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Foreword

by Dan Goodgame
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Texas Monthly was founded fifty years ago with a simple mission: to publish the best storytelling about the Lone Star State—about its events, its places, and, especially its people. That remains our mission today, even as we’ve expanded onto the web and into videos, podcasts, live events, newsletters, Hollywood productions, and books like the one you’re holding.

Our focus on interesting Texans reflects the nature of the state that we cover. It has always been defined by big personalities, from Sam Houston and Quanah Parker to Lyndon Johnson and Ann Richards; from Mary Kay Ash and Herb Kelleher to Selena and Beyoncé. We’re home to many of America’s boldest entrepreneurs and inventors, chefs and architects, film directors and musicians. So when my colleagues and I decided to publish a book to celebrate our golden anniversary, we thought it made sense to highlight fifty or so of the fascinating personalities we’ve been blessed to write about over the past half century.

During that period, Texas has experienced a profound transformation. Its population has risen from twelve million to thirty million, including millions of newcomers from all over the globe. Contrary to popular stereotype, most live not in rural areas but in vibrant cities and increasingly diverse suburbs. The state’s economy ranks ninth in the world, just behind that of Brazil and ahead of South Korea. Its political and cultural influence has expanded apace, in every sphere from hardball politics to hip-hop. And at every turn, Texas Monthly writers have chronicled the state’s growth and its growing pains.

TM published its first issue in February 1973, shortly after former president Lyndon Johnson died, Houston’s Barbara Jordan took her seat as the first Black woman elected to Congress from a southern state, and the Supreme Court overthrew state bans on abortion in a Texas case called Roe v. Wade. That first issue included reviews of books, films, restaurants, theater, and weekend getaways. But most of its pages—like those of the six-hundred-plus issues that would follow—were devoted to engaging stories about Texans: the effervescent president of Dr Pepper, the colorful sportscaster and former Dallas Cowboys quarterback Don Meredith, and the feuding families who ran the high-end department store chains Neiman Marcus and Sakowitz.

That first issue is where we began our research for this book. We started by making lists of who we might feature, which was fun and easy. We included famous figures such as Matthew McConaughey and Solange Knowles. Amusing ones such as Woody Harrelson and Dennis Rodman. Ones nurtured here who found fame elsewhere, such as Walter Cronkite and Melinda Gates. Ones who made their names elsewhere and then got here as soon as they could, such as Elon Musk and Joe Rogan. Our potential profile subjects soon numbered in the hundreds. That’s where the going got tough. We had to find a way to cull the herd.

We decided to focus on the men and women who had shaped the state in some lasting manner over the past half century, rather than those who were simply well known or whose significant accomplishments occurred elsewhere. (Jeff Bezos may have grown up in Houston and spent his summers on his grandfather’s ranch in Cotulla, but his impact is global, not Texas-specific.) To winnow our list, we consulted with historians and experts in fields ranging from business and politics to the arts, food, medicine, and sports. We debated at length and went back to read more about scores of Texans, both little known and famous. Then we argued some more.

In the end, we tended to choose directors over actors, entrepreneurs over corporate CEOs, and musicians and sports figures who expanded our sense of what was possible in those fields rather than those who were merely popular.

Though this book covers individuals who shaped the state between 1973 and 2023, the complex process of influence doesn’t necessarily respect the rigid borders of decades. In our first chapter, on the 1970s, you’ll see a few figures who made major contributions years earlier but whose influence continued to be felt many years later. Likewise, in our afterword, on the 2020s—a decade that was still unfolding as we put this book together—we decided to loosen our criteria a bit and include Texans who, based on their early contributions, look likely to have lasting impact.

One beneficial effect of that decision is that we were able to include a more diverse range of folks in our list of fifty influential Texans than we otherwise might have. Of course, there are limits to how far we can bend in that direction without distorting history; the realities of who has wielded power in Texas are, unfortunately, what they are. Every one of the state’s forty-eight governors, for instance, has been white, all but two of them white men. The founders of most of our iconic brands have been white men, too. But that was then. Texas is now a majority-minority state, and the afterword’s diverse roster provides a glimpse of our future. Twenty-five years from now, our seventy-fifth anniversary book will almost certainly look very different from this one.

For our brief profiles of each of the Texans featured here, we drew on nearly fifty years of Texas Monthly’s reporting. Roughly half of these articles have been freshly written, in several cases by authors who have covered the subjects for decades. The other half are stories from our archives that have, in many cases, been substantially updated and otherwise revised. In cases where the authors of our original profiles are alive and well, we have either enlisted them in the editing and updating or consulted closely with them. Sadly, four of the finest writers in TM’s history—Gary Cartwright, Jan Reid, Paul Burka, and Al Reinert—have passed on in recent years and a couple of others are ailing. In adapting their work, we’ve done our best to preserve each writer’s voice and style.

Dozens of TM staffers, as well as freelancers and alumni, have enthusiastically contributed to this book, and I’m grateful to each of them. Special thanks are due to Stephen Harrigan, a distinguished TM alum who wrote Big Wonderful Thing, the definitive history of Texas. His introduction to this book provides colorful and insightful perspective on our past half century. Special thanks are also due to Texas Monthly’s deputy editor Jeff Salamon, who expertly directed this project on a tight deadline. Both rank high on my personal list of top fifty Texans.

I think you’ll find, as I have, that our writers and editors have created a remarkably entertaining and enlightening work. Though it is, narrowly defined, a collection of fifty unrelated profiles, this book also functions as an intimate, personality-focused history of America’s most fascinating state during an era of sweeping change. Reading through these pieces, you get the sense of time unfolding, of institutions rising and falling, of political and cultural forces emerging and pushing against one another—and of the magazine that chronicled all of it.




Introduction

by Stephen Harrigan
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Lyndon Johnson placed his last phone call, and spoke his last words, on the late afternoon of January 22, 1973. He was alone, in the bedroom of his ranch house, when he dialed the Secret Service and, in a stricken tone, asked for help. Two agents rushed to his room, but when they arrived they found the former president, the man who had held sway over Texas history as no one had since Sam Houston, already dead of a heart attack.

He was buried in the family graveyard on the Pedernales River three days later. Only a few days after that, the first issue of Texas Monthly—the February 1973 issue, with the former Dallas Cowboys quarterback Don Meredith on the cover—appeared on newsstands. That May, Texas Monthly’s fourth issue included an account of LBJ’s funeral by Bill Porterfield, written in a lush elegiac key (“Never in memory,” it began, “had the hill winter been so hard and insistent and the sun so shy”) that signaled that the magazine was savvy to the literary dimensions of what was then called the New Journalism.

Texas Monthly was created in time to memorialize Johnson, but too late to cover him. It had missed that era. But with the state’s most commanding personality now laid to rest, another Texas era was beginning, and Texas Monthly was on hand to document it. LBJ’s passing represented, in a way, a clean break with history. There was no reason to doubt that Texas would always be teeming with characters to write about, but a gigantic, overshadowing Texan like Lyndon Johnson already seemed like an emblem of the past.

In some ways, however, the past was still tenaciously with us. Even though it had produced a president (two, if you count Dwight Eisenhower, who was born in Denison but brought to Kansas before the age of two), Texas in 1973 felt far removed from the national stage. By the 1970s, nearly 80 percent of Texans were city dwellers—twice as many as there had been four decades earlier—but the state was still grounded in, and hobbled by, its own insistent clichés. Recent movies like The Last Picture Show had moved the needle a bit when it came to realistic depictions of Texans, but we were still conditioned to recognize ourselves in the panels of Ace Reid cartoons about lanky, bowlegged cowboys.

Living in Texas back then, you felt cut off from a wider and presumably more cosmopolitan world. Blue laws, for instance, were still very much in effect. It wasn’t just that you couldn’t buy liquor on Sunday. If you needed a new mop, the housewares section of your local grocery store was literally roped off, for fear you might profane the Lord’s Day by buying something that would lead you to commit labor. It had only been two years since the Texas Legislature overturned the law forbidding you from ordering a drink in a restaurant, and if you happened to be in the lounge car of a train, service was still suspended when you passed through one of Texas’s one-hundred-or-so dry counties. You learned about what was happening beyond the borders of Texas from thirty-minute news segments on the three broadcast networks or from your local newspaper. There wasn’t yet a national edition of the New York Times, or a self-appointed national newspaper like USA Today. Flights outside of the state were expensive. Travel outside of the country remained, for a penurious freelance writer like myself, a maybe-one-day, once-in-a-lifetime dream.

Even so, you had the sense that things were starting to loosen up, that Texas’s borders wouldn’t always be such a hard barrier and that the state had something important to say to the rest of the country. Nineteen seventy-three was also the year that a sprawling soon-to-be-international airport the size of Manhattan debuted between Dallas and Fort Worth, opening up Texas to the world in much the same way that the cattle trails had a hundred years earlier. During the construction of DFW, workers unearthed the fossilized bones of a seventy-million-year-old marine reptile called a plesiosaur. In a vivid demonstration of how Texas was emerging into the ether of the modern age, the plesiosaur was put on display in the Braniff terminal.

Braniff itself would soon become a fossil, going out of business in 1982. But at about the same time that a young lawyer named Mike Levy began traveling around Texas pitching potential investors on the idea of a statewide magazine, a new venture called Southwest Airlines, with a tiny fleet of three Boeing 737s, began flying passengers to and from Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio. A low-cost airline connecting Texas’s biggest cities was the vision of an investment banker and recreational pilot named Rollin King, but it was co-founder Herb Kelleher’s raucous, try-anything personality that gave the airline its renegade identity and helped cement its customer loyalty. Southwest also served as a binding force for Texans, reflecting to us an image of our long-cultivated identity as a world unto ourselves.
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That prideful parochialism still exists, but Texas—like Southwest, now one of the biggest airlines in the world—is no longer as containable as it once seemed. In the last half century, the number of people living here has more than doubled and Texas has climbed the charts from the country’s fourth most populous state to its second. Austin, an overgrown college town of slightly more than two hundred thousand people when I arrived in 1966, is now the eleventh largest city in the United States. Houston is now the fourth largest, and someday soon will probably be the third.

The change has been so overwhelming, so inundating, that it’s puzzling to remember that when Texas Monthly published its first issue my rent in central Austin was a hundred dollars a month, that I had not yet tasted Chinese food, that the downtown bus station was a thriving portal for state and national travel, that barbecue was not the object of hipster obsession or the subject of foodways scholarship but just something that people ate because it was a good, cheap lunch. The Astrodome and the Shamrock Hotel were still major landmarks in Houston, Dallas was still the radioactive site of the Kennedy assassination, and a twelve-year-old amusement park in Arlington was still called Six Flags Over Texas for a reason, since it was mostly divided into six themed sections focused on the six nations Texas had been a part of during its history.

Visitors to Six Flags could embark on La Salle’s River Adventure, named for the doomed explorer who had tried to establish a French colony in the 1680s near Matagorda Bay. “Indians!” the guide called out as the boat passed a village of conical thatched huts where human skulls were displayed on poles. “Every one of these Indian braves has sworn a blood oath to kill any white man he sees.” He alerted the passengers to the presence of a hideous-looking medicine man but lasciviously called their attention to a beautiful “Indian chick” and instructed them: “Hands off!”

Someone at Six Flags must have noticed the squeamishness potential of some of the attractions as Texas was beginning its evolution into a majority-minority state. The demeaning robotic representations of dancing tamales and grinning campesinos wearing giant sombreros and riding undersize donkeys that you passed on the Fiesta Train in the Mexico section had recently been relocated to another part of the park, and there was no longer a “recruitment station” in the Confederacy section, or mock executions of Union spies. But the Old South plantation vibe was undisguised and Six Flags continued to fly the Confederate battle flag without asterisk or apology.

There was, though, no hiding the fact that Texas was shedding the old cultural tropes that no longer fit. As this book vibrantly demonstrates, it was people, not just time itself, that transformed Texas over the last fifty years. Fifty of those people are featured here. They are not necessarily the people who, in 1973, you might have predicted would change our state the most or who would test the parameters of Texas identity. Some of the people who once seemed like sure bets for the final draft of Texas history aren’t even included in the pages of this book.

The first public figure, other than Don Meredith, to appear on the cover of Texas Monthly was John Connally. This was in September 1973, fewer than ten years since Connally was almost fatally shot while riding through Dealey Plaza with President Kennedy. He had by then joined Richard Nixon’s cabinet, switched to the Republican Party, and begun to set his own course for the White House. His national popularity, according to a Gallup poll cited by Ann Fears Crawford and Jack Keever, the authors of the piece, was “second only to Teddy Kennedy’s. It is not out of the question that this Texan with a strong personality and an almost nineteenth-century view of formality and style could be the next president.”

Not out of the question, but not in the cards. The same was true for Lloyd Bentsen, depicted on a cover the next year languidly reaching out to touch the finger of God (Lyndon Johnson) in a parody of Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam. The closest he got was the vice presidential slot in Michael Dukakis’s failed 1988 presidential bid.

In 1987, I wrote a profile of Henry Cisneros in which I overspeculated on the possibility of the San Antonio mayor being the first Hispanic occupant of the Oval Office.

“Do you think you could do it?” I asked while I sat next to him on an airplane.

“Do what?”

“Be president?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I could do it.”

But he never got the chance to prove it. Neither did Ross Perot, Phil Gramm, or (so far) Rick Perry, Ted Cruz, or Beto O’Rourke. But of course George H. W. Bush and George W. Bush both did, and both cycled through the pages of the magazine for decades.

But Texas Monthly was never all about politics; it was all about Texas. The same is true of this book, which, in its carefully chosen but inevitably debatable list of the most influential Texans of the last half century, aims to cast the Texas identity net as wide as possible.

I don’t have any interest in trying to nail down what a real Texan is or is not. Wouldn’t be prudent, as the one of our two former Midland residents who occupied the Oval Office might have phrased it (if he had actually said it in the first place). But when you look back upon a half century of successful or sometimes pernicious Texas humans, you’re helplessly alert for commonalities. If I had to make a guess, I’d say that many of the fifty people who ended up being singled out in this volume—out of the thousands who appeared in the magazine during the last five decades—share a talent for self-creation. “Wildcatter,” the off-the-shelf Texas descriptor for nonconformists with a tolerance for long odds, is as good a word as any to apply to Willie Nelson or Herb Kelleher or Mary Kay Ash—people who defy the rules, reinvent the rules, or who may not have been aware that there were rules in the first place.

Like LBJ, whose political power originated from humble and neglected sources like college activity societies and congressional secretaries’ organizations, the people who changed the course of Texas during the last half century seized opportunity in unlikely places: from the UT dorm room where Michael Dell began assembling computers, to the flailing Mexican restaurant in Lake Jackson where nine-year-old Selena Quintanilla first sang for the public, to the vegetarian housing co-op in Austin where a philosophy and religion student named John Mackey met a young woman—Renee Lawson Hardy—who would become his girlfriend and partner in creating Whole Foods.

I suppose the same is true of entrepreneurs, politicians, and artists no matter where they come from. But the bet that Texas Monthly made long ago is that it had found an inexhaustible incubator of colorful people to write about. Texas would loom larger and larger in the world’s sight, not just because it was a giant state that became an economic powerhouse, but because it held on so jealously to its historical imperative of seeming special. And because its people—not all of them, but enough to count—were either quietly or noisily self-reliant.

Whether Texas—its manners, its landscape, its history—created those people, or whether it was they who keep re-creating Texas is the sort of slippery thought experiment some of us have engaged in over the decades in the pages of Texas Monthly without reaching any conclusion that would bear scrutiny. But it’s impossible to read Larry McMurtry without feeling the isolating West Texas world that shaped him. In the soft, hesitant tones that underlie Brené Brown’s Texas accent there’s a hint of the vulnerability that became her calling card as a motivational speaker, just as the career of Mary Kay Ash—who started her own cosmetic company after she grew tired of watching men she had trained advance faster and make more money—broadcasts a particular kind of Texas confidence and bravado.

In the early decades of Texas Monthly, staff members would receive every year a thick volume, bound in red, of the past year’s issues of the magazine. When I look up from the desk on which I’m writing this, I can see twenty or so of these volumes marching across the room at the top of my bookshelf, spanning eventful Texas years from the mid-1970s to the early 1990s.

I’m not someone who can bear too much rereading of my own ancient work, so over the years I haven’t had that much occasion to climb up to the top of the bookshelf and haul down one of those heavy tomes. But that was before I began the chore of writing a heavy tome of my own, a sprawling history of Texas from prehistoric times to the dawn of the twenty-first century that was eventually published by UT Press in 2019. After grinding away for about five or six years and amassing six or seven hundred pages, I began writing about the 1970s and beyond. As I read through those old issues that had been gathering dust in my office, I realized that Texas Monthly had been in business for so long that its history and the history of the state were now entwined. There were times when I even found myself crossing my own trail—when I stumbled across an article I had written many years ago that, to my surprise, was now historical source material.

And suddenly those bound volumes became, for me, not just treasured souvenirs but an active research library. Paging through them, following the columns of editorial print past the perfume ads whose long-lost smells readers had once complained about, past images of miniskirted airline stewardesses and leisure-suited department store models, I encountered story after story about the Texans who had built banks or medical centers, or caused political scandals or created art, or fought for expanding rights for minorities or women. When I came to the end of my bound volumes, I went to the magazine’s internet archives to read more recent stories about the horrors of the Branch Davidian siege, the dragging murder of James Byrd Jr., the fall of Enron, the rise of lifestyle and tech entrepreneurs, the ongoing shift in the state’s political center of gravity from conservative Democrats to Republican culture warriors.

If only, I wished sometimes, Texas Monthly had started in 1873, rather than in 1973. That would have given me a hundred more years of world-class journalism to inspire and inform the epic story I was trying to write. As it was, I was grateful enough for what I could read in those bound volumes. The pages themselves might be moldering a bit, but the writing on those pages was still bright. The context in which events unfolded was still vivid.

I never expected Texas Monthly to last fifty years when I saw that first issue in 1973, or when my first story—about an alien spacecraft that had supposedly crashed into a field near the town of Aurora in 1897—appeared six months later. But the magazine caught on, just like Southwest Airlines caught on. It too was a binding force, something that helped sustain the centripetal power of the Texas identity even as it relentlessly set about questioning it: how it had come about in the first place; what it meant, for good or ill, to claim it.
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Texas is a staggeringly different place than it was in 1973, when it was not just in thrall to its frontier past but in some ways a hostage to it. Now it’s a state from which the future seems to radiate outward in waves: the future of politics; of new modes of transportation; of scientific and technological breakthroughs; of private space flight; of energy, music, literature; of cultural conflict and medical healing. But Texas Monthly is still covering Texas and still challenging itself to be relevant and adaptable, worthy of its gigantic subject.

When I thumbed through that very first issue of Texas Monthly back in 1973, at a newsstand in an Austin bookstore, I was still young enough to be incapable of imagining the forward passage of fifty years. All I could understand in the moment is what I still understand today: that the state I lived in had found a lasting voice.




The 1970s
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In Texas, there’s no such thing as an uneventful decade. But the ’70s feel particularly historic; the transition from a rural to an urban state seemed to take on warp-speed velocity. In addition to the opening of Dallas Fort Worth International Airport, which radically changed Texas’s relationship to the global economy, the Port of Houston underwent a major expansion, eventually becoming the second-biggest port in the country. At the same time, Houston’s exploding medical sector and vibrant art scene began to draw visitors from across the world. But traces of the old Texas remained; in that same burgeoning city, a young Hispanic man named Jose Campos Torres was brutally murdered in 1977 by members of the local police force, sparking the sort of demands for racial justice that continue to this day. Perhaps most significantly, as the decade closed, Bill Clements was elected governor, making him the first Republican to hold that office in more than a century. He would not be the last. Texas, once regarded as a distant corner of the United States, had begun to edge its way to the center of the nation’s identity—a process helped along by a pair of bestselling posters featuring the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders and Corpus Christi native Farrah Fawcett-Majors.




Willie Nelson

by Al Reinert
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Born in 1933 in the Central Texas town of Abbott, Willie Hugh Nelson is almost certainly the most beloved musician Texas has ever produced. But it would have been tough to imagine that honor back when he was plying his trade in Nashville in the 1960s. Plenty of other artists had hits with Willie’s songs, but he spent those years bitter about his inability to break through as a performer. Fed up with Music City, in 1972 Willie moved back home—well, to Austin, which was close enough—and at the soon-to-be-legendary Armadillo World Headquarters created an alternative country scene that against all the odds brought together the rednecks and the hippies. In many ways, Austin’s reputation as the Live Music Capital of the World began there, and the Texas country scene suddenly had the music industry’s attention. The success that followed made the Nashville executives who didn’t get Willie look downright foolish: the breakthrough album Red Headed Stranger; the annual Fourth of July picnics; the outlaw country movement; collaborations with everyone from Julio Iglesias to Snoop Dogg; and countless hours spent fighting for farmers and stoners and the environment. By the time he hit his late eighties, Willie wasn’t going quite as strong as ever: the shows got shorter, the voice frailer, the guitar picking more hesitant. But old age certainly hadn’t stopped him. It was tough to imagine that anything but the inevitable destiny hiding in the shadows of so many of his lyrics ever would.

I first met Willie Nelson on a Saturday afternoon in March 1970 when I wandered into Roy Evans’s living room in Austin and found this quiet little man perched on the back of an armchair, his feet on the cushion, strumming an apparently prehistoric guitar. He was wearing gabardine slacks and a tacky yellow Robert Hall shirt and seemed terribly shy. I’d been told he was a “famous country songwriter,” which didn’t impress me—I was a graduate student then, very young and superior—but I liked him from the moment we shook hands and he smiled at me: it’s what everybody first responds to in Willie, that tremendously embracing smile. His hair was still pretty short in those days, no beard yet, either, and his face was plain bad luck and lumps.

His home in Nashville had burned down a few months earlier, the only things rescued with a mad dash into the flames being his guitar and his dope stash. Willie was passing the winter on a deserted Bandera dude ranch with his family and the Family, his odd coalition of flunkies and friends. He did a lot of writing that winter, some of the best he’d ever done. Drawn irresistibly and practically nightly to Hill Country dance halls and honky-tonks, he was slowly rediscovering Texas, taking some readings, finding himself.

He found himself in Roy Evans’s living room because Evans, then the state AFL-CIO president, had recruited his old buddy Willie to play a benefit concert for Ralph Yarborough, the labor-backed U.S. senator who was campaigning for reelection. And I was there to help promote the benefit. I’d never heard of Willie Nelson, but Evans assured me his fans were legion within the ranks of organized labor.

This was a somewhat exaggerated claim, I suspected, but it proved sufficiently accurate to surprise me: Willie drew a pretty good crowd. None of the union members had to pay, however, and since not much of anyone else came, the benefit was sort of a loser. There definitely weren’t any “hippies” in attendance, not with all those hard hats around. The hottest single on the country charts that winter was “Okie from Muskogee,” Merle Haggard’s cheap broadside against dope-taking, free-loving, flag-burning hippies. Virtually a redneck anthem, the song was everything a Willie Nelson song was not: petty, self-righteous, and strident.

The official Nashville brand of country music was quickly fading into a pale, languid stupor at the time, suitable for funerals or The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. When Willie went back to Nashville that summer, he attempted to stir up some excitement, or at least some trouble, but the city kept its stars on short leashes and his kept getting jerked. Johnny Carson just wasn’t Willie’s idea of night life, so after a fruitless, frustrating year he decided to quit Nashville entirely—about the most radical decision you can make in the country music business, then and now—and moved to Austin, where his sister Bobbie lived.

Playing around Texas, he began to notice occasional, presumably audacious longhairs infiltrating his familiar honky-tonk crowds and became intrigued. He looked around some more, played for and with some of them, and sent word back to his fellow Nashville troublemakers that these kids might have the makings of a fair country audience. An unlikely alliance was about to be joined.

The basic cultural distinction between rednecks and hippies, Willie once observed, is that “whiskey makes you feel like fightin’, and marijuana makes you feel like listenin’ to music.” And so long as that’s all there was to it, Willie figured he could handle things: he was a recognized authority, after all, on the whiskey-and-fightin’ scene, and he’d been fairly well acquainted with the marijuana scene ever since helping his folks plant it in the cornfields south of Waco. It was merely one more approach to all-night dancing, and that was okay by Willie. He even started letting his hair grow.

And when he showed up in New York to record an album for his new label, he brought his road band along with him. It was the customary practice for a rock ’n’ roll band but a brash departure for a country singer, whose backup support was virtually always provided by studio musicians. It was the first album Willie ever enjoyed any degree of personal control over, and it came out sounding more raucous and rowdy, more like his live performance, than any recording he’d done before. The album was Shotgun Willie and it was a runaway hit.

He celebrated the album’s release, and his fortieth birthday, with a full-dress performance at Armadillo World Headquarters, Austin’s answer to Caesars Palace, in April 1973. Three months later came Willie Nelson’s first Fourth of July Picnic, and within the year there were landmark albums from Jerry Jeff Walker, Waylon Jennings, Michael Murphey, Doug Sahm, Kinky Friedman, and a veritable studio-full of Austin sidemen. It was the beginning of something.

And it all happened so quickly: “redneck rock,” “progressive country,” “Austin music,” “Texas music”—whatever it is, it sure got here in a hurry. Austin hadn’t had a unifying obsession like it since 1969, when the Longhorns were national champs. Of course, there was a lot of posturing and pretense involved, silly mooning over “outlaws” and such, the embarrassments of parody. But there was also a lot of vitality in Austin, and the ripples of that moment could be felt in the city and across the state a half century later. Texas had always provided the cutting edge of country music; there was nothing new about that. But it took Willie to transcend Nashville and bring it back to where he started.




Lady Bird Johnson

by Jan Jarboe Russell
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When Lyndon Johnson lost the 1960 presidential nomination to John F. Kennedy, his wife, Lady Bird Johnson, expressed relief (though she immediately retracted the comment); shy by nature, she had never been one to relish the spotlight. Yet, just three years later, when she was thrust into the public eye by Kennedy’s assassination, the woman born Claudia Alta Taylor took to the role of First Lady ably. During her husband’s years in office, she loyally supported his policies and provided a gentle foil to his bombast, as she had done throughout his career. But she was a force in her own right as well. An unusually well-educated woman for her time and place—she received two bachelor’s degrees from UT-Austin, from which she graduated cum laude—she is widely credited with creating the modern notion of the First Lady as a highly visible figure with her own, usually narrow policy agenda. Lady Bird was a lifelong lover of the natural world, and her most visible legacy is the Highway Beautification Act of 1965, which put limits on highway advertising and promoted the planting of wildflowers and native plants. In Austin, where she lived after her husband’s death in 1973, the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center and Lady Bird Lake are both named in her honor.

On a rainy day in November 1994 I visited Lady Bird Johnson at her home in northwest Austin to interview her on the occasion of her upcoming eighty-second birthday. We met in the kitchen, where she made coffee, leaning on a steel cane. Her hair was completely gray, her face creased with lines, and even though it was overcast and we were indoors, she wore a pair of sunglasses with large white frames. To be in her presence that day was both moving and unnerving. She was clearly arthritic and going blind from macular degeneration, and these ailments made her seem vulnerable; yet as she stood at the stove, dressed in a pleated navy skirt, cotton blouse, and black lace-up shoes with crepe soles, it was impossible not to feel intimidated.

Sam Rayburn called her “the darn greatest woman who ever lived,” and Lady Bird Johnson’s was indeed a remarkable life. Born in the small East Texas town of Karnack, she moved to Washington, D.C., in 1934 as the twenty-one-year-old bride of Lyndon Baines Johnson, who was then a congressional aide; twenty-nine years later she became the First Lady when John F. Kennedy was assassinated. When she died in 2007 at age ninety-four, tributes and speeches touted her graciousness and fortitude and her dedication to racial equality.

Many twenty-first-century Texans have no memory of Lady Bird at the height of her power, and those who do may be inclined to think of her as belonging to the past, a woman who brought her husband coffee and newspapers in bed, ironed his shirts, and quietly tolerated his excesses. But one of the secrets to Lady Bird’s success was that she always dealt from strength, never weakness. Publicly she pretended to be a traditional stay-at-home wife and mother, but nothing could have been further from the truth. Hers was a life of cultural transition. During the thirty-eight years she spent as Mrs. Lyndon Johnson, married life in America underwent several upheavals, and Lady Bird’s public image can be seen as a bridge from the less visible roles inhabited by wives of the forties and early fifties to the era of women’s liberation. Though her demeanor and style may now seem faintly anachronistic, she was remarkably effective as a First Lady, more so than some of her “modern” successors.

Ever the warm and generous host, she quickly set me at ease that day in her kitchen. “Do you take your coffee black or with sugah?” she asked, and the way she rolled that velvety r—not disguising her Texas accent but proudly flaunting it—completely won me over. Like her, I was born and raised in East Texas. Her traditional appearance and slow, Southern speech reminded me of all the women I’d grown up with. The fact that she felt no need to feign sophistication made her immediately real to me.

This may be impossible to fathom in today’s Texas, where every place you go has Walmart, McDonald’s, and all the other chains, but there was a time when character was utterly formed by the physical place in which one was born. Lady Bird was a child of deep East Texas, and I believe that the chief features of her personality—her determined graciousness, her remoteness, her ability to burn anger behind a calm veneer, her down-to-earth nature, her ambition—were all derived from that early landscape.

Like many young girls in East Texas, Lady Bird grew up isolated from the rest of the world by the insular nature of her physical surroundings. Yet the same woods that hemmed her in were a cherished retreat, especially after her mother died, when Lady Bird was only five years old. She often took to the woods for comfort and solace. “I was a child of nature,” she told me in our first interview. Every year she would look for the first daffodil of spring to bloom and name it Queen.

The virtues instilled in her as a girl—practicality, thriftiness, good manners, an open mind—served her well in what may have been the most significant episode of her time in the White House: the 1,628-mile train trip she took through eight southern states following the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964. Her message to the gathered crowds was that unless the South accepted the Civil Rights Act, its economy would be ruined and its fate consigned to the past. In stop after stop, she faced angry white picketers with signs such as “Black Bird Go Home.” But she carried on.

Where Lady Bird represented the best of Texas womanhood, Lyndon often represented some of the worst traits of Texas men. Though brilliant and astute, he could be a terrible bully, and his many alleged infidelities have been carefully chronicled by biographers. This presented me with a particular difficulty. In order to write about Lady Bird’s life, I felt it was necessary to address some of her husband’s darker dimensions. Yet, on that first day in her kitchen, when I brought up the subject, Lady Bird yanked off her sunglasses and snapped, “When people ask me these sort of things, I just say, ‘Look to your own lives. Look to yourself, everybody. Fix yourselves, and keep your problems to yourself.’” It was the kind of stoic answer that was deeply ingrained in women of her time and place—the idea that personal problems must be borne alone.

But Lady Bird also resisted being seen merely as an individual. She saw herself as an extension of her husband and recoiled from any attempt to view her life apart from his. Her marriage was what defined her. “He was the catalyst; I was the amalgam,” she said, over and over. In other words, she poured herself into the mold of his life.

Their interaction was seamless, mutual. Lyndon brought her out of her shyness, and Lady Bird gave him what he most needed: loyalty. Neither could have succeeded without the other. She took care of his personal needs, having his size 17 shirts extended so they would stay tucked in his trousers, soothing his temper. But she did more than that. She helped draft his speeches and was one of the few people close to him who could offer criticism without fear of reprisal. Love was a part of what bound them together, but loyalty, ambition, and self-interest played a part as well, from both sides. Despite her image as Our Lady of the Wildflowers, Lady Bird was tough.

Looking back, what was most impressive about Lady Bird was how engaged she was. She never shrank from the tumultuousness of her times. Like her husband, she believed in the power of government to change things for the better. The small sign on her White House desk said it all: CAN DO.




Michael DeBakey and Denton Cooley

by Mimi Swartz

The long-running professional feud between world-class heart surgeons Michael DeBakey and Denton Cooley had everything you could want from a real-life medical melodrama: a revolutionary and controversial invention (the artificial heart), desperate patients hoping for a miracle, two protagonists with world-class talents and the egos to match, a blistering series of accusations and counteraccusations, and lots of petty tit-for-tat. But anyone who focused on the animus between this pair of prodigiously gifted physicians missed the big picture: by the time that they buried the hatchet, late in life, they had helped turn Houston into the world-class city it had so long sought to be.

Some people, unfamiliar with Houston’s sprawling layout, think they’re downtown when they’re actually somewhere else entirely, and with good reason. The Texas Medical Center, which sits south of Hermann Park, is the world’s largest of its kind. A city within a city of squat stone buildings and soaring glass towers, it boasts an employee population of 106,000—equal to the general population of Burbank, California, or Boulder, Colorado. Ten million patients a year are seen at its forty-five institutions. Here, ambulance sirens provide a perpetual soundtrack and doctors in scrubs crisscross its streets, their white coats flapping like the wings of gulls on the gulf breezes trapped between the buildings. There are patients in faded overalls, Chanel suits, saris, burkas, and Birkenstocks; many in wheelchairs, most wearing expressions that reveal some combination of fear and hope. The Texas Medical Center can be as dizzying and disorienting as it is inspiring, because it’s the home of some of the best medical care on the planet. If that fact is well known, it is less well known, particularly outside of Houston, that the place exists today largely as the result of a bitter feud between two of its most famous surgeons, Michael DeBakey and Denton Cooley.

When Houstonians talk about the enmity between these two men, they tend to focus on their differences. DeBakey was short in stature, a dervish of unceasing energy, and possessed of a hawkish, sometimes dour mien that could be said to resemble that of a French police officer presented with a moldy croissant. DeBakey, who was born in 1908, grew up in Lake Charles, Louisiana, the child of Lebanese immigrants. Brilliant as the young, slight DeBakey was, it is impossible to imagine that such a bookish and bespectacled child avoided the taunts and worse of bigger Cajun boys. Instead of punching back, he devoured library books, learned how to sew from his mother, and dissected the baby birds that fell from the trees near his home, all in preparation for a better life in a bigger place.

That “bigger place” would soon become the whole wide world. After acing medical training at Tulane, where he invented a device called a roller pump, a precursor part to what would become the heart-lung machine, he attended some of the finest European medical institutions and then returned to Tulane to teach. When World War II broke out, DeBakey served in the Army, where he rose through the ranks and became an expert at logistics, responsible among other things for developing what would come to be known as mobile army surgical hospitals, aka MASH units, that saved countless lives on the front lines. After the war he hired on as chair of the surgical department of the fledgling Baylor College of Medicine in 1948. Over the next few decades, he built a worldwide reputation as a surgeon while converting what he had initially called “a second-rate medical school” into one of the country’s best.

During that time, he became not just a master of vascular surgery and an inventor of medical devices but a master of politics and a crucial advocate for health care as a right, not a privilege. Once awkward and stiff, DeBakey now hobnobbed effortlessly with senators and presidents, allowed his lifesaving surgeries to be televised—the first time in history that had been done—and operated on heads of state. His face graced the cover of Time magazine in 1965. This redounded to his benefit, but not his alone; as DeBakey’s reputation grew, so did Baylor’s and the Houston medical sector’s. The Texas Medical Center may have been founded in 1945, but it was only after DeBakey’s arrival that the money started rolling in. As more hospitals and other medical institutions were built, nothing at the TMC happened without DeBakey’s input. Or his blessing.
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