progressive reform was over, his power forever diminished. “In the space of a single Autumn day,” Newsweek would write, “the 1,000 day reign of Lyndon I came to an end: The Emperor of American politics became just a president again.”

And from California, there were signs of even greater troubles to come. Pat Brown had been right to dwell on those voters in Orange County. They, along with millions of white middle-class suburbanites like them across the country, would fuel a powerful national backlash against Johnson’s party and policies. The mysterious citizens of Orange County voted for Brown’s Republican opponent for governor by a three-to-one margin. And they worked, passionately, for that Republican candidate across the state that year, helping him to defeat Brown by nearly a million votes. Now this new Republican governor had a landslide of his own.

That new governor was Ronald Reagan, the man from B movies and GE Theater.

He had campaigned that year as a Western white knight, a “citizen-politician” riding down from his mountain retreat to save his state from the encroaching government and the corrupt men who ran it. He’d won the race not just by attacking Brown, but by attacking Johnson, too, detailing all the ways that the president’s promises of liberal utopia had failed to come to pass. The movie star governor, with his movie star looks, had become a sensation in the national press. It was clear his rise was only beginning. As Reagan basked in his victory that November, some in the press wondered if he might just be the next president of the United States.

In just over a thousand days—the time between Johnson’s ascent to the presidency in the wake of Kennedy’s death and Reagan’s election as governor of California—both men’s lives were transformed. A president who had tried for immortality as a latter-day Franklin Roosevelt had watched his liberal majority collapse. An underemployed middle-aged actor with radical conservative views had become his party’s future and the most exciting political story in the United States. Prophecies of a long liberal era in American politics had been cast aside. Now, instead, came the first signs of modern conservatism’s rise to dominance in the decades to come. In those thousand days, Johnson and his party had learned a painful truth: the man who takes the highest spot after a landslide is not standing on solid ground.

What had really happened to America in those thousand days was bigger than any election—bigger than a party’s legislative majority or a president’s program or a charismatic conservative’s rise to the top, bigger even than the formidable personalities of Reagan and Johnson and the surprising story of their reversal in fortunes.

In the course of those thousand days, America itself changed forever. In some important ways, it became a better version of itself. During those years, the nonviolent civil rights movement saw its greatest achievements. Its brave campaigns in the Deep South, along with the deaths of movement martyrs in Neshoba County, Mississippi, and Selma, Alabama, forced the country to face what for a hundred years it had ignored: the systematic use of violence to oppress and disenfranchise Southern blacks. In the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Johnson broke the back of the Southern segregationist caucus on Capitol Hill once and for all and ensured the constitutional rights of all Americans, regardless of race. In March 1965, Johnson, the first president elected from the South since the Civil War, spoke three words in the House chamber and changed the course of history: “We shall overcome.”

With his mastery of the Congress, Johnson also managed to bring home the great progressive achievements a generation of Democrats had failed to deliver. He created programs to provide for the health of the elderly and the poor, and he secured massive federal funding for education of the nation’s young. He had declared war on poverty and for a time convinced his country that that war could actually be won.

But there were darker changes, too. For most Americans at the beginning of the thousand days, Vietnam was a little-known country in a faraway corner of the world. A thousand days later, Vietnam was an American war with nearly four hundred thousand American troops on the ground and more soon to go. In the course of the thousand days, the Johnson administration made the fateful decision to “Americanize” the Vietnam conflict, despite Johnson’s own doubts about whether the war could be won, locking in a policy that would end up costing fifty-eight thousand American lives.

At the beginning of the thousand days, intellectuals and urban planners had imagined utopian cities of the future in America where, with the help of good government, all citizens would share in productive, fulfilling lives. By the end, the cities Americans saw on their television screens were terrifying places—ghettos roiled by fire and looting, lawless deserts filled with people leading lives of despair.

Politics changed, too. Politicians discovered the political power of white rage and white racism, beyond the Democratic Party and beyond the Deep South. At the beginning of the thousand days, the party of Lincoln was an active partner with Northern liberals in legislative efforts to enhance civil rights. By the end of the thousand days, the Republican Party had begun to assemble a new coalition built in part on the resentment white voters felt toward African Americans and other minorities. That coalition would rule the country for several decades to come.

At the beginning of the thousand days, Americans had heralded the rapid changes coming to the world and looked toward the future with interest, excitement, and desire. But hope and fear are always closer than we think: both concern themselves with a world that is changing, a future that is unknown. After a thousand days and a series of traumas, a sense of foreboding and danger that had long lurked under the comfortable optimism of affluence emerged to dominate the national mood.

And perhaps the most enduring change was the one that was hardest to see until long after the thousand days had come and gone: how in that moment of taut anxiety, fantasy took hold of American political life. When the thousand days began, America was still ruled by the same consensus politics that both parties had used to govern since the time of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. That consensus was optimistic in intent. The parties’ leaders agreed that the complexities of modern life required an active federal government that provided its citizens with protection from the ruthlessness of the free market; an enlightened government that sought to improve the quality of American life. But the consensus was also deeply realistic; even presidents like Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy, who had great ambitions for government, took for granted that change was slow and that the future was impossible to predict.

By the end of the thousand days, the consensus was forever fractured and the tradition of realism and humility in mainstream politics was gone.

In its place was a new kind of politics in which voters chose between two fantasies of the American future, two myths in which the federal government could only be America’s salvation or America’s ruin. These two myths were born from opposite ideologies, but they promised the same thing: an America where all problems could be conquered and would be conquered soon. Both visions would inspire millions of Americans in the 1960s and in generations to come. But they would also divide and coarsen the country. Over time, the gap between fantasy and reality would grow and grow, leaving government in a state of dysfunction and paralysis.

The myths endured long past the anxious aftermath of the Kennedy assassination, long past the 1960s, in large part thanks to the two ambitious men who shaped them: Johnson and Reagan. In the course of the thousand days, Johnson and Reagan each captured the nation’s attention by confidently offering a story of America and the path it needed to follow. The stories they told were powerful and compelling ones, and Johnson and Reagan each used his story to accomplish big things. They were inspired to make these myths for the nation by the same force: their shared need to be the hero, the man who led the way.

Their fantastic visions have outlived them both, shaping our politics to this day. And over time these visions have made it harder for Johnson’s and Reagan’s heirs in government to see the world as it really is, harder for us to see what is real. Today, their lingering myths make the country hard to govern at all. This is the story of the thousand frenzied days in which American politics began its lurch toward fantasy, leaving reality behind. It is the story of a brief, defining moment when the modern era’s iconic liberal and conservative presidents shared the national spotlight, when these two men seized the opportunity to resurrect their careers and play the part of hero. And it is the story of how, in a moment of profound uncertainty, America’s politics began to fracture.

LOOKING BACK ON the twentieth century, Lyndon Johnson and Ronald Reagan appear as citizens of two distinct ages, men of destiny for two very different times.

Johnson took the oath of office inside a cramped, sweltering airplane cabin at Dallas’s Love Field on November 22, 1963. His most pressing task was to calm and reassure a nation reeling after the sudden death of its president—and to take charge with a new story of American renewal.

Grabbing hold of the optimistic, utopian spirit of his age, Johnson spoke of a future of unlimited possibility in which government would solve the great problems of American life—poverty and discrimination, hunger and disease. Not only that, he promised that if the country adopted his Great Society domestic program, this near-perfect future would be at hand. “It’s the time of peace on Earth and good will among men,” he declared in a speech a few days before his landslide election in 1964. “The place is here and the time is now!”

Johnson’s confident promises echoed the utopian visions of progressive intellectuals in the early sixties. To them, the nation’s unprecedented economic affluence, combined with breakthroughs in medical and social science, meant that no problem was beyond the capabilities of rational, competent government.

Johnson’s countrymen thrilled to this fantastic vision and believed it would soon come to pass. After all, they thought, why shouldn’t it? People living in postwar America were experiencing prosperity previously unknown by citizens of any country in the history of the world. In the last three decades, their government had brought its people back from the ravages of economic depression, reorganized the nation’s economy three times, transformed its infrastructure with new highways, bridges, tunnels, and dams, and defeated the greatest force of tyranny the world had ever known. After the Second World War, the country had assumed a position of global preeminence from which it guaranteed the security of nearly half the world. Why shouldn’t such a great nation be able to ensure prosperity for its citizens for all time? As many as 1.2 million people—a record—stood on the National Mall to watch Johnson take the oath of office after his landslide victory. “Is our world gone?” Johnson asked in his inaugural address. “We say ‘Farewell.’ Is a new world coming? We welcome it—and we will bend it to the hopes of man.”

That was January 20, 1965—the midway point of the 1960s, that electric and anguished decade. The organizers of the festivities recorded Johnson’s optimism on the front of the inauguration program: “All that has happened in our historic past is but a prelude to the Great Society.” What they did not know was that Lyndon Johnson’s brightest promises usually hinted at a lifelong split within him, his tendency to see only two possibilities in any endeavor: total, transformative victory or utter, disastrous defeat. He made his promises all the more extravagant when trying to will away his fears of catastrophe. And Americans listening to Johnson speak that day had not yet learned the central lesson of the sixties: history never turns out exactly the way we think it’s going to.

For indeed, when Reagan took the oath of office at his own inauguration sixteen years later, the mood of the country had sharply changed. The intervening years had been a time of war, division, disappointment, and fear. Americans had witnessed some of the lasting social progress Johnson promised—the great legislative achievements of the civil rights movement and the end of racial apartheid in the South along with the rise of the women’s movement and the sexual revolution—but they had also lived through hard years marked by crisis, scandal, and decline. Overseas, they had seen their country’s image of invincibility marred forever—many could still recall the image of an American helicopter hurtling desperately away from the U.S. embassy in Saigon. At home, they had seen the decay of American cities, the gloomy end of the postwar boom, and the rise of economic stagnation and inflation. Their faith in democratic institutions had been shaken by a series of political assassinations and assassination attempts. Their faith in democratic leaders had been damaged by the lies of Vietnam and Watergate. Those sixteen years had been long ones—years that changed America and diminished Americans’ expectations of what their government could do.

And so when Reagan took the oath that day in 1981 after winning the presidency in a landslide of his own, the country thrilled to his vision, too, a vision that was essentially the opposite of the one Johnson had offered two decades before. Reagan, too, offered an idealized image of America’s future—one in which the nation’s problems could at last be solved and its promise could be renewed. “We have every right,” Reagan said in his inaugural address, “to dream heroic dreams.” But the way to achieve those dreams was the opposite of the path Johnson imagined: limit the power of government so that the creative potential of American individuals could be unleashed. “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem,” he said. “Government is the problem.”

Through the long telescope of history, then, the ground between Reagan and Johnson appears vast, the distance between two opposite visions from two opposite moments in time. And it is the distance, as well, between two opposite types of men. It is hard to think of two presidents in modern history, after all, who approached the office more differently than Reagan and Johnson. Johnson was among the most hyperactive executives the White House had ever seen, always seeking to put his fingerprints on every last scrap of administration business no matter how large or small. Early in the Johnson presidency, James B. Reston, the Washington correspondent for The New York Times, worried over the punishing regime the president was observing in the White House. Johnson, wrote the columnist, “has three telephones in his car, with five circuits, and the amazing thing about it is that he seems able to talk on all five at once, carry on a conversation in the back seat, and direct traffic on the side.” In his short time as president, Reston wrote, Johnson “had done everything but cut the White House lawn.”

This was hyperbole, but not by much. Like both John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon, his predecessor and his successor, Johnson secretly recorded many of his White House telephone conversations. (The recordings of Johnson’s conversations were released to the public in the 1990s and are a key source for this narrative.) His conversations reveal a president who insisted on personally selecting and approving everything—the locations of bombing targets in Vietnam, the line items in billion-dollar spending bills, the hairstyles of the secretaries sitting outside his door. He wanted to be involved in all of it. Learning that a White House aide failed to wake him in the night to inform him of an administration defeat on Capitol Hill, Johnson was upset. “When you’re bleeding up on that Hill,” the president explained, “I want to bleed with you.”

That would never be Reagan—an actor learns early the benefits of a good night’s sleep. From his earliest days in politics, Reagan was supremely confident in his own abilities as an executive. He had come to prominence in a career in which he constantly had to give up control—to producers and directors and studio bosses, to makeup designers and camera operators and press agents, to critics and millions of anonymous strangers who would form consequential opinions of him as they watched on distant screens. When he began his political career in the mid-1960s, he took to the disaggregated life of a political candidate quickly. Most first-time candidates struggle to adapt to an existence in which they must surrender control of their lives to other people. Reagan had been doing it for years. He understood an important distinction that Johnson never grasped: being in control and being successful aren’t always the same thing.

And so, as president, Reagan often seemed only vaguely aware of the pressing business of his own administration. Americans grew accustomed to a leader who liked naps and long vacations and days spent ambling on horseback on his mountain ranch above the Pacific. His aides worried at times over the cumulative effect in the press that he appeared too detached from decision making, too much a figurehead. They wondered if they ought to brief reporters on the more punishing aspects of the president’s working regime. Reagan advised them to keep quiet; in the long run, it was always better to appear above it all. Like Johnson, he was a rancher, but he stayed out of the swampy muck.

Each was a gifted performer and raconteur who could captivate an audience. But they excelled in different settings. Johnson was best in person. He was overwhelming, always, and his conversations hummed with transactional momentum. He told involved and engaging Texas tall tales, but he usually told them in order to drive home a pertinent point. He made use of his large girth and six-foot-three-inch frame. All the clichéd metaphors of politics—glad-handing, buttonholing, back stroking, arm twisting—were things Johnson actually, physically did in order to get his way. His greatest asset was his intuitive sensitivity to human emotion, his unmatched ability to spot people’s highest ambitions and their darkest fears. Even Alabama governor George Wallace, one of the twentieth century’s most notorious racial demagogues, found himself mesmerized by an impassioned Oval Office conference with Johnson in the midst of a tense 1965 standoff over racial protests in Wallace’s home state. “Hell,” said Wallace afterward, “if I’d stayed in there much longer, he’d have had me coming out for civil rights.”

A conversation with Reagan, on the other hand, was usually pleasant and entirely superficial. In his early days as a politician, supporters would often walk away from first encounters with candidate Reagan disappointed. He’d told funny jokes, they’d laughed heartily, they’d had a ball. But they couldn’t remember much if any substance to what he’d said. The problem wasn’t that Reagan was an empty suit; rather, he struggled to connect with people when they came too close. Even his own children encountered a fog in their father’s eyes when they greeted him in a room. He was friendly, but he gave the impression that he was meeting them for the first time.

He was better with an audience watching him. Better still if they were watching him on a television screen from the comfort of their own homes. In these moments, he was great. He launched his 1966 campaign for governor with a thirty-minute television advertisement in which he pensively strolled around a comfortable living room. It was all so wonderfully familiar and authentic. There were pictures on the wall and a fire in the fireplace; Reagan’s sharp, pithy summation of California’s and the nation’s problems seemed to come to him spontaneously, a kindly father figure opining on issues of the day. None of it was real—the sentences were scripted and the living room was a studio set. But Californians didn’t mind; they were starting to expect their politicians to be great performers on TV.

Television was taking over politics in the midsixties. Anyone who’d lived through the Kennedy years could see that. Johnson could see it, and he worked tirelessly to adapt, but never with much success. As president, he obsessed over his televised press conferences, bringing in a shifting cast of experts for coaching on his diction, his posture, his eyewear. But his problem was fundamental: performing for a TV camera, he could never do what he did in person, he couldn’t see his audience and adapt his personality accordingly. And that introduced a terrifying possibility: that the people watching would see him as himself.

Johnson and Reagan, then, were both stars, but stars of different eras. It is difficult to fit them inside a single picture—when the mind focuses on one of them, the other becomes a blur. Even in the lore of practical politics, where both have assumed vaunted status in recent years, they inhabit separate realms. Reagan is the president that politicians from both parties publicly say they admire—principled, noble, and strong. But Johnson is the president they secretly long to be—ruthless, effective, a man who got big things done.

Yet when we look at Reagan and Johnson as actual human beings, we are left with an odd set of facts. These two heroes of opposite eras were born less than three years apart. They both came of age in the early decades of the twentieth century and were shaped by the same events. Both lived through the Great Depression and served in World War II; both saw the rise of the Cold War and shrewdly maneuvered in their respective fields through the havoc of the McCarthy era. The Reagan who took the oath of office in 1981 was not a young man; he was two weeks shy of his seventieth birthday. And he was not new to presidential politics—he had been running for the office for the better part of two decades. In fact, he’d had his eye on the White House ever since the midsixties, when he’d dreamed of dislodging its occupant: Lyndon Johnson.

And the vision Reagan articulated in his inaugural address was, in fact, a vision born in the midsixties, a vision made possible by the Johnson years. The ideas he articulated—virulent anticommunism abroad, freeing the individual from the shackles of the state at home—were not new. They had been guiding principles of the right since the Roosevelt administration; they were the ideas Goldwater ran on in 1964. But for a long time, those ideas had been too fantastic and ridiculous for the mainstream. To most Americans, it was self-evident that a modern state facing the complex problems of the modern world needed a robust national government to guide it through.

But as Johnson’s promises for America’s utopian future moved into the realm of fantasy, the fantasies of limited government on the radical right suddenly became legitimate, too. Reagan, whose career had given him a healthy respect for the mercurial nature of public mood, waited for the right moment—when public trust in Johnson’s promises first began to falter—to unleash his own competing myth. Johnson promised that his government would soon deliver the nation from all troubles, but the nation grew more troubled by the day. Only then did the conservative case against government begin to seem not so crazy after all. Or, at least, no more crazy than the other side. Once the formerly reasonable people took their rhetoric into a new realm of fantasy, politics became about choosing: which fantasy sounded best?

Is a new world coming? We welcome it and we will bend it to the hopes of man.

Government is not the solution to our problem. Government is the problem.

Reagan and Johnson were speaking in different eras. But they were speaking to each other.

Both were telling stories of America and its future. In these stories, the country was facing a historic moment of choice, the consequences of which would be felt for generations. The stakes were high: “Abundance or annihilation,” said Johnson at the dedication of the 1964 World’s Fair, “development or desolation, that is in your hands.” Later that same year, Reagan gave his “Time for Choosing” speech: “We’ll preserve for our children this, the last best hope of man on earth, or we’ll sentence them to take the last step into a thousand years of darkness.”

Yet while the consequences of making the wrong choice were severe, to Johnson and Reagan, the right and wrong paths were clear. And each man assured Americans that all they had to do was choose the right path—his path—and they would be delivered from harm, ready for their future of ecstatic possibility. They were confident that the country would make the right choice. After all, there would be someone there to guide them.

That was what drove them to tell their stories in the first place; each man needed a story in which he could play the hero’s part. For despite all their differences, Reagan and Johnson were at heart driven by the same fundamental need: to be the hero and receive the world’s admiration and acclaim. One was a rancher down in the muck, the other was a cowboy riding along the ridge. But at the end of the day, each of them was a man on horseback, commanding the attention of the world.

That driving need shaped both of their lives. It propelled them up from lonely childhoods in obscure regions of the country and compelled them to work harder than all their peers. In both of them, it was a need born early, nursed by the love of ambitious, adoring mothers. As they grew older, it was shaped by the cautionary example of their fathers, Jack Reagan and Sam Ealey Johnson, Jr., two men who had also had dreams of being a hero but who had instead chosen paths that led to ruin and disgrace.

As young adults, their shared need brought them both acclaim and attention. “Heady wine,” Reagan called it, and Johnson would have known exactly what he meant—it tasted so sweet. Each found successively larger stages so that by their late twenties, Johnson and Reagan had become, respectively, a United States congressman and a Hollywood actor with a million-dollar studio contract. Settled in their businesses’ respective capitals on opposite coasts, each spent much of the next two decades in his rightful place, as one of the most recognizable men in town.

Then, sometime in middle age, the wine dried up and the eyes of the world drifted away, leaving Reagan and Johnson each to contemplate the same future, one in which his purpose for living was gone.

That was the future that lay ahead of both of them the day that John F. Kennedy went to Dallas. On November 22, 1963, when the story of their thousand days begins, Reagan and Johnson were both well into middle age and far from the limelight. Reagan was working on a troubled movie set, playing the part of a cuckolded gangster in a dark, violent drama—the kind of work he hated but the only work he could get. Johnson was wasting away in the miserable obscurity of the vice presidency. Excluded from the circles of influence, a figure of ridicule in the capital he had once ruled, he had descended into deep depression, convinced he would never hold real power again.

Then shots rang out from the Texas School Book Depository in Dallas’s Dealey Plaza and everything changed. The sudden, shocking death of President Kennedy left the nation stunned and uncertain how to go on. Americans needed a story to believe in. In the thousand days that followed, Johnson and Reagan would each seize the chance to offer a new way forward. It was a risky proposition—in mythology, a hero who seeks greatness must tempt fate and the wrath of the gods. For Johnson, the bill would come due even before the thousand days were up. Still, it was an opportunity each of them would die to take. For each of them it was one last chance at greatness. One last chance to be the man on the horse.
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“A sad time for all people”: Lyndon B. Johnson addresses the nation from Andrews Air Force Base while his wife, Lady Bird, looks on, November 22, 1963.
© AP Photo




CHAPTER ONE
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Stories
November 23, 1963

At the beginning, the worst part is the uncertainty. Later, after the mourning dignitaries have come and gone, after the black crape has been taken down from the chandeliers and the funeral geldings have been put out to pasture, people will remember this weekend as a time of great sadness. For years and then decades, they’ll look back and remember their sorrow. They’ll say they knew, instantly, that life would never be the same again. But that will be memory doing memory’s ruthless work, obliterating any discordant details, imposing order where once there was none. In these first hours, there is sadness, but mostly there is chaos and the dreadful unknown: What has happened to America? And what is going to happen next?

So everyone turns on their television sets, hoping to find out. On NBC’s Today show, the clocks on a wall are comfortingly definitive. On the East Coast, it is just after seven o’clock in the morning. The date is November 23, 1963. Millions of Americans are waking up after a night of troubled sleep. Watching the program, they see the host’s face contort in sudden pain as he speaks the words:

“The president of the United States is dead.”

Ah, yes, that is certain, too.

By now there are agreed-upon facts: At lunchtime the previous day, President John F. Kennedy, on a political trip to Texas, rode in an open limousine toward the center of Dallas. At 12:30 Central Time, shots struck his motorcade as it moved through the city’s Dealey Plaza. By 12:45 P.M., CBS, NBC, and ABC had interrupted their programming to bring word of the shooting. At 1:35 P.M., the network Teletypes carried a wire from UPI: “Flash: President Kennedy Dead.” Now, nearly eighteen hours after the shooting, it is impossible to find an American who does not already know the news the host has just delivered—that the president of the United States is dead.

Still, he says it. It is the first line in a script he must read, timed to a movie montage with carefully selected background music. It is the starting point of an elaborate story he is about to tell, the summary of what is known.

He goes on:

“The body of John Fitzgerald Kennedy is at this moment in the White House. And it is a much saddened nation and world that greets this day …”

The screen switches to scenes from the day. There is the dead president at Dallas’s Love Field, very much alive, gracefully descending from Air Force One. And there is his beautiful wife, Jacqueline, wearing a pink suit and a pillbox hat, brushing the hair out of her face. He smiles and nods at local dignitaries on the tarmac. She clutches a bouquet of red roses to her breast. They climb into an open-topped limousine.

“At about 12:30 the motorcade turned the corner and approached the triple underpass feeding the Stemons expressway …”

The smiling Kennedys turn a corner and disappear from view.

“… and then three shots rang out in quick succession and the pleasant day turned into a nightmare of confusion and horror.”

The camera jolts and drops to the ground. The narration goes silent and the music is gone.

“The president died at about one P.M.… Meanwhile Dallas police had captured twenty-four-year-old Lee Oswald, an acknowledged left-wing supporter of Fidel Castro …”

“He was later charged with the murder of the president … he has thus far admitted nothing.”

Then a quick cut. Now, onscreen, we see a blurry shot of two large airplane tails, parked on a runway, behind a high fence.

“Vice President Lyndon Johnson recited the oath of office and assumed the presidency …”

But we do not see the oath taking. We do not see any pictures of Johnson. All we see is more of the airplane tails and the fence.

“At 6:05 Eastern Time, the presidential plane landed at Andrews Air Force Base in Washington. The bronze coffin carrying the thirty-fifth president was taken from it and loaded into a Navy ambulance.”

Onscreen it is now nighttime on another tarmac. From the back of the airplane, Air Force One, we see men emerge, carrying a coffin.

“Then, a still blood-spattered Mrs. Kennedy was taken down. She seemed still in a state of shock as she was taken to the ambulance.”

A solid mass of men in uniforms and dark suits parts for Jacqueline Kennedy. She does look dazed, but also regal and poised. The shot lingers on her, beautiful and tragic, as she waits to get into the ambulance. The narration has stopped again, as if out of respect.

Then there is a quick, disorienting cut to a far less pretty picture. On a nondescript slab of concrete, Kennedy’s vice president stands with his wife. He looks tired and old.

“A few minutes later, the waiting crowd and the nation at large heard their new president, Lyndon Johnson.”

Johnson seems confused. Before speaking he looks to both sides and then down at his notes, exposing a balding head. He is speaking but we can’t hear him, there is too much background noise. We hear principally the roar of airplane engines. Only when they deign to pause can we catch Johnson, midsentence—

“… time for all people.”

The shot switches to a wider camera angle. At the greater distance, he is hard to make out—there is a glare off his glasses, and the camera picks up only dark circles where his eyes should be.

“For me it is a deep personal tragedy …”

An anonymous figure walks into the shot just behind Johnson, as though unaware he is even there.

“I will do my best. It is all I can do. I ask for your help. And God’s.”

Finally, the roaring airplanes have their way and the camera cuts away from this lonely old man.

Then the narration picks up again:

“It was about 4:30 this morning when President John Fitzgerald Kennedy was returned to the White House.”

Now words and image and music are once again aligned. In place of the unsettled tarmac scene, we have a splendid tableau—a hearse approaching the north entrance of the White House, led by an honor guard, the great house lit up with lanterns, the president coming home.

It is a short but compelling montage, and Americans will watch it again and again this day. Broadcasters have suspended regular programming and advertising. Every second of airtime across three networks belongs to the news divisions.

This is how it works in America this weekend—the normal rituals and routines have been thrown out. Outside the NBC studios, midtown Manhattan, America’s mass media capital, has been transformed by the events of the past twenty-four hours. The department stores have taken down their Christmas decorations and replaced them with black mourning scenes. From St. Patrick’s Cathedral, the sound of an organ playing “The Star-Spangled Banner” slips out onto the street. Most theaters, movie houses, and restaurants in the city have closed their doors. The Stork Club, a hub of café society, stays open but is mostly empty. “The people here … are like the people out on Christmas Eve,” the headwaiter explains. “They have no home.”

The balance between cause and effect seems off, reason itself suspended. Kennedy had led the West and harnessed the most terrible arsenal of weapons ever known to man. Now he has been shot down by an anonymous madman who stored his rifle in a suburban garage. Kennedy had invited the nation to join him on a thrilling journey toward the future. Now he has become the past.

No one seems to be in charge. The president is dead. His successor is out of sight. Only a single White House photographer, snapping pictures in a hurry, has captured his swearing in. For a while, the phones in Washington don’t even work.

Americans need to look for authority somewhere new. They know where to find it. Most turned on the television the moment they heard what happened in Dallas and they haven’t turned it off since. On average this weekend, American households will watch 8.5 hours of television each day. Everyone is looking to the people on their screen for answers. NBC’s David Brinkley calls the White House to see if staffers there have any news. “No,” comes the reply, “we were watching you to see if you had any.”

For the networks, this new authority is a daunting challenge. There are still few hard facts from Dallas, a meager diet for so many hours of airtime. TV programmers experiment with other ways to fill the time—broadcasts of memorial concerts or prayer vigils—but viewers at home aren’t interested. They prefer news, even the same, sad facts, even if they’ve heard them before. The repetition is comforting. TV anchors that weekend, one viewer will later write to NBC’s Chet Huntley, are like “old friends … telling us about the tragedy until we could absorb it.”

So that’s what the anchors do: tell the country what they know, over and over again. This morning, NBC will replay the same montage, with the same background music, the same pictures, and roughly the same script, at least once every half hour.

This Saturday morning, when everything is uncertain, this is one thing Americans have. They do not have their president, they do not have normal life, they do not have faith that everything will be okay. All they have for certain is a story:


The president went to Dallas on a bright autumn day.

There, a madman shot and killed him.

He returned to his capital in a coffin.

In her agony, his widow has shown unimaginable strength.

The vice president has recited the oath of office and assumed the presidency.



But that isn’t the point of the story. The point of the story is the first thing the news host told them, the one thing everyone knows for sure: the president of the United States is dead.

AT 8:40 THAT Saturday morning, two iron gates opened outside an imposing gray mansion in the Spring Valley section of Washington. A black limousine slid down a driveway scattered with dead leaves. Under police escort, the car turned south and sped swiftly through the capital’s near-deserted streets. Lyndon Baines Johnson, the living president of the United States, was en route to the White House.

Most Americans did not witness this procession. The networks had sent crews to stand outside the Johnson family home, where Johnson had spent the night after returning from Dallas. Earlier in the hour, a host had promised Today’s viewers that the program would show the new president leaving his home for the White House. But when the gates opened, NBC was in the midst of its montage, and the program’s producers chose to stick with their scripted story. By the time it was over, Johnson’s car had disappeared.

A day earlier, the man inside the limousine had been the vice president, touring his home state of Texas with Kennedy. He and his wife, Lady Bird, had planned to host the Kennedys at their ranch in the Hill Country, west of Austin, that Saturday morning. To think of the things they’d been worried about just a day earlier—which champagne and cigarettes to procure for Mrs. Kennedy; how to accommodate the special plywood and horsehair mattress favored by the commander in chief.

How quickly it had all changed. The Johnsons had been riding several cars behind the Kennedys as the presidential motorcade made its way through Dallas. They were waving at the crowds when they heard a loud explosion. As the smell of gunpowder filled the air, Johnson looked up and saw a body hurtling toward him. It was Rufus Youngblood, the Secret Service agent charged with protecting the vice president’s life. Youngblood ordered Johnson to get down and the vice president obeyed, pressing his face to the floor. Another shot echoed through Dealey Plaza. Johnson wouldn’t know it for another hour, but in that moment, John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s life ended. As he stared at the floor of the limousine and felt the weight of Youngblood digging into his back, Lyndon Johnson became the thirty-sixth president of the United States.

For a moment, all was silent, and then a ghostly voice came over the Secret Service radio: “Let’s get out of here.” The limousines careened through the streets of Dallas until at last they reached Parkland Hospital. There, doctors worked over Kennedy’s body, still trying to save his life, but Jacqueline Kennedy, looking on, knew that these efforts were in vain. Her pink suit was covered in her husband’s blood and brain tissue, and she had held a piece of his skull in her hand. “They’ve killed him,” she had repeated over and over again.

At the instruction of his security detail, Johnson took shelter in a warren of inner offices away from the operating table, where he and Lady Bird huddled and waited for news. Johnson stood six feet three inches, weighed more than two hundred pounds, and was, by long reputation, one of the most willful and powerful men Washington had ever seen. But under Parkland’s harsh lights, he was strangely passive, almost childlike, complying with Secret Service orders, refusing to make any decisions, asking repeatedly for direction from Kennedy’s staff. Finally came Kennedy’s stricken assistant, Kenneth O’Donnell, with the news: “He’s gone.”

He was President Johnson now. All his adult life, Johnson had striven for the presidency—worked for it, obsessed over it, longed for it above all else. He had sought his party’s nomination twice—unofficially but aggressively in 1956, officially and even more aggressively in 1960—but never managed to win it. The failure was the great disappointment of his life. Now, at last, it had happened—he had secured the office, but in a manner such as this.

The Secret Service was anxious to get him out of Texas, unsure what danger remained. Johnson needed little convincing. He worried that Kennedy’s assassination might be the first step in a Communist plot that could also include his own murder and possibly even nuclear war. Hunkered down in the security of Air Force One, he waited at Love Field long enough to collect Kennedy’s widow and to see the dead president’s coffin loaded into the rear of the plane. And, at his insistence, he recited the oath of office before the five-hour flight back to Washington. But no sooner had he spoken the words “so help me God” than he ordered the plane into the sky.

Greeted at Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington by Defense Secretary Robert McNamara and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy, he’d asked for any news of further crisis in the world. There was none, no wider threat. Still, when, well after midnight, he finally climbed into his own bed, he asked several aides to stay with him. In the darkness, he made sure they understood: They were not to leave him alone.

Now, though, it was morning, and the fear was beginning to pass. He’d seen what they were broadcasting on television and sensed the crisis of authority. Americans, he would later say, “were all spinning around and around, trying to come to grips with what had happened … like a bunch of cattle caught in the swamp.” He knew what was required: “There is but one way to get the cattle out of the swamp.… And that is for the man on the horse to take the lead, to assume command, to provide direction.”

He knew he could provide it. For things to feel certain again, America needed a different story. Not the story of John F. Kennedy’s life or the story of his death. It needed a new story with a new hero. And he was the one to give that story to the country. That was what he’d always wanted, to be the nation’s hero. He knew this was his best chance, and his last.
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ALL HIS LIFE, Johnson had longed to be the central figure in a great drama. He came from a line of men who were expected to make their mark, and did. Lyndon Baines Johnson was born in 1908 in a remote farmhouse on the Pedernales River, not far from the town of Johnson City, named for his frontier forebears. Family lore had it that these forebears had settled that part of the Texas Hill Country through great feats of courage—fighting off hostile Indians, starving through droughts, stamping out prairie fires. Through the generations, their offspring gained a strong dose of self-assurance. “Hell,” said a contemporary of Sam Ealy Johnson, Lyndon’s father, “the Johnsons could strut sitting down.”

From his earliest days, young Lyndon was encouraged to think of himself as the natural heir to these men. In 1965, his mother, Rebekah Baines Johnson, published A Family Album, a history of the Baines and Johnson families. Her description of her son’s birth went as follows: “Now the light came in from the East, bringing a stillness so profound and so pervasive that it seemed as if the earth itself were listening. And then there came a sharp, compelling cry—the most awesome, happiest sound known to human ears—the cry of a newborn baby; the first child of Sam Ealy and Rebekah Baines Johnson was ‘discovering America.’ ”

A child raised by such a mother was clearly also discovering what the warm glow of adoring eyes upon him felt like; by the time he could walk and talk, he was determined to get as much of that feeling as he could. And from the men in his family, he saw how. Both of his grandfathers were Texas politicians—one was a state legislator and a Texas secretary of state. His father, Sam Jr., served in the Texas legislature, where he passionately fought for policies to improve and transform the life of the forgotten little people in the isolated backcountry. In his early years, Lyndon would watch with wonder as his father, the politician, would enter and conquer a room, turning every eye toward him. Politics, young Lyndon understood, was power, and with power came respect, admiration, even love. He knew it could all be his. On the day of his birth, the family story had it, his grandfather had ridden a horse through the Hill Country, shouting: “A United States Senator was born today!”

Soon, the future senator was demanding the world’s attention wherever he went. As a boy of only five or six years, at the Hill Country’s Junction School, Johnson refused to read unless he was at the very front of the room, sitting in his teacher’s lap, with all of his classmates looking on. In The Path to Power, the first of his definitive volumes on the life of Lyndon Johnson, the historian Robert Caro describes that young student in “Miss Kate” Deadrich’s Junction School class: “When Miss Kate excused one of her students to use the privy out back, the student had to write his name on one of the two blackboards that flanked the back door. The other students wrote their names small; whenever Lyndon left the room, he would reach up as high as he could and scrawl his name in capital letters so huge that they took up not one but both blackboards. His schoolmates can remember today—seventy years later—that huge LYNDON B. on the left blackboard and JOHNSON on the right.”

He did not grow subtler with age. In August 1934, just shy of his twenty-sixth birthday, Johnson met a recent graduate of the University of Texas, Claudia Alta “Lady Bird” Taylor, and was certain he had found his future wife. On their first official date, Lady Bird would later say, “he told me all sorts of things that I thought were extraordinarily direct for a first conversation … about how many years he had been teaching, his salary as a secretary to a Congressman, his ambitions, even about all the members of his family, and how much insurance he carried.” The date turned into a four-day visit to the Johnson family ranch, an interview with his mother, even a trip to the Johnson family cemetery. The goal, Johnson later said, was “to keep her mind completely on me.” It paid off. In two months’ time, Lyndon and Lady Bird Taylor were married.

And it paid off in Washington, where Johnson labored hard—as hard as the old-timers had ever seen a man work—to keep everyone’s mind completely on him. Even in a town of strivers, Johnson’s string of prodigious successes was legendary: as a twenty-three-year-old clerk to a Texas congressman, he joined the fraternity of congressional aides known as the “Little Congress” and quickly became the group’s “boss.” Then he himself was elected to the real Congress from Texas’s Tenth District at the age of twenty-eight. He was such an audibly enthusiastic New Dealer, he earned the favor of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who let a thirty-two-year-old Johnson announce his campaign for a Texas Senate seat from the White House lawn. He lost that race, but he won seven years later in 1948, when he beat a beloved former governor, Coke Stevenson, by a margin of 87 votes in the Democratic primary. (This victory earned him the nickname “Landslide Lyndon.”) And then, incredibly, just four years later, his colleagues voted him in to the position that would define his life: Democratic leader in the United States Senate.

The Senate was not, by most lights, the right place for a young man who longed to make his name quickly. By custom, senators shunned the use of first and last names in favor of “the senator from Texas” or, better yet, “the distinguished junior senator from Texas.” But the upper chamber of Congress was the perfect setting for the grand story of Lyndon Johnson. It was, Johnson said on arrival, “the right size”—small enough, with only a hundred members, for Johnson to know each member personally, to watch a man at close enough range to see the opportunities he presented—and the dangers. Johnson triumphed in the Senate, Caro writes in his third volume, Master of the Senate, by practicing his “genius for studying a man and learning his strengths and weaknesses and hopes and fears … what it was that the man wanted—not what he said he wanted but what he really wanted—and what it was that the man feared, really feared.”

He took a calcified, cautious Senate and made it into a pulsating power center, with Lyndon Johnson as its heart. Other senators observed the way the majority leader moved down the Capitol’s corridors, the way he communicated disapproval with a single drop of his pen, the way he could turn a simple handshake into a full-body massage for a senator who had something he wanted, or turn a pat on the shoulder into a choking death grip. It had a name: “the Johnson treatment”—Lyndon’s stamp, pressed hard on the greatest deliberative body known to man. When the old bulls of the Senate saw him in the hallways they genuflected and called him by his honorific title: Mr. Leader!

A leader he was—perhaps the most effective party boss in the Senate’s history and, after President Eisenhower, the most powerful man in Washington at the time. For Johnson, though, the point of power was not just having it, but making sure the world knew you had it. He quickly discovered that the reporters who covered the Senate struggled to find ways to make the byzantine legislative process accessible to their readers. But give them a good story—with good human details and a compelling character at the center—and they’d write what you wanted, even if nine times out of ten, the compelling character was you. As a consequence, he was not only the most effective majority leader of the modern era, but the most famous, too.

His ultimate ambition, though, remained as big as the letters he had scrawled across Miss Kate’s blackboards at the Junction School. As a young congressman, Johnson instructed aide Horace Busby to refer to him by his initials in press releases. “FDR-LBJ, FDR-LBJ—do you get it? What I want is for them to start thinking of me in terms of initials.”

Now, as his car sped forward, he could see the White House. FDR, his idol, had lived in that house for twelve years, longer than any man before him, and now, thanks to the Twenty-second Amendment limiting presidents to two elected terms, longer than any president ever would again. Under the provisions of that amendment, a vice president who succeeded to the presidency of another person with less than two years left in that president’s term could run for up to two additional terms of his own. Kennedy’s term had only fourteen months left. Altogether, Johnson’s presidency could last nine years, longer than anyone’s but Roosevelt’s.

It was enough time to be as great as Roosevelt, too. Enough time to get great things done, to do what Johnson men were supposed to do—make life better for the common man. Then, in glory, he could go back
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