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PREFACE

A Few Beginning Words

Publishers call this book a memoir. To me it is a collection of memories of triumphs and tumult, tragedies and adventures, in a life unplanned, full of unexpected turns. It’s about several careers rounded by tasks and obligations that so many others could have handled if fate had intervened in their lives as it did in mine.

As a little boy growing up on Alamo Street in Houston, Texas, where few dared aspire to places so obviously beyond their reach. I dreamed, but even fantasies fell way short of what actually lay ahead of me.

How could I, as a small boy sitting on my daddy’s shoulders to catch a glimpse of President Franklin Roosevelt standing on the back of a train in Houston, ever imagine that one day I would bear witness to the assassination of a gallant young president, or expect to fly to Washington aboard Air Force One with a new president, in my new role as his special assistant?

How could I, walking the aisles as a fifteen-year-old usher in the dingy second-run Iris Theater in Houston, popping corn and helping the janitor and the projectionist, ever conceive that someday two movie moguls would woo me for a leadership role in Hollywood?

As a very young man who had never been aboard an airplane, how could I ever think that one day my courage and my very soul would be tested in combat as the pilot of a B-25 attack bomber in a brutal war, where a skilled enemy did his damnedest to kill me.

But I survived the war. And as I have recounted to my children, I was given opportunities to serve my country in war and at the highest levels of the federal government. Working in the White House was the summertime of my life. And then to be offered the gift of spending almost four decades in the dazzling world of Hollywood with its best of the creative breed—well, that is the stuff of dreams unrestrained by reality.

Why write this book? I have no idea how many, if any, will want to read this story of an unexpected life of adventure. But no matter, I wrote this book so that one day my very young grandchildren, Wiley and Lola Lorraine, will read what I have put to paper and learn something about their grandfather—his early beginnings, how he grew to manhood, what he did, and how he always tried to do what is right. I hope they will see how he dealt with life’s challenges, with defeat and victory, with fear and success. I want them to understand how much he learned from his grandfather and his parents about this lovely land with its hard-bought freedoms and its encouragement of opportunity and hope.

I will have shuffled off to that “great screening room in the sky” long before my grandchildren will have formed their own families. But I dare to pray that one day they will pass this book onto their children who will read and hopefully say, “We wish we could have known our great-grandfather. He sounds like someone we would enjoy hanging out with.”

This is what my longtime loving friend Kirk Douglas calls “immortality,” passing onto succeeding generations the best of what has gone before. This is the tie that binds families together—immortality indeed! It is from that ageless, wondrous impulse to pass it on that this volume of memories comes to life.



PART I

REWIND



Chapter 1

THE LONGEST DAY

[image: image]
The swearing-in aboard Air Force One, November 22, 1963. That’s my distraught face in the lower left-hand corner. Next is the late congressman Albert Thomas of Houston, Lady Bird Johnson, the new president, and Mrs. Kennedy. In the right-hand corner just above Mrs. Kennedy is then congressman Jack Brooks of Beaumont, Texas.



It was a scene unlike any ever recorded in the long history of this Republic. It was a scene that I pray we may never experience again. The day was November 22, 1963. Air Force One sat under heavy guard on a runway at Love Field in Dallas. Aboard the plane, Lyndon Johnson, former vice president of the United States, stood with Mrs. Jacqueline Kennedy on his left, his wife, Lady Bird, on his right, and his right hand upraised as federal judge Sarah T. Hughes administered the constitutional oath of office that formally confirmed him as the thirty-sixth president of the United States.

Only hours before, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, in a senseless act of mindless malice, had been assassinated in the streets of Dallas. His lifeless body was now resting in a flag-draped coffin in the rear of the plane. Once the brief swearing-in ceremony was over, the new president said softly, “Let’s get airborne.” It was 2:45 p.m., Dallas time.

Even after all these years, that day comes back to me with all the terrible power of a recurring nightmare. But it was no nightmare. It was all too real. To bear personal witness to a motorcade gone berserk with fear and desperation, as a gallant young president lay mortally wounded in his open-top limousine, is to enter the cauldron of hell itself. How impossibly confusing to be standing bewildered and distraught a few feet from the new president on Air Force One as he swore to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.

An hour before, I had been an obscure co-owner of an advertising and political consulting agency in Houston. Now, because Lyndon Johnson had suddenly chosen me to become a key member of his White House staff, I would be anonymous no more but anointed with the special cachet that comes to anyone on whom presidential power has been visibly conferred.

What brought me here to this place and time? How did all this happen?

It began for me a month earlier, when I received a call from Vice President Johnson. He wasted no time on amenities. He said: “The president is about to cut a deal with John Connally [then the governor of Texas]. He’s going to Texas sometime next month. I don’t think this is a good idea, not right now. The Democratic Party there is in a mess; Ralph Yarborough [the liberal senior senator from Texas] and Connally hate each other. I had wanted to wait and clean that mess up, but the president wants to go, so the trip is on. He wants to get ready for the election next year. He wants to raise money in Texas, and he wants to win Texas. So do I. So I want this trip to go off without a hitch.”

He went on: “Now I understand from Albert [Albert Thomas was the longtime congressman from Houston who ruled his House Appropriations Subcommittee on Independent Offices like a divine right monarch] that you’re putting on a big dinner for him on the twenty-first of next month. Albert thinks it makes good sense for the president to be there. Of course I’ll be there, too. You think this will go well?”

I nodded and said nothing, but I knew that his question was not merely academic. Texas had always been politically situated in the middle of the road, but lately the second largest state in the Union had been drifting to the right of center. The Democratic Party, weakened by bitter infighting between conservative and liberal Democrats, was losing ground to Republicans. The Belden poll, highly respected in Texas, had revealed a drop in President Kennedy’s popularity in the Lone Star State.

It was the judgment of the Kennedy White House, according to LBJ, that a Texas visit would bear favorable fruit. The plan was a tour, beginning in heavily Catholic San Antonio, followed by Houston (the largest metropolitan area in the state), Fort Worth, Dallas, and finally Austin, where the trip would conclude with a huge fund-raising dinner. The visit’s twin objectives were to lift JFK’s sagging poll numbers and to help fill his campaign coffers with badly needed funds.

Governor John Connally was then at the height of his popularity. I counted Connally to be the most charismatic man in American public life. He was handsome, a spellbinding orator, and, when necessary, a ruthless, all-sharp-elbows player in the political game. He had first come to the attention of Lyndon Johnson as a young law student at the University of Texas. Both men were part of a special breed—intelligent, tremendously energetic, and shrewd to the point of prescience.

Governor Connally was currently embroiled in a particularly venomous dispute with senior Texas senator Ralph Yarborough. The antipathy that raged between these two men bordered on pathological hatred. Yarborough, a passionate but isolated figure in Texas politics, felt cornered by the growing reach of the bold, popular governor. Recently, Yarborough had flung aside all efforts to broker a truce for the good of the Democratic Party, even a temporary one. He brooded over what he considered slights, seeing them as indications of dark conspiracies aimed at unseating him. He stalked the state, moving relentlessly through as many Texas counties as he could navigate, taking stock of his allies, and searching out his enemies in unlighted passageways. Since the senator knew Lyndon Johnson to be Connally’s mentor and longtime friend, it followed naturally (to Yarborough) that he should mistrust the vice president with the same intensity he lavished on the governor.

President Kennedy recognized that a reelection campaign visit to a state where two powerful Democrats were at each other’s jugulars was not ideal. But he needed to not only win Texas, but raise money there. So he sought, through Kenny O’Donnell, his chief political aide, to mollify Yarborough and to enlist Connally to the larger cause. He pressed Johnson for an all-clear signal, an indication that the time was right.

But LBJ deferred to Connally. The brunt of the work for the Texas tour would fall to the governor and his staff. Connally hesitated. Not because he was uneasy about the volatile Yarborough, but because he wasn’t sure how successful the Austin fund-raiser would be and how hospitably Kennedy would be received. Connally was reading the same tea leaves as LBJ, and like LBJ, he was not fond of failure. So Connally waited. Finally, in a private meeting with the president in Washington, Connally agreed to the trip. The signals were hoisted. The plans were sealed. And one of the calls Johnson made was to me, knowing that I was familiar with the Texas political landscape.

After a brief moment of silence, I spoke up: “It’ll go well, Mr. Vice President. We’ll have a great event in Houston and a strong turnout.”

“How many you figure will attend?” he asked.

“With you and the president there, I reckon we could put twenty-five hundred people in the Sam Houston Coliseum, maybe more.”

His voice was cool. “Good. I’ll get back in touch. The president will be sending some advance people to Texas. I want this visit to be a big success, no foul-ups, you understand?”

“No foul-ups, Mr. Vice President, not from my end.”

“We’ll make an announcement soon. After that you and your agency can start working the press. I’ll talk to you later.” I heard the phone click. LBJ was off to the next task in his busy day.

That evening, I recounted that conversation to my wife, Mary Margaret, who had started working for Senator Johnson when she graduated from the University of Texas and rose steadily in the LBJ ranks. When we met, she was one of the vice president’s chief lieutenants, in whom he placed great trust and full confidence. Mary Margaret was totally loyal to LBJ, who valued that loyalty as well as her keen political judgment. She fortified my own judgment that this would be a crucial, highly sensitive visit, particularly the dinner in Houston. She knew how much LBJ would have invested in the success of this trip. She, like me, wanted it to go extremely well—and to go extremely well according to the vice president’s assessment.

I got on the phone the next day to Congressman Thomas, who confirmed having had his own conversation with LBJ. I had worked as the campaign manager for Albert Thomas in his last four runs for reelection—all of them successful. I had learned much in those campaigns. I had learned where the sources of money could be found (in those days of no regulations, cash was the legal tender of choice, and much of it didn’t need to be reported). And I learned who the key players were in any congressional run in Harris County, or for that matter in any race in the state.

On the phone, Albert Thomas was cheerful. “We’re going to have a fine old time, Jackson.” (Albert never called me Jack; it was always “Jackson” or “podner.”) “Everything going all right?”

“It is, Albert. Once the announcement is made, my staff will be on the job. We’ll make this a night to remember.”

“I’m counting on you, Jackson.”

Soon after the White House released the news that the president and the vice president were coming to Texas, hordes of Secret Service agents and Kennedy advance people began flooding the state. Jerry Bruno, the top Kennedy advance man, arrived in Houston after calling me and arranging to meet at the Rice Hotel. Recently, JFK had praised Jerry publicly, making him a bit of a celebrity. He was a no-nonsense guy, self-assured, incessantly curious, and ready to dive into every nook and cranny of the planning. He also conveyed the distinct impression that he was the greatest advance man ever to arrive on the political landscape.

Since I had no national experience, I was willing to cede Jerry Bruno the reins and to listen and learn. He had brought with him Marty Underwood, a fellow I knew and liked. Self-effacing, generous with praise, and open to suggestions and ideas, Marty understood instinctively that if you don’t establish a rapport with the locals, they could eat you alive. Many advance men don’t grasp this essential fact. When LBJ became president, I dealt with a lot of the advance men and women serving him. I always admonished them, “Don’t piss on the local guys. They know the streets and the alleys, and they know who to see and who to trust and who not to trust. Hold them close and let them know you care about their judgment.” That’s precisely the way Marty interacted with me, which is one reason I would later make sure that he remained a key advance man in the Johnson administration.

Jerry Bruno roamed the city for a day and a half and, seemingly satisfied with what he’d found, said to me: “Jack, this is your show, and I don’t intend to tell you how to run it. I hear from everyone I talk to that you know your way around the town, so I’ll leave you alone. I’ve asked Marty to stay on to give you whatever assistance you need; otherwise you are on your own. I’m going to do some checking on the Dallas portion of the trip and the Austin dinner.” Well, that suited me just fine—and left me with the impression that Jerry Bruno’s reputation might be well deserved.

The president’s Texas tour began on November 21, 1963. After a stop in San Antonio, Air Force One, a sleek, silver-bellied Boeing 707, took to the air again, then eased down on Runway 90 at Houston International Airport. The big plane braked quickly and taxied to the open ramp area, where a crowd of about a thousand waited in anticipatory excitement. There it slowed and stopped, gleaming softly in the sun, the stately blue letters that spelled out “United States of America” visible just above the long blue striping that ran the full length of the plane, from nose tip to tail assembly.

Congressman Thomas and Senator Yarborough were already aboard Air Force One and would disembark with President Kennedy. The vice president and Mrs. Johnson had arrived from San Antonio only minutes earlier, in Air Force Two. I checked in with security police and made a last-minute reconnaissance of the area to ensure that the motorcade cars were in their proper position and ready to go. I nodded to the police captain standing beside the open convertible that would transport the president, Mrs. Kennedy, and their party to downtown Houston’s Rice Hotel, where they would rest before dinner that evening.

As we waited for the president and his entourage, I chatted briefly with the vice president. He seemed calm, although his political position had seemed fragile in recent days. Columnists had been dropping vague, disquieting hints that Johnson would be dumped from the ticket in 1964. At a recent press conference, President Kennedy had answered that question head-on by making it clear that LBJ would be on the ticket with him. But the rumors had been slow to fade away.

Yet the vice president never allowed his self-discipline to give way. To my knowledge, LBJ never uttered a single word of criticism of the president. Indeed, I was present at the Johnson ranch in early 1963 at a small dinner attended by five hugely wealthy Texans who were among the few oil industry titans who supported LBJ. In the middle of dinner, one of the oilmen began to rant about President Kennedy, coarsely conveying the low regard in which he held JFK. I saw Johnson’s lidded eyes narrow as he faced this outpouring of venom from his guest. Suddenly he pounded the table, sending glasses and plates clattering.

“Let me make this clear,” said LBJ, his tone low and menacing. “At my table no one, I mean no one, demeans the president. If you want to keep on talking, then you’ll have to leave this room and this house.” A heavy silence descended on the room as its guests looked at their half-eaten food and toyed with their glasses. The oilman glanced uneasily around at the others, who were as surprised as he was by the vice president’s harsh words. These men were old friends of Johnson. More than once, they had put their prestige on the line in supporting him for the Senate and the vice presidency, and they had been more than generous in providing campaign funds. But they said nothing.

Finally the oilman gulped, swallowing hard. “I’m sorry, Lyndon, sorry as hell. Didn’t know it meant that much to you.”

“Well, it does. You are my friend. You’ve always been there for me, but you crossed a line tonight. Don’t cross it again.” LBJ turned back to his food, as did the others. Someone at the table made a comment on how well John Connally was doing as governor, breaking the tension, and dinner proceeded without further incident.

This was consistent with LBJ. In every moment where I was personal witness, he always referred to the president with respect and affection. LBJ was not so fortunate with his own treatment at the hands of Bobby Kennedy and those around the attorney general. Too often the vice president learned of rude jokes from Bobby’s people that described LBJ as “cornpone” and unworthy to be the number two man in the Kennedy administration. It was hard for Johnson, who had been the most successful majority leader in Senate history, to now find himself becalmed in a windless sea. He understood clearly that the vice president had as much power—or as little—as the president chose to give him. He never gave voice to his inner feelings, but to all his intimates it was evident that he kept himself tightly harnessed. It was not easy. But he told me and Mary Margaret many times that President Kennedy and Mrs. Kennedy offered the Johnsons continuous affection and warmth, which is why, in my judgment, LBJ responded in kind.

Johnson and President Kennedy understood the rules of the game. They played by them, each doing what was required, each man measuring and keeping under control personal passions and emotions generated by what observers concluded was an unnatural arrangement. Johnson did his job the best he could, grateful that the president had turned over to him authority for the Office of Equal Opportunity and for NASA, the national space program. He was fully prepared to serve out his White House days in a modest role.

He once told me during those days that “no southerner will ever be nominated for president, much less elected, in my lifetime. When 1968 is over, I’m going home and that will be the end of it.” It is true that LBJ was visited by gloominess from time to time (what Churchill called his “black dog”), and this may have been one of those moments, but I’m sure he meant what he said. I have no doubt that in 1963 the vice president was planning to support the president in his bid for a second term and serve in the event of a victory, but after that it would be back to Texas for him and retirement from political life.

Now the throng by the ramp came alive. The door of Air Force One swung open, the stairway was set in place, and all eyes focused on the dark opening. The president came into view. He was tanned, handsome, confident. He waved and the crowd went wild, some of his young admirers leaping in excitement. He smiled widely, thoroughly enjoying himself.

Then there she was. Jacqueline Kennedy appeared and screams of approval and applause greeted the First Lady. Mrs. Kennedy was mainly absent from campaign tours; she had chosen to make her first 1963 political appearance in this Texas setting. She waved hesitantly to the crowd, a whisper of a smile on her face that grew wider as the welcoming applause surged.

The president was now by her side. He took his wife’s arm, guiding her down the steps. Mrs. Kennedy moved slowly, but with assurance and dignity, her left hand touching the rail. A pink pillbox hat sat back on her head. The wind at the airport rushed at her, but not once did she employ the brow-clearing touch of hand to forehead that was so much the mark of Jackie Kennedy.

I barked out orders to my group of aides. Get to the cars. Make sure the motorcade is ready to roll. Keep the ceremonial greeting line at attention. As security police circled the plane, the crowd began pressing against the barricades, so I dispatched two more aides to the crowd line.

The president moved down the receiving line. Mrs. Kennedy was first to shake hands, and he followed close on her heels. Governor and Mrs. Connally, Senator Yarborough, and Congressman Thomas followed the president. The vice president and Lady Bird Johnson greeted the Kennedys warmly.

I was so busy checking the motorcade that I did not shake hands with the president or Mrs. Kennedy. Over my shoulder, I could see the president reaching the edge of the crowd, which was now almost mad in its enthusiasm. So far, everything was working according to plan. Congressman Thomas was elated. He gripped my shoulder. “Great work, Jackson,” was his happy greeting.

Then it happened: the first foul-up. Senator Yarborough refused to ride in the same car as the vice president. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The police officer looked at me helplessly. I was furious at Yarborough’s stupidity and the absurd rudeness of his action. I wanted to kick his fat ass. But I had no time to indulge my own feelings, although I could see that even the most partisan Yarborough supporters in attendance were shocked. We swiftly commandeered Congressman Thomas’s car and shoveled Yarborough into it next to Thomas. Somehow, without too much delay, we got the vice president and Mrs. Johnson into their car, and the motorcade was under way.

As the motorcade began its slow movement toward the airport exit for the drive to downtown Houston, I clambered into a Ford and found myself riding with Kenneth O’Donnell, the president’s chief political aide. Here, on the Gulf Freeway heading toward the city’s center ten miles away, there was no place for crowds. They would come later, I devoutly hoped, as we made our entry into the outskirts of downtown Houston. O’Donnell was dour, silent, and unsmiling. Months later, when I found myself in the role Ken was playing that day, I fully understood how he was feeling. I was an unknown factor. How well did I know my job, and how well had I done it? Though he had sent Jerry Bruno and Marty Underwood ahead to supervise the advance planning, he knew the burden of success or failure really fell on the locals, who had been enlisted by the governor and the vice president.

I was praying all the elements would fall into place. If the results were disappointing, it would not be for lack of hard work. We had been toiling at an avalanche of details all month, frustrated by annoyances such as who was going to be seated in which car with whom and how far back that would be from the president. It was a petty drama that I would see played out a hundred times in other places, as public officials jockeyed for a position near the Sun King.

On the ride into the city, Ken O’Donnell became visibly nervous. I was surprised. I thought that a consummate political pro like O’Donnell would be a cool cat, but he wasn’t. He was obviously fidgety. He wasn’t sure of anything this day, and his manner betrayed his doubts. Perhaps there had been dissension within the Kennedy White House about the necessity for this trip.

Now we were off the freeway and within a mile or so from the Rice Hotel. To my enormous relief, the crowds were there. They were large, and they were noisy. We could hear their shouts as the presidential convertible passed them, and as the crowds grew thicker, louder, and more affectionate, the hard lines in O’Donnell’s face seemed to soften. He peered out the window, first to one side and then to the other. “They’re there, aren’t they?” he said to no one in particular.

“They damn sure are,” I responded with a clear inference that I had personally herded every one of them into place with specific instructions.

Finally we turned onto Main Street. On both sides of the wide thoroughfare, there was nothing to be seen but a great wave of human beings, three and four deep, clinging together, screaming, and waving signs supporting JFK. As the motorcade came to a halt in front of the Rice Hotel, there were fully five thousand people clogging the intersection and spilling over onto the side streets, screeching at everything and everybody.

“What’s your estimate of the total?” asked O’Donnell, ever the political tactician.

“I’d say between three and four hundred thousand, give or take a dozen or so,” I said.

“Be sure the newspapers and the TV guys get that number. Have the chief of police give it to them,” he ordered.

I wanted to respond testily, but I didn’t. Of course I would alert the chief. In fact, the chief and I had already agreed to compare our estimates and put forward the one we deemed most likely to be accepted by the press.

I leaped from the car, O’Donnell in my wake. The presidential party had already been taken up the elevators to the massive suite awaiting them. I had badgered the hotel general manager to make sure the president’s accommodations were immaculate, complete with fresh flowers and fresh fruit. The hotel lobby was a roiling sea of confusion. I pushed myself through the crowd using a police officer to run interference and then squeezed into an elevator crowded with security personnel. O’Donnell was nowhere to be seen, but I figured he could make his way to the presidential suite; this kind of reception was nothing new to him. I went immediately to the suite of the vice president, where two Secret Service agents on duty let me in.

The vice president was in an expansive mood. “Fine reception, Jack,” he said. “The president was mighty pleased.”

I greeted Mrs. Johnson and Mary Margaret, who had arrived before me. The suite was thronged with friends of the vice president. I whispered to my wife, “It went well, it went very well.”

She touched my shoulder. “I’m glad for you, Jack.”

Some minutes later, the vice president beckoned to me and I followed him into a smallish room adjoining the living room of the suite. We sat and talked for a bit. I watched his face as he spoke, with its deep lines etched by long days in his beloved Texas hill country sun. He was, I thought, a truly imposing man, all the more impressive when he unfolded himself to his full height. He loomed over almost everyone, a massive presence that he used to intimidate when he could not persuade.

His pride and status were on the line this visit, as they would be in the Kennedy reelection campaign the next year. He knew with melancholy certainty that his association with the Kennedys had diminished his power in his home state, its hospitable embrace of the president this day notwithstanding. Metropolitan Houston was only one piece of the state demographic. This very day, the Houston Chronicle had run a story under the headline LBJ IMAGE TARNISHED IN TEXAS. The story said, in part: “In all areas except south Texas, Johnson is more disliked now than at any time in his long career in public office. The dislike is attributed directly to his having accepted the vice presidency, thereby identifying himself as part of the JFK team.”

As we sat down together, the vice president made no mention of this to me, so I said nothing about it, either. Instead, he held up the program for the Austin dinner, which my agency had created and printed in record time. “This is excellent, Jack. You did it right, and you did it on time.” He paused and then said, “Will we have any problems tonight?”

“No, sir, no problems. We’re all set. Everything is ready. Your hall will be full. You saw the greeting you and the president got in the streets.”

He nodded, got to his feet, and shrugged his shoulders into his jacket, and I followed him into the large living room, where Mrs. Johnson and Mary Margaret were sitting while dozens of others milled around. Abruptly, LBJ turned to me as I stood beside Mary Margaret and said, “Why don’t you pack a bag and fly with me to Fort Worth tonight, and then tomorrow we’ll go on to Dallas and Austin? We’ll have a chance to talk.” He smiled at Mary Margaret and continued, “You can be back home late tomorrow night or the next morning. That’s not taking you away too long, is it?”

I was pleased. The vice president had divined my thoughts. I did want to go with him, but we both sensed that Mary Margaret felt otherwise. Our first child, Courtenay, was only three weeks old, and the prospect of my leaving town, even for only two nights, was difficult for her. She frowned slightly but remained silent in deference to the vice president.

Neither of us knew that when I boarded Air Force Two that evening, I would never again return to my life in Houston.

Soon it was time to go to the Sam Houston Coliseum for the Albert Thomas dinner. I bade a temporary good-bye to the Johnsons. Mary Margaret would accompany them and arrange for my clothes to be conveyed to the vice president’s plane. I rushed to the coliseum to go over final details before the president and the vice president arrived. I knew we would have our crowd, but I had also hedged my bet. I had considered the potential disaster of empty seats, so I had told the press we would have 3,000 in attendance. Then, unbeknownst to anyone but my aides, I had instructed the hotel to set out tables and chairs for 2,500. We deliberately kept a wide aisle in the rear of the hall, and my floor managers were ready to set up the extra tables in that spacious aisle at a moment’s notice.

At the rear of the large stage platform, shielded from view by a flowing, heavy curtain, we had constructed an enclosure with a carpeted floor, laid this very day, as well as comfortable chairs, tables, and a small refreshment bar. Here we would house the president, vice president, and their wives before the ceremonies began. Our head table guests, some fifty of them, were being corralled in a private room off the main hall, leaving the backstage enclosure strictly for our stars. A short set of stairs had been built from the backstage area to the head table platform so the president and his party would have to move no more than fifty feet to be visible to the audience.

The hall began to fill early. Almost ten minutes before my prearranged estimate, I gave the signal to start bringing in the extra tables. One of my operatives passed the word to the press that we were besieged with an overflow crowd. It was now clear that while we might still have problems, a shortage of guests was not going to be one of them.

Soon I received the message that the president and his party were arriving at the side entrance of the coliseum, where they would be escorted to the rear enclosure. I walked quickly around the dinner tables to the backstage area. A somber-faced man stopped me. “Sorry, sir,” he said, “this is off-limits.”

“But I’m in charge of these arrangements. For God’s sake, let me in.”

“Sorry,” he repeated, unimpressed. “No further, and no exceptions.”

I was beginning to boil. It was plain that this unsmiling Secret Service agent knew his duty and was going to do it. At that moment, another agent sauntered over. “He’s okay,” he said. “He’s running the show, he’s one of Albert Thomas’s men.”

I reached the private enclosure, hesitated, poked my head inside, and eased on in. The vice president caught my eye and beckoned me to his side. He held me around the shoulder and brought me over to John F. Kennedy. “Mr. President, this is Jack Valenti,” he said. “I told you about him earlier.”

President Kennedy turned to me with a wide, friendly smile and greeted me warmly. “Lyndon tells me I have you to thank for this terrific crowd in Houston. I ought to bring you with me to handle my other visits, particularly when I’m not sure what kind of reception I will get.”

He grinned at the vice president, and they both savored their not-so-private joke. Close up, the president was more handsome than his pictures, his body more tightly knit. I could see signs of aging in his face, but he exuded a remarkable boyish grace and a sense of perpetual alertness. He reminded me of a Plantagenet royal, a wise, brave, splendid king who would save a lady in distress. Or a nation.

The president took my arm and introduced me to his wife, who was seated in a large, green wing chair commandeered for this occasion. Mrs. Kennedy murmured, “How do you do,” and like so many Houston residents that day, I was enchanted by her beauty. I turned to embrace Mrs. Johnson, who was seated next to Mrs. Kennedy, and returned to the side of a very relaxed and jubilant vice president. JFK and LBJ talked easily about politics, Johnson slightly taller, leaning forward to emphasize a point. I withdrew quietly, for there was still work to be done before they climbed the newly constructed pinewood stairs that would take them to the long head table where the ranking guests were now being seated.

It would strike me later that it was my lot to meet John Kennedy for the first time on the last night of his life. And it would be many years later that I would get to know Jacqueline Kennedy very well when she acquired a novel I wrote and became my editor. Odd indeed are the turns of fate.

When Congressman Albert Thomas introduced the president, the crowd went wild. They were on their feet, screaming, applauding, and whistling. I couldn’t see the president’s face, but I saw LBJ turning toward JFK, and he was beaming. That was good.

Then the president began to speak. Standing some six feet behind him in back of the dais, shielded from the audience by the height of the head table, I noticed his right hand on the rostrum. The hand was shaking! I was taken by surprise. How could this master of the TV screen, this glorious orator who had hypnotized countless audiences, be so obviously nervous? My eyes fastened on that hand. Even after it dropped to his side, the shaking was noticeable to me. Of course, the audience saw none of this. His speech, rather brief, was characteristically impressive and generated another stirring round of applause when he was done.

But it was the sight of that trembling hand that stayed with me. It fortified my own sense that it’s good to be nervous when you are addressing an audience. The adrenaline keeps you sharp. Being too confident could leave you reaching for the right words, which is deadly. I felt vindicated in my own nervousness as a public speaker by seeing that same quality in the finest political speaker of the day—and one of the great orators of all time.

The vice president’s plane landed in Fort Worth around midnight. I ran down the steps, located the vice president’s car, a late-model Lincoln Continental, and stood quietly beside it while the lengthy welcoming ceremonies went forward. After concluding their final greetings, Vice President and Mrs. Johnson appeared ready to get in and begin the motorcade to the hotel where we would spend the night.

To my amazement, Senator Yarborough appeared with an aide, who whispered to me, “The senator will ride with the vice president.” I must have looked stunned; I’m sure I couldn’t disguise it. JFK or someone awfully close to the president must have had a long parental talk with Yarborough, for there was no sign of reluctance or pique now, only a beaming Yarborough who greeted LBJ and Mrs. Johnson. If so, it was quite marvelous what a good presidential spanking could achieve.

I sat in the front seat, with Mrs. Johnson in the middle in the rear, the vice president to her right, and Senator Yarborough to her left. The conversation could not be described as spirited, but words were exchanged, and the vice president filled in with funny anecdotes when the conversation flagged. I admired the ease with which LBJ handled Yarborough, and I was made aware, once again, of the vice president’s many sides. He could be fierce when called for, but now he was full of good humor, graciously accepting Yarborough’s presence as if completely unaffected by the bitter memory of a few hours before.

At the Hotel Texas, I joined aides Liz Carpenter and Cliff Carter in LBJ and Lady Bird’s huge suite. Once everyone settled in, Mrs. Johnson said, “Didn’t Mrs. Kennedy look pretty? And didn’t she handle herself with such charm and dignity?”

I could have described Mrs. Johnson with those very same phrases. It was typical of Mrs. Johnson to be generous to others, particularly those for whom she had admiration and respect. In all my years of close contact with this remarkable, incredibly warm and loving lady, I never heard her utter an unkind word, not once. Invariably she conducted herself with integrity, with an inbred grace and unerring good taste, never succumbing to the intense pressures of public scrutiny to be anything other than who she was. She was a rare human being, an impossible target for enemies, and an inexhaustible pillar of strength to her husband.

Her political judgments were sound. She had definite opinions, and she expressed them lucidly, with a gentleness that took the edge off those moments when what she said was at variance with the opinions of everyone else in the room. From every encounter, she retrieved all the thorns. When it came to crunch time, LBJ valued her opinion more than those of any of his counselors, because he knew that, alone among his entourage, she delivered her views without any agenda of her own. She had stood by him through thirty years of rough political campaigning, and though she was always a lady, she was also a sturdy and shrewd political pro.

One has to be careful when describing Mrs. Johnson. There is the temptation to go overboard in heaping laurels on her. Yet the record supports that impulse. How she managed to combine the roles of wife, mother, adviser, environmental activist, and ceremonial White House partner while retaining her good humor is still not clear to me. She always did her job uncomplainingly. Years later, I remarked to an audience that without Mrs. Johnson, LBJ would have been crippled. I believed it then, and I believe it now. I remember years later, when she sought successfully to insert the beauty of wildflowers alongside the nation’s highways. The legacy of her work was embodied in Lady Bird Johnson Park, on the banks of the Potomac in Washington, D.C. Coming in from the airport, drivers passing that park in the springtime are enchanted by a wild profusion of color.

The late Charles Guggenheim, four-time winner of the Academy Award for Best Documentary, told me a story about filming Mrs. Johnson for a documentary to be exhibited at the LBJ Library in Austin. As they walked through the park that bore her name, he stopped filming for a moment. A young fellow in his mid-twenties, not yet born when LBJ was president, braked his bicycle to a stop and said, “Aren’t you Mrs. Johnson?” She nodded pleasantly. He broke into a wide smile. “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Johnson, for this wonderful park. My friends and I are grateful to you every day.” Then he smiled wider, got back on his bike, and pedaled off.

In Fort Worth the next morning, the president and the vice president and their wives breakfasted in the ballroom of the Texas Hotel with a mass of Democrats who had come to applaud their president. Mrs. Kennedy was there, cheerful and charming; more eyes were on her than on her husband, but he didn’t seem to mind that in the least.

After breakfast, on a raised platform in front of the hotel, JFK, LBJ, Governor Connally, and Senator Yarborough spoke to roughly a thousand people who had come by to see the city’s famous visitors. Soon we were aboard our planes again for the brief flight to Love Field in Dallas. There at the airport, we formed the motorcade. I found myself in a large car with Evelyn Lincoln, secretary to the president; Pamela Tunure, aide to Mrs. Kennedy; and the irrepressible Liz Carpenter, chief of staff to Mrs. Johnson. We were six cars back from the president’s open convertible, where he and his wife sat in the back bench seat, with Governor and Nellie Connally in the seats just in front of them. The motorcade was under way.

The Longest Day had begun.

The crowds here in Dallas were as large as those in Houston. There was no trace of ill will, only thousands of cheering people four to five deep along the route, laughing, waving, and screaming their delight at being so close to the president of the United States and the First Lady.

We moved through an underpass, and the street curved as we passed by an undistinguished building later described to me as the Texas School Book Depository. We were on Dealey Plaza. Suddenly, without a trace of warning, the car in front of us accelerated from eight miles an hour to eighty. I saw a policeman wildly waving us ahead, and buildings began to blur as we raced to keep up. Then we lost the car in front of us as we swerved to avoid people running across our path.

The whole spectacle turned bizarre, like an arcade game run amok, as we drove madly toward or away from some unnamed terror. This was no sensible motorcade. What had happened? What was wrong? As if unwilling to know the answers, I found myself saying to our driver, “I think the president is late to his speech at the Dallas Trade Mart. Let’s get over there as quickly as we can.”

We caromed through the streets and wound up at the Trade Mart, the bulging cluster of buildings where the president was to speak. We drove to the back entrance to make inquiries. Surely someone could confirm what we eagerly wanted to hear, that the president had been a bit delayed by some security precautions but would soon make his speech….

At the entrance, a distraught-looking man raced past us, his coat and tie flying, to a pay phone down the hall. He was holding a transistor radio, and through the crackle of static we could hear the announcer’s voice: “The president and the governor have been shot…Parkland Hospital!…” I yelled at a man standing next to a dusty Chevrolet. He looked up, startled. I grabbed him by the arm and said, “I have President Kennedy’s secretary with me. Can you take us to Parkland Hospital right now?”

He was a deputy sheriff, and he would take us. We emptied his rear seat of some tools and litter, and then we climbed in. We raced to Parkland, siren screaming. When we arrived at the hospital, its entrance was cluttered with cars parked helter-skelter and blocked by a swarm of uniformed police and plainclothesmen. Once I had identified my passengers, we were admitted through the front doors; I gently escorted Mrs. Lincoln, by this time in a state of nervous collapse, to the administrator’s office, where I left her in the care of an understanding hospital staff assistant and nurse. I ran down the hall and down the steps to the basement, where I had been told the vice president could be found. The basement was a mass of people, their stunned faces a collage of anxiety and grief.

I recognized a cluster of Texas congressmen, and one of them pointed to a stainless steel door. “That’s the emergency operating room. The president is in there.” Was he alive? Was he dead? No one seemed to know.

Congressman Homer Thornberry was going to visit Mrs. Connally, so I joined him. She sat in a small room, her eyes red, her hands in her lap, her face drawn and pale with anxiety. Mrs. Johnson sat beside her.

“How is John?” I asked.

She looked up, tears filling her eyes. “We don’t know, we just don’t know.” Mrs. Johnson embraced her.

I wandered out into the hall again. I must go check on Mrs. Lincoln, I thought. I must go see how she is faring. As I entered the stairwell to walk upstairs, I bumped into Cliff Carter, LBJ’s aide.

“The vice president wants you, and he wants you now. I’ve been looking for you.” Cliff Carter pulled at my arm, then he stopped and said softly, “The president is dead, you know.”

I didn’t know. Tears overcame me, and try as I might, I couldn’t regain my self-control. Cliff stood silently for some seconds, and then very gently he said, “We must go now, Jack, the vice president is waiting for us. Compose yourself.” I murmured something, wiped my eyes, and together we set off to find Lyndon Johnson.

A few moments later, we were in a small room on the basement floor where Cliff said the vice president would be waiting. The room was empty except for a Secret Service agent standing by the door. He was Lem Johns, later to become a trusted member of the White House Secret Service detail. Johns had clearly been waiting for us. “I’m to take both of you to Love Field. Mr. Valenti, the vice president wants you aboard Air Force One right now.”

Lem Johns piled us into a police car, and with siren keening, we sped toward Love Field. I was puzzled. Why was I going to Air Force One? I needed to get back home to Houston. Mary Margaret would be expecting me. My thoughts were tumbling inside me, and I could barely make sense of them.

When we got to the airport, Air Force One had been moved to a remote corner of the field and was now guarded by a cordon of menacing, heavily armed men, their Uzi-type machine pistols at the ready. I clambered aboard the presidential plane, acutely aware of my own apprehension. This was new, unexplored territory. I had no idea what was in store for me.

The forward portion of the plane was fitted with three dozen seats for the press, staff, and visitors. The presidential office was just aft of the forward section of the plane. It was thickly packed with somber-faced officials and others. Aft of the presidential office was a narrow corridor leading to a starboard-side presidential bedroom, twin beds, shower, toilet, and closet, and aft of that was the galley.

I looked up as the huge figure of Lyndon Baines Johnson suddenly filled the narrow corridor. His face was grim, but beyond that he betrayed no emotion. Everyone seated in the now-crowded presidential office rose respectfully. He gave us all a slight wave and seated himself in the presidential chair.

He saw me and beckoned. I came quickly to his side. He murmured to me in a soft voice, “I want you on my staff. You’ll fly back with me to Washington.” That was it. Within seconds I became the first newly hired special assistant to the president.

Then I blurted out two questions that even now cause me to wince in embarrassment. “But, Mr. President,” I said chokingly, “I don’t have any clothes.”

LBJ looked at me as if wondering, Who is this cretin I am bringing to my staff?, but not unkindly. “Well,” he said, “we have phones on this plane. Call Mary Margaret and have her send some to you. Or you can buy whatever you need in Washington.”

Then I hurled another one at him: Even now I wince when I think about it. I said to the new president, “But I don’t have a place to live.”

His answer was swift and decisive: “You can live with me until your family gets to Washington.” And that was precisely what I did. I took up residence at the Johnsons’ Spring Valley home for eleven days, until they moved into the White House.

The president then turned his attention to more pressing business. He was on the phone to Rose Kennedy, mother of JFK. He spoke softly to her: “Mrs. Kennedy, I wish to God there was something I could do for you.” He listened for a moment and then said; “Please, Lady Bird wants to talk with you,” and he passed the phone to Mrs. Johnson.

Mrs. Johnson said, “Oh, Mrs. Kennedy, the heart has been torn out of us today. Our love and our prayers are with you.”

After that conversation ended, Johnson then called Nellie Connally, and he and Lady Bird chatted with her, their concern obvious. He then called McGeorge Bundy, national security adviser, and his own most trusted aide, Walter Jenkins. There were meetings to set up, critical meetings. Bundy and Jenkins received their instructions: “Reschedule the cabinet meeting for Saturday. Get hold of the congressional leaders. Tell them I want to meet with them as soon as I get to the White House.”

Word was delivered to Andy Hatcher, deputy press secretary. Malcolm Kilduff, also deputy press secretary, was in charge of the press for President Kennedy’s Texas visit since Pierre Salinger, JFK’s press secretary, was on Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s plane speeding to Tokyo with several cabinet officers on board. Kilduff asked Hatcher to alert the Washington press about our arrival and the meetings that the president had set up.

The president spoke several times with Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, with Nicholas Katzenbach, deputy attorney general, and finally with Bobby Kennedy. While the rest of us on the plane were in varying degrees of hysteria, LBJ was preternaturally calm. Faced by the gravest challenge to America in that century, he had exercised phenomenal control over his galvanic moods. How do you deal with the assassination of the president of the United States when the nation is looking to you to act swiftly and decisively to calm its fears?

There were two pressing questions. First, should we get airborne now or should we wait for the body of the late president to be brought aboard? The Justice Department was urging swift departure, as was the Defense Department. Without hesitation, LBJ said flatly he would not depart Dallas until the coffin of President Kennedy was secure on the plane. He understood intuitively that he could not leave the body of President Kennedy alone in Dallas.

The other question was harder to answer. When should the new president be sworn in? McNamara and Katzenbach both recommended the president hold off. “It’s a formality, Mr. President,” said Katzenbach. “You are president now, you can be formally sworn in later.” Secretary McNamara told Johnson that fighter planes had been scrambled from Barksdale Field in Shreveport and Bergstrom Field in Austin to escort Air Force One back to Washington. No one knew the extent of the danger posed by Kennedy’s squalid assassination. There could be more threats lying in wait.

Johnson didn’t question the logic put forward by McNamara and Katzenbach. He was simply seeing clearly what others didn’t. The swearing-in ceremony wasn’t essential to grant him presidential authority, but he saw that the entire world, not just the United States, was in a state of shock. LBJ judged it crucially important that he try to stanch the flow of fear before it spread too far too fast. Though I did not know it, LBJ had already summoned Judge Sarah T. Hughes, appointed to the federal bench by President Kennedy on the advice of her fellow Texan Lyndon Johnson, to swear him in as president.

What Johnson had also chosen to do was have his swearing-in photographed and to have that film developed as soon as the presidential plane landed at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland. The photos would be flashed immediately to every country on earth, and to every chancellery on every continent. He meant to impress on this anxiety-ridden world that in the United States, the Constitution endured. For what the Constitution declares is, “The president is dead. The president lives. The nation goes on.” He wanted his own citizens to confirm for themselves that the president was the custodian of the spirit of their great nation, the steward of its heritage, and the keeper of its national integrity. And the president always lived. A great leader had just been murdered, but the office of the president of the United States was greater than any one man. The nation that prized freedom above all else was resilient enough to absorb even this.

Johnson informed McNamara and Katzenbach that he would remain at Love Field until the coffin containing the body of President Kennedy was brought aboard and until the swearing-in ceremony was complete. He ordered the Tokyo-bound Boeing 707 carrying Secretary Rusk, press secretary Pierre Salinger, and a contingent of members of Congress to turn around and get back to Washington as quickly as possible.

At this moment, the Kennedy inner circle was in the after-portion of the plane, in the galley area. Kenny O’Donnell, Larry O’Brien, Mac Kilduff, and the others sat stone-faced, unable to fathom their loss. These men, intimate aides, trusted counselors, veterans of bare-knuckle campaign battles, were famous, feared, envied, and obeyed. They lived and worked at the highest level of American governance, alongside an urbane, witty, gallant president beloved by the world. And in a few seconds it had all come to an end. Gone. Finished. Forever.

Later chroniclers have described tension and antagonisms between the Johnson people and the Kennedy aides. I saw none of this. And on this day I saw only the sorrow and the pain, and the end of life as the Kennedy aides had lived it. If our positions had been reversed, I’m not sure I could have conducted myself with the courage and dignity that they did, and if reporters had seen what I saw, they would have known better than to posit frictions that never occurred. The one aberration was Major General Godfrey McHugh, military aide to President Kennedy, who was out of control. He flung himself into the pilot’s cabin and screamed at the pilot, Colonel Swindal, to get airborne. The pilot told him calmly that he was awaiting orders from President Johnson, whereupon McHugh stormed down the aisle, threatening anyone who came near him. He leaned over me, his face contorted, to say he was ordering Air Force One to take off. Although I had no authority to countermand an order by a two-star general, I said that the president was going to be sworn in shortly and the plane could not take off until that ceremony was concluded. At that moment, a Secret Service agent interceded, and that was the last of my encounters with the agitated general.

A few weeks later, one of President Johnson’s first decisions was to reduce the number of his military aides from three to one, army general Chester Clifton. I don’t know if General McHugh’s ravings on Air Force One influenced the president’s decision. I certainly didn’t tell him about them. But LBJ seemed to have knowledge of everything, to the point where I began to suspect him of mind reading, so possibly he knew this, too.

My first official duty aboard Air Force One was to phone Deputy Attorney General Katzenbach, whom I had never met. I identified myself and said, “Mr. Katzenbach, we’re in rather urgent need of the exact wording of the official oath of office. If you can dictate it to me, we’ll type it up for use by Judge Hughes.”

There was a moment’s hesitation on the other end of the line. “Of course. Let me find it, and I’ll get right back to you.”

What I learned later was that Katzenbach, brilliant lawyer that he was, didn’t know where to find the oath. I sure as hell didn’t know. Some minutes later, he called back. “We have the oath. If you’ll get someone on the line to take it down, I’m ready,” he said.

“Fine,” I said, “but can you tell me where you found it?”

I could almost hear Katzenbach smiling. “In the Constitution.”

Of course.

Within seconds, Marie Fehmer, the vice president’s unflappable and superbly efficient secretary, had the presidential oath of office typed cleanly on white paper and ready for Judge Hughes. We looked around for a Bible. None was to be found, but we did locate a Catholic missal in the presidential bedroom.

Judge Hughes was now aboard the plane. LBJ, when notified that she was ready to board, asked one of the Kennedy aides if Mrs. Kennedy would feel comfortable coming forward to stand next to him as he took the oath of office. She agreed to do so. I saw her emerge slowly from the rear of the plane, walking as if in a trance. Her pink blouse was liberally spotted with her husband’s blood as well as fragments of his brain matter that had sprayed her when the assassin’s bullet struck, but she had refused to change into another garment. While I marveled at her strength, she came to a stop at LBJ’s side. Her eyes were open, but unseeing. I had read and heard of catatonic trances, but I had never confronted one until Mrs. Kennedy came forward to stand next to President Johnson.

The picture recorded by navy yeoman Cecil Stoughton’s camera is arguably the most famous photograph of the twentieth century. There it is, in black and white: LBJ, his right hand upraised, with the top of Judge Hughes’s head in the foreground, along with Mac Kilduff, JFK’s assistant press secretary, holding a live mike. To Johnson’s left is Mrs. Kennedy, and to his right stands his wife, Lady Bird. Next to her is the tall figure of the late congressman Albert Thomas. It was Thomas who pulled me from my position behind him to his side for a better view of the most dramatic swearing-in of a president in the history of the nation, saying, “Come around here, Jackson, you have to see this up close.” I had no idea that as a result, my face would be frozen forever in that famous photograph, but there I was in the lower left-hand corner of that picture, my face distraught, incomprehension in my eyes as I stared at Lyndon Johnson taking the oath of office with his right hand raised. I was transfixed. I was so caught up in the multiplying events of this emotional moment that it was not until later that I understood the grave and wondrous miracle that had unfolded before my eyes. For the new president had spoken the same words as George Washington had uttered 174 years earlier. Midship on Air Force One, LBJ had sworn the same oath that fifty-five men in Philadelphia had written down on a piece of parchment in 1787. The ritual was reenacted, as it had been for every president since the very first. It was indeed, in the words of Lord Macaulay, “a divine continuum.”

Once Air Force One had lifted off and Mrs. Kennedy retired to the rear of the plane, the new president roamed the aircraft. At one point, he sat by a window across from the presidential chair. He motioned me to sit beside him, with Bill Moyers and Liz Carpenter in the facing seats. LBJ asked a steward for a glass of water. Why do I remember this? Because when the steward returned, LBJ reached past me to take the glass. His huge fingers were literally inches from my eyes. What I saw was astounding. The president’s hand was absolutely steady. How could that be? I thought. Later on as I got to know LBJ intimately, I recalled a line Winston Churchill had written about Henry II of England: “It was said that he was always gentle and calm in times of urgent peril, but became bad-tempered and capricious when the pressure relaxed.” Perhaps this didn’t completely fit the man I would come to admire so much, but there were certainly times when it seemed a fair portrait of LBJ.

Then the president said, “I want you [meaning Moyers, Liz, and me] to put something down for me to say when we land at Andrews. Nothing long. Make it brief. We’ll have plenty of time later to say more.” When the president rose, the three of us began trying to create the brief statement the president wanted. Finally, we reached consensus. It certainly was short: fifty-seven words, to be precise. The president read over our draft once, then twice. He nodded, took out a pencil, and changed one line. Where we had crafted the last sentence to read, “I pray for God’s help and yours,” he had switched the emphasis: “I pray for your help and God’s.”

Not long afterward, Air Force One touched down in Washington. But before LBJ disembarked, one more strange moment would play out on this endless day. According to plan, once we landed the president would go immediately to the rear of the plane and depart the aircraft alongside Mrs. Kennedy and the coffin of President Kennedy. When Air Force One rolled to a stop at Andrews, LBJ and I were standing in the narrow corridor leading from the presidential bedroom to the galley area. Once JFK’s coffin was forklifted off the plane, steps would roll up here, allowing Mrs. Kennedy to disembark, followed by President Johnson and the Kennedy aides.

At that moment, Bobby Kennedy, who had just boarded from the front of the plane, bolted through the passageway just inches from LBJ, pushing forward to get to the rear of the plane. LBJ stood impassively, his hands at his side. Bobby’s face was stern, looking straight ahead, masking any emotions he was feeling. As he forced his way through the narrow corridor, pushing aside a Secret Service agent, he murmured, “Excuse me.” The new president was literally trapped by Secret Service agents who moved to surround him. By the time LBJ got to the aft exit door, Mrs. Kennedy, Bobby, and the Kennedy aides had already followed the coffin to the tarmac.

LBJ was silent. He nodded to a Secret Service agent, then moved back to the forward section of the plane, with Mrs. Johnson by his side. They descended and stepped onto the brightly lit tarmac, where he was to deliver his statement.

The air was chilly as LBJ and Mrs. Johnson approached the cluster of microphones around a temporary lectern. Television lights stabbed the darkness. It seemed as if all of Washington officialdom stood in the large semicircle, along with every reporter in the area who had a press pass and transportation to Andrews Air Force Base. It was 6:10 p.m. eastern standard time when the president, his face somber, began his statement: “This is a sad time for all people. We have suffered a loss that cannot be weighed. For me it is a deep personal tragedy. I know the world shares the sorrow that Mrs. Kennedy and her family bears. I will do my very best. That is all I can do. I pray for your help and God’s.”

Once his brief speech was done, the president headed for the two helicopters sitting ready on the tarmac. He beckoned to me, and I climbed in after him, joining the Secret Service agents and others already on board. The other chopper filled up swiftly. We took off and several minutes later landed softly on the South Lawn of the White House. It was my first visit, and I had as my tour guide the new president of the United States.

We went inside the Diplomatic Reception Room, then walked through the basement to the portico of the West Wing. The president did not enter the Oval Office. Instead we strode across West Executive Avenue, a guarded private street for the use of government officials and special guests of the White House. We entered the Executive Office Building and took the elevator to LBJ’s vice presidential suite of offices on the second floor.

McGeorge Bundy was waiting in the LBJ offices when we arrived. Bundy briefed him on all matters that demanded swift response. Governor Averell Harriman, now assistant secretary of state, and Senator Bill Fulbright, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, were ushered in. The moment Harriman and Fulbright departed, the president got on the phone, calling first President Truman, then President Eisenhower, and then Sargent Shriver, brother-in-law to President Kennedy.

At 9:25 p.m., after various meetings and phone calls, President Johnson asked Bill Moyers, Cliff Carter, and me to join him in his limo, headed for his Spring Valley residence. There Rufus Youngblood, head of the new Secret Service detail, met us in the driveway.

“Mr. President,” said Rufus, “we haven’t had time to put in secure phones yet. So just remember when you talk, you’re on AT&T, no security.” The president nodded and even managed a smile.

When we all got inside, LBJ greeted and talked with several dozen close friends and colleagues who were already there, waiting for him. He sipped orange juice. Finally, as midnight neared, he prepared to go upstairs. He nodded to Bill, Cliff, and me, and we followed him to the second-floor master bedroom. He had now been president for a little more than eleven hours.

Mrs. Johnson had apparently gone to another bedroom, leaving LBJ with the three of us. He changed into pajamas and sat upright in his large
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