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CHAPTER 1

Washington Stories

My parents didn’t set many rules for my sister Ann and me when we were growing up. We knew there were ten commandments, though we might have trouble listing them all and certainly would be pressed to explain them. And we learned from Froggy the Gremlin that “pals stick together” through thick and thin, a precept Dad and Mother approved of. But rules specific to the household at, first, 5736 W Bryn Mawr and, after early 1954, 6131 Lupton Drive, Dallas, Texas, were few and far between. After a soft-drink binge of mine one afternoon while Mother and Ann were out somewhere, we kids were strictly limited to one Coke per day. That was my mother’s one rule. My father devised two. Anything less than a perfect score on a spelling test was unacceptable. So was being late to breakfast on the weekends. The first he punished with a spanking, administered with an old-fashioned razor strop. The second meant you choked down one hundred percent of a large helping of ice-cold eggs and bacon. While these rules were enforced, Ann and I made do with one soft drink a day, drilled ourselves constantly on the spelling assignment for the week, and didn’t risk riding our bikes before breakfast on Saturday and Sunday.

Having only three articulated rules didn’t leave us free to do as we pleased every other way. Instead, it meant we learned by family custom, by explanation, and by observation. For instance, “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain” became in real life “don’t say God dammit.” That was Mother’s gloss on the commandment. Dad was free to say “God dammit” as often as he chose, and that was pretty frequent. I’m sure he was neither aware how much he said it, nor what a wide variety of people, animals, machines, and inanimate objects he routinely invited the Almighty to condemn. When we became adults, Ann and I joked that we thought God’s last name was Dammit. Of course, we didn’t think that at the time. We saw swearing as a mark of maturity; nothing more, nothing less. Kids couldn’t do it; grown ups could. It didn’t even seem unfair. If we’d had the choice, we would have opted for two Cokes a day, or forgiveness for the occasional misspelling, well before the privilege of taking God’s name in vain.
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Waddy, Ann, and John Bullion, early 1950s.

Bullion Family Collection.



We also learned the rules of right living via stories. This method was as natural to our parents as it had been for Jesus of Nazareth. When it came to raising children, they followed Jesus’ style of instruction to his first disciples, not Paul’s abstract lectures to the early Church. To my folks, telling a story of love involving a Good Samaritan was more likely to have the desired effect than detailing faith, hope, and charity, then declaring which was the greatest of these. As they did this, they were continuing the tradition of their parents, all great storytellers who delighted in uncovering morals from their tales. We learned as they did.

It was through stories that I first became acquainted with Lyndon Johnson. I heard about LBJ well before I grasped that my father was one of his tax attorneys and a trusted adviser on family business. I’m sure my parents mentioned this to me; I just didn’t know what a “client” was. And at first I didn’t notice that Dad never spoke about his other clients in the way he spoke about the senator. In fact, he never talked about them at all. My father had a self-imposed rule: no discussion of any client’s business at home. And he never talked about LBJ’s business, either. But Johnson was famous enough, his manner colorful enough, and his usefulness for instilling one certain message on impressionable minds obvious enough, for Dad to bend his rule.

The story he told didn’t have anything to do with business, either personal or the nation’s. It had everything to do with work and with power. Which is why Dad told it to me, and more than once. Which is also why I still remember it vividly and have re-told it often myself to family, friends, students, and my own children. It’s not surprising I’d relate it most frequently to those younger than I. The story of Congressman Johnson and the paper for Frank Knox, the Secretary of the Navy, is perfect for parental and generational sermonizing. It even starts with those classic words, “when I was young.”
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“After I graduated in June of ’40 from law school,” my father told me, “I went to Washington to work for the IRS. I had my mind on more than just working for the Revenuers. Your mother and I were engaged, and she and Grandma Lewis were planning the wedding, which was going to be in December in San Angelo. And the news from Europe was bad. In Texas, you could think we were at peace. Living in Washington put you at the center of things; you just know more there than people in the country. I knew we’d be at war soon, and I was thinking about how to get a commission in the Naval Reserve.
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Waddy Bullion, 1940.

Bullion Family Collection.



“During that time,” Dad went on, “I did some work for LBJ on his taxes. When he wanted help or advice, I’d do that at night and on weekends. After I became an officer in February 1942, I worked for him during the day, but that was on Navy business. Somehow he’d got me and some other attorneys who were new officers to work with him on special investigations for the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox. We didn’t even wear uniforms. That was so we’d be able to investigate whatever the Secretary wanted us to look into without superiors pulling rank on us. One time LBJ got an order from Knox for information about policies at the Navy’s Bureau of Personnel. The Secretary wanted it right away. LBJ called me and a fellow named Jack Head to his office after business hours and told us he had to have a report on BuPers by 9:00 a.m. the following morning. He handed over some documents. It took me and Jack a couple of hours to read the papers, some more time to summarize them, and even longer to figure out the answers to the questions he wanted answered. Well after midnight, we wrote out our response. Then, because all the secretaries had gone home long before, we had no choice but to type it ourselves. Neither of us could type, so it was tiresome and slow going. We traded off through the night, both to relieve each other and to try to keep mistakes to a minimum. When morning came, we just weren’t ready. Nine o’clock passed; we did well to get it to LBJ by eleven.

“We were proud of the job we’d done—typing and all. We were sure LBJ’d be pleased, and we thought the Secretary of the Navy would be impressed too. Not just with the job, but the effort. We hadn’t shaved, we hadn’t bathed, we were wearing yesterday’s clothes, and nobody could see us without knowing we had put our assignment ahead of everything. The secretary let us right in to see The Man. He didn’t say anything. ‘Congressman, here’s our report,’ Jack said. LBJ held out his hand, and I gave it to him.

“Do you know what he did?” my father asked. “LBJ took the report. He held it up before us with both hands. Then he tore the pages in half. Turning to the side, he tossed them in the wastebasket. That done, he said, ‘I told you boys I needed this at 9:00. At 9:00, not any later. I can’t use it now. Get out of here. I got other things to do.’

“As quick as we were in the office, we were out. We were back in the hall before we knew it. LBJ never even looked at the report. He didn’t care what our answers were. He didn’t care how long we’d worked. He didn’t want to hear about secretaries being at home. We didn’t do the job. To him, all the rest didn’t matter. We’d failed; that’s all that counted.”
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Congressman Johnson in his office, ca. 1944.

LBJ Library Photo by unknown.



Dad didn’t dwell on the moral of this story. I suppose he thought I could figure out most of it myself. I don’t remember his saying very much, didactic or otherwise, after describing LBJ ripping the report and pitching it away. Turn in work on time. If you don’t, nobody will be interested in excuses. So this episode revealed a general truth in his telling of it, not just something specific about the nature of Lyndon Johnson. Or so he intended, when I was young.

As I got older, it became clear to me that the story was about more than just punctuality. It was a warning that I would cross paths in my life with people who were powerful enough to insist on my meeting their standards, and hard enough not to care about good reasons for not quite succeeding. This story was about LBJ after all, the famous Majority Leader of the Senate often featured in the stories I read in Time.

After one retelling of it in the late 1950s, my father underscored this point. “John,” he said, “to be a good administrator you have to be a son of a bitch.” It was the first time I’d ever heard him refer to one of his clients that way. To this day, it remains one of the very few times Dad has said anything like this to me about people he worked for.
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Mother never called LBJ an SOB. She had no trouble making clear her feelings about Lyndon Johnson in perfectly respectable language.

Not that she talked about him often. I don’t recall her telling any stories about LBJ, or her life in Washington during the war, before she and my father separated in 1959. Because of that, I heard her recollections of Johnson later, when I was a teenager, not a young boy. I recognize now that her memories were also criticisms of Dad, and I suppose I knew that then. Invariably, they were inspired by discussion of LBJ in the Dallas Morning News (usually critical) or in Time (generally more favorable). Mother was on the side of the Morning News.

“Lyndon Johnson wanted me to work for him,” she told me once, after reading a story on how busy he and his staff were. “He asked if I could help out, at night and on weekends, when mail got too heavy for his office to handle. What he wanted was typing letters to constituents. I was working full time at the Department of Agriculture, five days a week and most Saturdays. So I probably said I didn’t think I could handle helping his staff on top of my job. I don’t think he was happy, but he didn’t try to change my mind.”

“Couldn’t you have used the extra money?” I asked. It was a natural question, considering how often my sister and I heard about the Depression from not just our parents, but from every adult whenever money came up for discussion during the fifties.

“He had no intention of paying me, John. He wanted work for free. Lyndon Johnson didn’t pay wives who helped out.”

Nor did he expect this to be purely volunteer labor, unforced by any sense of obligation, according to Mother. “Your father has never charged him a fee because he believes he owed his commission in the Navy to Lyndon Johnson. The work he’s done for that man has been in return for services rendered. But I didn’t owe him anything. He was trying to get something for nothing, and I wouldn’t let him sweet talk me into it. Your father didn’t try to persuade me, either.”

I couldn’t miss the note of pride in Mother’s voice. During the late 1950s, you could hardly read about LBJ without learning more about his famous “treatment,” the ways he could wheedle the unwary and pressure the unwilling to do his bidding. It hadn’t worked on Billie Bullion. She wasn’t going to be taken advantage of; she wasn’t going to type after-hours for a notoriously demanding and critical boss. Left unspoken by her, but plain nonetheless, was the fact the treatment had worked on Waddy Bullion, and still was working.

This wasn’t the first time I’d heard that Dad had never sent a bill to LBJ. I can’t recall when he happened to mention this to me, or what inspired a man usually tight-lipped about the details of his practice to say anything about it at all. He must have been joking about what he called the eleemosynary services a lawyer was expected to do, and tagged on to the end of this list providing free counsel and advice to the Majority Leader of the Senate. So I said to Mother that this was probably the most expensive commission anyone ever had, since high-priced talent was still paying for it nearly twenty years later.
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Billie Bullion, 1940.

Lewis Family Collection.



Mother didn’t comment on my observation. To her, it surely was beside the point, which was that Lyndon Johnson used people whenever and however he could. Maybe she felt my quip verged on being smart-alecky, a bright kid pretending to be obtuse. Whatever her reaction, she answered by downplaying what her estranged husband and Thompson, Knight, Wright, & Simmons, the large Dallas law firm in which Dad was a senior partner, got in return for his work for Johnson.

When clients needed a passport in a hurry, Mother said, LBJ pulled strings for them. Little stuff, nothing major, was her clear implication. Neither of us guessed then that one day those pulled strings would get me a summer job fighting forest fires in Yosemite National Park. Little stuff can mean a lot to those on the receiving end. And, whether she was fully aware of it or not, Dad and his law firm reaped some major advantages from his work for Lyndon Johnson. I’ll explain what those were later. I also know now that my mother completely misunderstood why my father did not charge his famous client. That explanation I’ll save for later as well.
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Politicians courting votes during the fifties kissed babies. Photographs of Johnson doing that made Mother laugh. “One evening,” she said, “we were invited over to his place. It was a gathering of Texans in Washington for drinks, sandwiches, and talk. The first two were served by Lady Bird, with help from the other women present; the last, by Lyndon, with very little assistance from anyone else.

“This night, though, he had competition. Lynda Bird Johnson, who was still an infant, had colic. Colicky babies—like you were—can cry and cry, until they start howling. She could be heard throughout the house even with all possible doors shut. Despite everything all the women could do or think of, she kept crying. The only time she stopped was to catch her breath; once she did that, she tuned up again, louder than ever, drowning out her father. And despite our hope she’d just exhaust herself and go to sleep, she didn’t. Finally, Lyndon yelled loud enough to be heard over his daughter, ‘Dammit, Bird, do something to shut that kid up.’ That didn’t work, either. Guests began making their excuses. By the time we got our coats, it was clear it wouldn’t be long until Lady Bird would be alone with a sick baby and a furious husband. How she handled that, I don’t know.”

Mother didn’t care, either. Wives in the 1940s didn’t look for any help with infants from their husbands in the usual course of events, and didn’t expect much aid from them as the children matured. That Lyndon Johnson would be helpless when confronted with a squalling baby was par for the course. That he would blame his wife for not working a miracle and quieting a child with the colic seemed typical, too. Nothing new there. There was no call for special sympathy; all women had to struggle with their mates’ weaknesses.
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Lady Bird Johnson with Lynda, Summer 1944.

LBJ Library. Photo by unknown.



But even if Mother had felt a twinge of empathy for Lady Bird’s plight, she would have suppressed it. She firmly believed Bird put up with too much from Lyndon and accepted too passively his shortcomings as father and husband. She never speculated in my presence on why this was so. But she did make clear what she believed was the problem Mrs. Johnson faced with Mr. Johnson.
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LBJ himself defined that problem. Soon after Dad arrived in Washington, Johnson told him that he paid attention to his constituents’ opinions on all things except two: they couldn’t tell him what kind of car he could drive, and they couldn’t tell him which women he could sleep with.

At that time, according to Mother, hearing this shocked my father. It shocked her, too, as he described the scene to her. Devoutly religious mothers had dominated their childhoods. The combination of maternal example and exhortation, plus the ministrations of the First Baptist Church of Eden, Texas for Dad and Calvary Episcopal Church in the nearby town of Menard for Mother, had made them deeply committed Christians. Each was stunned that Lyndon Johnson would openly and unrepentedly talk about his penchant for adultery and compare sex with the most attractive women to owning the most expensive car in the district. Not sins, but matters of reputation and power, prestige and pride—that’s what infidelities were to him. Here I must point out to readers of today that neither Dad nor Mother, nor I who heard the story from her in the late 1950s, nor, I’m sure, LBJ, saw his love for fast cars and willing women as private issues of personal morality with no bearing on his public performance as a political leader. Unlike latter-day politicians, he gloried in the never-published but wide-spread knowledge of his affairs. Telling my father about his determination not to let the voters’ moral views check his sexual freedom was simply impressing a new audience with his power. It also served to spread the word further. Dad, for instance, told his wife. The result was not the one LBJ desired. She, like Queen Victoria, was “not amused.”

This knowledge about Lyndon Johnson explained Mother’s decision never to work for him. Her contempt for his morality made volunteering to type for him for free particularly offensive. The fact she would be typing deferential replies to constituents while knowing they couldn’t instruct him on automobiles or mistresses no doubt strengthened her resolve to avoid his office at night and on weekends.

Her reaction to LBJ’s comments to Dad also more than likely explains her coolness toward Lady Bird. Bird must have known. Not just about his extramarital adventures, and boasting about them, but also that he made them part of his political power and prestige. That she would put up with this humiliation meant she had come to some sort of terms with it. Whatever bargains she had made, whatever benefits she gained, they did not, to Mother’s mind, entitle her to sympathy.

Most of all, though, what my mother detested in LBJ was his power to corrupt. It did not escape my notice that she said that my father had been shocked by his remark at that time. Mother lifted her eyebrows when she said it. She used this nonverbal means of communication in order to stick to her resolve never to explicitly criticize Dad in front of Ann and me. Too, she didn’t want to give the impression that Lyndon Johnson was to blame for Dad’s deficiencies as husband and parent.

Mother wanted me to understand that there are men in the world who will do more than just act immorally. They will deny moral commandments. They will suggest that these rules do not apply to them, or to you either. They will show how breaking these laws can be fun and result in attractive rewards. By their acts and words, they will make it clear that they believe only the naive, the unimaginative, or the limited in vision or circumstance actually lead lives governed by what they scorn as Sunday school morality. If you were smart enough, powerful enough, hardworking enough, special enough, you could and should do what you pleased and take what you could grab.

Mother saw men such as these from the perspective of the Episcopal liturgy. Lyndon Johnson did not resist the devices and desires of his own heart. He did those things which he ought not to have done, and did not those things which he ought to have done. As a result, there was no health in him. Periodically, as I went through high school and approached college, Mother would say to me, “John, be a man.” By that, she did not mean be like the worldly wise and the worldly powerful. Because he was both, and gloried in each, LBJ should not be my model.
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These stories are all I remember my parents telling me during the fifties about Lyndon Johnson. His name didn’t come up frequently when Dad or Mother talked with me. As I’ve said, Dad almost never mentioned his clients or his life at the firm to Ann and me, and he talked less and less frequently about them with his wife as their marriage decayed. Most of Mother’s observations about life were drawn from stories she told about people she knew in West Texas as a child, and moral precepts from the Bible and the Prayer Book.

Conversely, it was the infrequency of stories about LBJ that embedded them in my memory. Of course, they also stood out because he was a famous man. You could read about him in the newspapers and the magazines. That my parents knew this powerful man was impressive. That they knew things about him that were not reported was fascinating. Most intriguing of all, though, was the fact that I could see distinctions between printed versions of the senator from Texas and the man they described. Having an insider’s knowledge was a pleasure, pure and simple.

One thing I don’t remember feeling at that time was any curiosity about how Lyndon Johnson and my father met. Probably this was the result of a belief common to children: whatever happened before I was born was really of no interest to me. It wasn’t until I was much older and a historian by profession that it ever occurred to me to ask Dad about this. The story didn’t disappoint me, though it was predictable once he began to tell it.

By his last semester in law school, my father had decided he wanted to specialize in tax law. That practice had three principal attractions for him: it was intellectually challenging, because Congress, the IRS, and the courts were continually amending the Tax Code and thereby changing the rules of the game; it would provide a constant business, owing to the fact that taxes were numbered with death as certainties of human existence; and it promised to be remunerative, because the sort of people who needed advice on their taxes generally had the resources to pay well for it. The best place to learn the ropes of this practice was in the offices of the adversary, the Internal Revenue Service. And the best office to start there to master your trade was the Civil Division of the Chief Counsel’s Office, which had oversight and final approval over arguments and supporting materials used in all civil litigation by the IRS. So my father applied for a job in that division.

Dad had done very well at the University of Texas School of Law. When he applied to the IRS, he ranked second in his class and was editor-in-chief of the Law Review, the highest honor a student can attain. The letters of support for his application from his instructors were, I’m sure, equally compelling. For their part, officials at the IRS were willing to hire him, at an annual salary of $2,000, pretty good money in 1940 (though not, as my father delighted in pointing out, as good as the FBI; beginning agents there got $3,200, which made the Bureau appealing to many young attorneys, including Dad’s contemporary, Richard Nixon). But no one in 1940 was hired by a federal agency for such an important position as one in the Chief Counsel’s Office without approval from his or her Congressman. Although Dad still voted in Eden, he had put his Austin address on the application. As a result, when Oscar Cox, the Assistant Counsel to the Treasury, picked up the phone to call Capitol Hill, he dialed the number of the Congressman for the Ninth District of Texas, Lyndon Johnson.

LBJ listened to Cox describe Dad’s qualifications, then asked him to wait a moment. Cupping a hand over the phone, he asked his Congressional secretary, John Connally, “Do we know a Bullion in Austin?” Connally, who had been a class ahead of my father in law school, immediately said that Waddy Bullion was a fine man, an excellent law student, and a staunch Democrat. He predicted that Dad would be a wonderful tax attorney. “Okay, that’s enough,” said LBJ, who then uncovered the phone and told Cox that he was enthusiastically in favor of Bullion’s getting a job at the IRS. That was that.

When my father came to Washington, John Connally advised him to rent a room in the basement of the Grace Dodge Hotel. There, in “the Catacombs,” as he and other young Texans called their dwelling place, he began the process of working and making contacts. Connally told him the story of Johnson’s approval. My father did not need to be told that had LBJ not been agreeable, he would have had no job at the IRS. Nor did he require much urging from his neighbor in the Catacombs to go over to the House Office Building, introduce himself to his Congressman, and say thank you. Dad did that about a month after his arrival. Johnson appeared both friendly in person and influential on Capitol Hill; a good man to know, an even better one to be close to. From LBJ’s perspective, Waddy Bullion seemed to be everything John Connally had said he was and would be. The Congressman expressed a desire to discuss taxes, his own and others, on occasion; the neophyte IRS attorney was more than willing to serve as assistant and adviser on these matters. From this, their long association, which lasted from late summer 1940 until January 1973, flowered.
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LBJ and his office staff. John Connally is next to LBJ, Walter Jenkins is on the far right, ca 1939/1940.

LBJ Library. Photo by NYA of Texas.



Obviously, my father’s candidacy for a commission in the Navy was not harmed by his connection with an important member of the House Naval Affairs Committee. Mother always believed he would have been commissioned whether he knew LBJ or not. Perhaps so, but it’s doubtful he would have begun his service investigating the Navy’s procedures and practices for the Secretary of the Navy without his Congressman’s intervention. She was right, however, about Johnson’s influence in one regard. Once Carl Vinson, the chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee, discontinued LBJ’s investigations, Dad’s client had no more impact on his subsequent service. My father’s next posting was to have been San Francisco, where he was to await transport to Guadalcanal. “What would you have done there?” I asked him recently. “Whatever they told me to do,” was his blunt reply.

Before that could happen, though, Admiral Ernest J. King’s office conducted a computer search of officers in the Navy for those qualified to brief the Commander-in-Chief of the Navy before he participated in meetings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Combined Chiefs of Staff. The room-sized UNIVAC churned out Dad’s name, and within a short time he was writing memoranda for King. LBJ had nothing to do with that posting. He also had nothing to do with my father’s serving as the assistant to King’s administrative aide for the remainder of the war. The admiral, a martinet of Johnsonian caliber with much greater power than a Congressman, flatly told Dad when he left the Navy in late 1945 that if he hadn’t pulled his weight, he would have been gone. A war spent writing briefs that King ordered be no longer than one page on complicated strategic and tactical issues was hardly a bad war. Still, it had its own dangers. Failure to measure up to high standards under intense pressure meant a transfer to the South Pacific or the North Atlantic. Dad met that test.

Of the two men, Ernest King and Lyndon Johnson, King interested me most when I was a kid, by a wide margin. Those who commanded in World War II were heroes to practically every American. Pretty typically for boys then, I didn’t just buy baseball cards; I bought cards depicting combat scenes and a variety of weapons and commanders as well. I loved hearing about King, and begged Dad for more stories. That King always arrived at his office at exactly 8:22 a.m. fascinated me. So did the reason for this regularity: he always went through morning colors on the yacht he lived on in the Anacostia River. By being on a ship and saluting the flag as it was ceremoniously raised each morning to the top of a mast, he qualified for sea pay—a significant sum for an admiral.
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Admiral Ernest J. King, November 5, 1945. King inscribed this portrait to Waddy Bullion, and presented it to him at his discharge ceremonies.

Bullion Family Collection.



Dad’s accounts of the admiral’s rages at high-ranking officers were great fun. I especially liked hearing about the poor captain who disregarded my father’s reminder to him that King had left directions never, ever to disturb him after he left the office. Frightened by the messages from Leyte Gulf in late October 1944, the captain brushed aside my father’s advice to wait until morning and took the responsibility upon himself to warn the admiral immediately. He went to the yacht after midnight to inform him about the terrible pounding our fleet was taking. “Christ Jesus! Do you think I can walk on water?” the admiral yelled at the quaking officer. “What in the hell do you expect me to do about it?” Then King, who was in his nightshirt, stomped back to his bed—or berth, as he probably called it, since he was “at sea.” The captain did not remain on duty in King’s office for long.

I admired Dad for his good sense. I admired him, too, for meeting Eisenhower, Nimitz, Halsey, Spruance—in fact, every major British or American commander with the exception of Douglas MacArthur. And I reveled in the fact that Dad had a much higher security clearance than most of them. It meant a lot to me that he’d been in a position to tell Mother on the morning of June 6, 1944, “Be sure to listen to the radio today.” That meant a lot to her, too; I could tell.

Being an insider on D-Day did not make Mother fond of King. In fact, I dimly remember that she did on one occasion call him an SOB, a name, as I’ve said, she never used to describe Johnson in front of me. Even if I had not heard her swear, I would have sensed the difference in her reaction to the two men. Johnson’s demands merely enraged her. King scared her. Not only were the admiral’s temper tantrums legendary and his exacting and uncompromising demands on the officers and sailors around him well-known, but his power over her husband was for all practical purposes unlimited. Consequences from his rages could include lengthy separations from young wives and infant sons, maiming the body, destroying the mind and spirit, and dying in combat. The telling and retelling of the story of the unwise captain did not amuse her, as it did Dad and me. She would grow white and silent, as if she could clearly see a telegram from the Department of the Navy arriving at some woman’s door. But to her son, who knew nothing of war, this sort of power was the real stuff, the true essence of sending men into battle.

Next to this legendary figure from a glorious war, Lyndon Johnson paled in comparison. I could understand that he was important. I did not think he was a hero. I’d listen to what my folks said about him; I’d try to understand and absorb the morals they wanted to extract from these narratives; but I wouldn’t ask for more information or more stories about LBJ.
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It wasn’t just Lyndon Johnson who interested me less than Admiral King and Lieutenant (junior grade) Bullion. I never asked my mother what she did at the Department of Agriculture. This surprises me today, and for a number of reasons I wish I’d been curious. But in the fifties, her life before she became a mother and housewife had no fascination for me. Equally surprising when I contemplate it, she never volunteered anything about her job. Long after her death in 1983, her sister Mary mentioned to me that she had been the secretary to the Librarian of the department—a very responsible and comparatively well-paid position. In today’s bureaucracy, she would have been called an Executive Assistant.

My guess is that Mother avoided talking about her work at Agriculture because she believed it was a touchy one for Dad. Through no fault of his own, he had applied for a job at the IRS that depended on his Congressman’s approval. His first assignment in the Navy was a reflection of that same politician’s power. He did feel obliged to Lyndon Johnson, even though his successes were the result of his own intelligence and hard work. Determined not to appear critical of him before us, she avoided talking about their careers in Washington. She only slipped once. In a conversation with me before I married in 1976, she mentioned that Dad was troubled by the fact that her salary at Agriculture was higher than his as a naval officer. It was one of the few glimpses either parent gave me of a possible competition between them as a young married couple over the nature and pay of their respective jobs.
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I realize now how reticent Mother was on other subjects, too. She told the story of Lyndon, Bird, and the howling Lynda with great relish, but she never balanced it with vignettes like the one I heard from Aunt Mary.

One Saturday morning in 1945, when Mary was visiting my parents, she answered a knock on the apartment door and opened it to discover a smiling Lyndon Johnson. He’d come to loan his car to John and Nellie Connally, whose place was just down the hall, and he thought he’d visit with the Bullions while he was there. Dad had the weekend watch at Admiral King’s office. Undeterred by my father’s absence, completely relaxed, totally happy, LBJ sprawled out on the floor and began rolling a ball back and forth with me. My aunt claims she couldn’t tell who was chuckling and gurgling more, the prone Congressman or the nine-month-old propped against a couch. As we amused each other, he explained to the adults watching our play that Alice Glass was going to pick him up in a few minutes, and they’d spend the day together. What she had planned, he didn’t know, but they’d have fun. Just like he was having a good time with John here, he laughed. After a little bit, he raised himself up, tousled my hair, hugged and kissed Mother and Mary, and went down to the street. Soon after he left, Mary asked and my mother explained who Alice Glass was. Not only was she LBJ’s mistress, she was the wife of one of his most influential constituents and trusted advisers—the publisher of the Austin newspaper. ’
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LBJ in a lighthearted moment with Lynda, much like the one he enjoyed with me, 1945.

LBJ Library. Photo by unknown.



Mary told me later that this tale of sinning in our nation’s capital tickled her, though at that time she made appropriate noises of disapproval to her sister. Mother was perturbed that her home had been used as a way station on the tracks toward adultery, and that Johnson would be so frank about who he was seeing and his expectation of having a good time. I doubt she missed the double entendre of doing with Alice what he was doing with me—lying down and playing with balls. Evidently she did not bother to discuss the visit with her husband when he returned home from the Navy Department. The first time he heard the story was when I told it to him, over fifty years after Lyndon Johnson and I were together on the floor of an apartment in Arlington, Virginia.
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I did not form my own opinion about LBJ from the Washington stories I heard. Nor did I adopt one parent’s perspective on him and reject the other’s. I didn’t need to. From Dad’s account, I learned what he was like to work for, and what demanding bosses were like in general. And I grasped—in theory, at least—the necessity of practicing workaday, career virtues of careful preparation, thoughtful analysis, punctuality in meeting deadlines, and realizing that the world and the boss were not interested in excuses, no matter what. Mother’s stories were modern examples of her morality tales. To make unreasonable demands on people, to dominate and to domineer, and to flout the commandments by word and act were the marks of wickedness. And I accepted—again, at least in theory—the rightness of these moral positions. But I had no idea that I might one day have to reconcile the two systems of values; or that I might have to pick and choose virtues within them and then blend them into my own system; or that I might perhaps even be forced to choose between them. Very few boys of my age and upbringing in the 1950s could have articulated these issues, let alone dealt with them.

As a result, when I met Lyndon Johnson myself during that decade, I didn’t measure him by either Dad’s or Mother’s standard. Where I met him, and with whom, had a greater impact upon me.




CHAPTER 2

West Texas Lessons

During the 1950s, Ann and I spent our summers in West Texas with our grandparents. Mother’s parents, John and Hettie Lewis, lived in Menard, a town of a little over 2,000, the county seat of Menard County. Dad’s folks, Tom and Florence Bullion, were twenty-one miles away in Eden. A little under 2,000 souls made their homes there, in a town that did not even have the distinction of being the center of government in Concho County.

Both counties suffered during the fifties from a terrible drought. I can remember whole summers without rain, white dust from the limestone gravel West Texans called caliche coating everything, and temperatures hovering for weeks at around one hundred degrees. Farmers and ranchers could not make ends meet, and our playmates regularly disappeared with their parents into Texas’s cities.

Neither set of grandparents was still involved with livestock or crops. Big John and Grandma Lewis had quit ranching during the 1940s and moved to town. When a small liquor store he owned went under, he and Grandma lived off social security. Pop and Grandmommy Bullion had lost their land and stock in the early thirties. After the family packed up its personal effects and took them to a house in Eden, Pop got a job working for the Texas Highway Department. He held that job until 1940. That year, he bought a small restaurant with hard-earned savings. From then till his death in 1959, he was the owner and operator of Tom’s Cafe. My Aunt Geraldine lived with them. She taught English at Eden High School during the school year and helped out at the cafe in the summer.

That Pop was the chief breadwinner in his family and Big John’s social security check supported Grandma made no difference in the dynamics of the two households. My grandmothers were the dominant personalities. Big John was too aware (and well informed) about his shortcomings to dispute his position; Pop was simply too tired from the demands of running the cafe to make many decisions around the house. Seeing to it that Ann and I went to church and minded our manners were duties they gladly ceded to their wives. When we required disciplining, our grandmothers scolded and paddled. Big John and Pop had no interest in playing the part of the stern paterfamilias. They allocated to themselves a different role in our upbringing during those summers.

As near as I could tell, what they tried to do with Ann was spoil her rotten. Both men doted on my sister. There was no one-Coke-a-day rule for her at Tom’s Cafe, and she could have ice cream cones for the asking at Bean’s Drug Store in Menard. They were less openly indulgent to me. Although neither was harsh or stern, my grandfathers were determined that I would learn from them how to appreciate the pleasures and to fulfill the responsibilities peculiar to boys and men.
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Given Big John’s thoroughly deserved reputation in Menard during the thirties and forties for tireless womanizing, one might expect that he schooled me on flirting with girls and making moves on them. To the contrary, he never said anything to me about seduction or sex. Lyndon Johnson boasted about his conquests to everyone; John Lewis hid his from his grandson. Perhaps he felt remorseful. Perhaps he believed every man had to figure out relationships with women for himself. The only bit of advice he ever had for me was this: giving a woman something got you the opportunity to start talking to her. Then he offered me a dime to buy an ice cream cone for a girl I was admiring from afar. I was too shy to do that. Maybe that’s why he decided I needed to learn how and what to drink. Alcohol would make me bolder. Besides, as they grew older, women in Menard tended to switch from ice cream to harder stuff. ’
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John Lewis, early 1950s.

Lewis Family Collection.



So Big John encouraged me to drink, first beer and later whiskey. “I don’t want you running around in alleys, drinking rotgut,” he’d say. “Ask me, and I’ll give you good alcohol here.” He claimed that’s what his father had done for him. Some nights I’d share with him the shot of bourbon he insisted he needed to go to sleep. I rarely took more than a sip or two; even though Old Crow tasted smooth in my mouth, it burned uncomfortably all the way down. When we were out together in “town,” as he called the square less than a mile from his house, he’d occasionally stop at a bar and buy us both beers. I was in my early teens at the time and didn’t particularly like the taste of Lone Star or Falstaff. But bartenders never questioned his right to buy it for me, and no one paid any attention to how much or little I drank of it.

The other job Big John assigned to himself was to teach me how to shoot rifles and shotguns. We’d drive around highways and ranch roads outside town, road hunting. I shot at cans, bottles, telephone poles, trees, armadillos, rabbits, and all birds, except roadrunners, which were extremely bad luck to kill. My rewards for improving were a .410 shotgun and a .22 rifle of my own.

One summer afternoon, we spotted a deer. Excited, I shouted, and it fled. Big John was disappointed in me. “I wanted you to take a shot at him,” he scolded. I responded by pointing out, “But Big John, they’re out of season.” “Don’t worry about that,” he said. No doubt he was right. If I could drink in Menard bars, no doubt the Menard Packing Plant wouldn’t object to turning deer into venison sausage and steaks in July. To this day, I’m sure one of the most thankless jobs in the world is that of the state game warden in Menard County.

To do justice to my grandfather, I must say this was the only time we were tempted to hunt deer out of season. I’m going to put off telling you what I learned from him on a cold November day until later, when it will help you understand road hunts I made with Lyndon Johnson.
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Pop wasn’t much like Big John. For starters, he didn’t hunt. There were no guns or rifles in the house at Eden. Pop didn’t drink, either. He did sell beer in his cafe, and he defended his right to do so against a succession of Baptist preachers who regularly pleaded with him to stop supplying his customers with sin. When they pressed him on the subject, he pointed out the Good Book called for temperance, not abstinence. Therefore he was not morally bound to deny his customers alcohol. But Pop did not believe practicing temperance was a wise thing to do. Too many people could not control their drinking. Best not to start—that was his considered advice.
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Tom Bullion, mid-1950s.

Bullion Family Collection.



The most obvious contrast, however, between my grandfathers during the 1950s was not hunting or drinking. It was this: Pop was still working for a living. And how that man worked! Out of bed at 5:00 a.m.; open the cafe at 5:30 for early ranchers, motorists, highway patrolmen, and truckers; work through the lunch hour; home to nap between 2:30 and 4:00; back for dinner; close at 8:00; mop the floor; clean the kitchen; clear the cash register; balance the receipts; and home to bed. He was cook, waiter, cashier, janitor, and what passed as maitre d’when customers wanted to talk. In addition, he sold tickets and checked luggage for the Kerrville Bus Company, whose stop in Eden was at Tom’s Cafe. I think he also did something for the Goodyear Tire Company. Drivers regularly came through Eden testing truck tires; they always stopped at Pop’s place and brought their records up to date.

Pop was as famous in Eden for working long hours as Big John was infamous in Menard for chasing women. Yet, just as my Menard grandfather refused to talk to me about women, my Eden grandfather had no interest in introducing me to the manly obligation of work. He never sermonized on the moral lessons work taught people. To Pop, work was a necessity, not a virtue. And he never required me to do anything at Tom’s Cafe. I hung out there for hours, but Pop never asked me to help out. He’d worked as a child, and he thought his grandson had better things to do while he was young.

What Pop passed on to me was his love for baseball. The summer I was ten, I arrived in Eden to discover that Tom’s Cafe was sponsoring a Little League team. He sponsored the team out of town spirit, but I’m sure
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Coda

Soon after Winter Semester classes began in January 1999, the president of the undergraduate history association knocked on my office door. The UHA was having trouble finding faculty able to talk with them about issues in history during February. Could I make a presentation? “You can speak about anything,” she added by way of encouragement. I agreed. Then, on the spur of the moment, I told her I’d talk about my experiences with Lyndon Johnson. She seemed pleased and pressed me for a title. “‘Hunting Buddies: Personal Reminiscences of LBJ,”’ I immediately answered. She thought that would do fine.

I chose the subject for the sake of convenience. I’d regularly given abbreviated versions of my trip to the LBJ Ranch to my classes in American political history as a personal supplement to others’ comments about the character and personality of Lyndon Johnson. The students had been always attentive; in fact, after these lectures several invariably gathered around me to ask questions. This would be a perfect topic, I figured, for an audience hoping to hear something reasonably entertaining late on a winter afternoon. Best of all, I wouldn’t have to prepare. No fear of contradiction or debate, either: this was, after all, my life, and I could narrate it as I damn well pleased.

To my surprise and my host’s pleasure, “Hunting Buddies” was very well attended. Around thirty students came, one bringing her mother along, another, his wife. A few of my colleagues from history and other departments sat around the table. Enough people drifted in during my remarks to make the association’s president hustle out and haul in more chairs. After I finished, I answered questions for over an hour and a half.

Some were straightforward, asking for factual information: What sort of rifle did LBJ give me? Others asked me to speculate about what Johnson was like as a human being. The most intriguing was posed by the director of the library. “John, did you see anything at the ranch that gave you any feeling for what the relationship between Lyndon and Lady Bird was like?” I had not even mentioned Mrs. Johnson in my talk, but the minute my friend asked her question, I remembered the scene described in Chapter 12. There, once more, was Bird, comforting the president in the hall. At that instant, I realized how much I had left out of this story every time I’d told it, whether to family, friends, colleagues, or students.

That realization inspired the thought that writing a book about my family and Lyndon Johnson might be a good project. I talked it over with my wife, whose strength and advice I have leaned on since we met. Laura was enthusiastic. Next, I spoke with Nancy Taube. She liked the idea, too. I asked her if she liked it enough to hire on to process and edit the various drafts in the evenings after the workday. When she said yes, I was in business.
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My memory did not need much coaxing about the trip to the LBJ Ranch. Historians tend to have good memories; the demands of our craft force us to train them if we don’t start out with better than usual powers of retention. My encounters with Lyndon Johnson were infrequent enough and sufficiently dramatic to stay vivid and detailed in my mind long after the events. Very few people, I suspect, forget very much about meeting the president of the United States under the most fleeting and banal of circumstances. I was with LBJ for hours on three consecutive days. During that time, I basked under his praise and shivered under his contempt. It doesn’t surprise me I remember a great deal about our time together.

But I also believe that everyone’s memory is better than he or she thinks. For me, the trick to recalling physical details, exchanges of words, and emotional moods was, first, to relax, and, second, to visualize appearances I could remember. When I did this, whole scenes would crystalize for me. At times, it also helped to pantomime physical acts I remembered doing. Once a colleague was startled to pass by my office and see me, left arm extended, left palm gripping an invisible object, left eye closed, and right finger curled in a half moon shape. I was perfectly still; I appeared to be holding my breath. When he learned I was preparing to fire a rifle and kill a deer, I don’t believe he felt reassured about my mental state.

I don’t recommend aiming imaginary deer rifles at co-workers to anybody. But I do think if people would apply the discipline of shooting to remembering, they would find their recollections improving. Find your target, relax, and slowly squeeze the trigger if you aim at recalling the past more fully. Succumbing to buck fever by furrowing your brow, gritting your teeth, tensing your muscles, and jerking the trigger, leads to misses in memory as well as in hunting.

Of course, there’s the problem of having your scope properly sighted-in. In recalling Lyndon Johnson’s conversation, I had the tremendous advantage of Michael R. Beschloss’s Taking Charge: The Johnson White House Tapes, 1963-1964 (New York, 1997). I have occasionally quoted from his transcripts in this book and relied on it for discussions of the Texas Broadcasting Corporation and the hunting experiences of John Kennedy on the ranch. My debt to this work, however, goes far beyond these specific references. Taking Charge refreshed my memory of the cadences, vocabulary, and pungency of LBJ’s talk. It also provided a primer, in the words of the man himself, on the Johnson technique and treatment.

For matters relating to aspects of Johnson’s life during the 1930s and afterwards, I dipped into books I have taught from before. The two volumes Robert A. Caro has produced so far in his study, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power (New York, 1982) and Means of Ascent (New York, 1990), are filled with fascinating detail about his relationship with his staff. They are enlivened throughout by a stringently critical view of the man. Caro would have been Mother’s favorite historian of LBJ. He’s not mine, though I certainly concede the power of chapters such as “The Sad Irons” in The Path to Power. The story of Jack Gwyn and shoe shining at midnight can be found in Means of Ascent. Robert Dallek’s two-volume biography, Lone Star Rising (New York, 1991) and Flawed Giant (New York, 1998), is the best and most balanced narrative of Lyndon Johnson’s life. Robert Kennedy’s adventures at the LBJ Ranch are described in Lone Star Rising. Details about LBJ’s last years are in Flawed Giant. My favorite work remains Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream (New York, 1976; republished with a new introduction, 1991). She is one of the very few people with whom he discussed his early years in Johnson City, and probably the only one who heard him describe his terrible nightmares in the White House.

As I wrote, when I had questions about LBJ I looked up the answers in these books. At times, I have disagreed with their conclusions, though never so much as I did with the account of deer hunting on the LBJ Ranch in William Manchester’s The Death of a President (New York, 1967). The discussion of the earlier drafts of that book in John Corry, The Manchester Affair (New York, 1969) was very helpful. I mined Laura Kalman’s Abe Fortas: A Biography (New Haven, 1990) for information about LBJ’s professional and personal relationships with another smart lawyer, one considerably more famous than my father. Finally, the August 2000 issue of Texas Monthly, with its striking photographic essay on “The LBJ Gang Today,” includes the brief but important account of his relationship with Lyndon Johnson by A.W. Moursund, the man who shared the responsibility of being a trustee of the blind trust with Dad.
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For the curious or the historian, my father’s reminiscences about LBJ are in the Oral History Division of the Johnson Library in Austin. Since I know they are less colorful and more guarded—the former president, after all, was still alive at the time of the interview—than the stories Dad has told me over the years, I’ve never read them. The interested may find some of his meetings with LBJ listed in Johnson’s calendars. They can look in Glenn Stegall’s correspondence and discover how I got the job in Yosemite. I didn’t search through either, and I doubt I ever will. LBJ did not record very many of his conversations with my father, yet another indication of his unwillingness to discuss personal business under circumstances where outsiders might witness it. He did tape four discussions with Dad in November-December 1963. The catalog at the Johnson Library indicates they talked about family business and the appointment of Sheldon Cohen as Commissioner of the IRS. I haven’t listened in. Perhaps the records of the investigation of my father during 1964-65 may be found in the FBI Archives. I presume they might be retrieved if someone is willing to file a Freedom of Information suit in federal court. I won’t, because I have no desire to read them. In all of these cases, I’ve stuck to my vow not to do the archival research that characterizes—indeed, dominates —formal, academic histories.

I’ve bent that rule only twice. I did consult at the Johnson Library LBJ’s Daily Diaries for December 29-31, 1965. They helped me recall the sequence of events during my visit to the ranch, and I confess I was tickled to discover the president, Lady Bird, and Jesse Kellam spent ten minutes “looking at a new gun that he gave John Bullion for Christmas.” Still, I must warn readers of any of these calendars against assuming they are unfailingly accurate. For instance, the entries for the days I was there incorrectly put A.W Moursund rather than Jesse Kellam on my hunting expedition the first day, mis-state the purpose of the visit to the Johnson City bank, wrongly include Mrs. Johnson on the deer hunt the second day, and omit both Dad’s meeting with the president on December 30 and the time we spent with him in his bedroom on New Year’s Eve. All this bears out what that most helpful of archivists, Philip Scott, told me about LBJ’s calendars while he was in Gillespie County: they are notoriously incomplete.

My second departure from my rule came when I looked for photographs at the Johnson Library to illustrate this book. Neither those pictures nor the Daily Diaries change In the Boat with LBJ from what I intended it to be: a memoir.

Thus the complete, detailed history of the partnership between Lyndon B. Johnson and J. Waddy Bullion remains to be written. It can’t be done now, because many of the papers are closed. If and when they are opened, no doubt that history shouldn’t be done by Waddy’s son.
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Mother died in 1983, the victim of a blood clot that reached her heart. I thought about her often as I remembered and wrote about the Bullions and the Johnsons. I owe a great deal to her habit of teaching morality by telling stories, and to her insistence that what had happened in the past was important to those who live in the present. I’m not sure she would have approved of either my ambivalent feelings toward LBJ or my attempts to see the good, bad, and mixed elements in his character and behavior. I’m confident, though, she would have forgiven me for any sins of omission or commission.

The hero of this book, and the teller of most of its tales, is still alive. His intellect is as keen as ever, though he is physically frailer. He no longer accepts new clients, but continues to advise some he worked with for years. Most of them are friends as well. Now they enjoy the same privilege Lyndon Johnson had: he doesn’t charge them. The terms of his retirement from Thompson, Knight forbid him from competing with the firm, which he interprets as billing those he counsels. Dad enjoys reminding his friends that they shouldn’t get too attached to free legal consultations. Given his age, they cannot expect to rely on his availability forever. “When you’re old,” he tells them, “you shouldn’t even buy green bananas.”

My father is also fond of warning his son, who is older now than Waddy Bullion was in December 1965, “Old age is not for sissies.” Indeed, it is not. Nor is remembering events from long ago and responding to countless questions. Nor is painstakingly trying to be helpful to me without going beyond what’s permissible to tell without violating the attorney-client privilege. Editing a long manuscript isn’t, either. Dad read drafts of this book thoughtfully and thoroughly. His role, he informed me, was to check for factual errors and correct them. My conclusions were my own business.

It cannot have been easy for my father to read the thoughts of his son during years when the two of us spent most of the limited time we were together arguing about everything. Dad never complained; he just kept on reading carefully and making the occasional note in the margin. That he said he was pleased with the book means a great deal to me. So does the effort he put into his remembering, retelling, reading, thinking, and editing. It’s yet more evidence that he’s no sissy and that he loves me. I didn’t need that additional proof, but I’m real grateful for it.
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Waddy and John Bullion, February 2001.

Bullion Family Collection.



My stepmother and sister read portions of several drafts. Their memories of LBJ’s funeral are particularly vivid. Ann’s recollection of how Sarah Hughes dressed that day was so compelling that I appropriated it. Much of the narrative about Dad’s effort to get us and the Goldbergs on the other side of the Pedernales I borrowed from Wilma. That we were not on the list still puzzles her. She remains convinced that President Johnson would have wanted my father close to him that day.

Mary Lewis Turner told me about LBJ’s visit to my parents’ apartment in Arlington when he played with me on the floor. It was the first time I’d ever heard it. I’m obliged to Aunt Mary for this rare glimpse of a relaxed, happy Lyndon Johnson.

I am also much obliged to Michael O’Brien for taking breaks from his duties as Associate Dean of the College of Arts and Science at my university and commenting on a draft of the book from the perspective of a Texan who happens as well to be an anthropologist. Once upon a time, Mike played bridge with Walter Jenkins. I owe him for that story.

Four of my colleagues have listened to me talk about LBJ for years. For their patience, encouragement, and criticism, I thank Richard Bienvenu, Gerard H. Clarfield, Robert M. Collins, and Steven Watts. In addition to The Gang of Four, my friends Martha Alexander, Robert Bender, and Felicia Bender have debated with me about politics, both university and universal, so much and so well that they shaped the way I interpreted the relationship between Lyndon Johnson and my father. A couple of extraordinary editors, Ginnie Bivona and Susan Malone, did the same. That they did so while persuading a stubborn author to tighten a gargantuan manuscript speaks volumes for their skill, their patience, and their commitment to getting this story told in the best way possible.

Two other friends made important contributions to my rendition of these adventures. Tony Taube gave me the single best line in the book, one that beautifully sums up Lyndon Johnson. Joe Taube was my color expert. He painstakingly created a spectrum ranging from purple to blue, with several varieties of violet in between. Thanks to him, I could see once more the exact shade of the haze that troubled my vision on the first day of hunting at the LBJ Ranch.

I can measure the Taube boys’ contributions pretty precisely. There is no way I could do so for the third member of that family. Nancy Taube’s imprint is indelible on every page of this book. Her love for the English language, her precise use of it, and her sure instinct for suggesting the right word or the most telling phrase improved passage after passage. She has been the perfect reader of a text, enthusiastic yet critical, encouraging but demanding. Every morning I could count on hearing her reaction to the material she’d read the night before. Every afternoon she asked with a smile if I had any additional pages for her. Nancy accomplished that most difficult of editorial feats: she improved my writing and sharpened my analysis, without slowing my progress. But important as this and other skills were, they are not what I treasure most about her. Nancy is my friend in the fullest sense of that evocative and ambiguous word. She did not merely strengthen passages in this book with her editing. She inspired them with her example. One of the most painful and consequential tragedies in Lyndon Johnson’s life was his inability to be a true friend during the years he sought to preserve and extend his power. Writing about that has made me appreciate more fully the blessing of our friendship.

As with Nancy’s friendship, so with Laura’s love. My wife has commented so trenchantly for so long about my work and my life that I feel her deep and abiding influence on everything I think, or say, or do. This book is no exception. Like all “the other stuff” of mine that’s been put into print, it’s a product of my love, written to, for, and with her. As always, Laura’s editing of drafts was sensitive and searching. Even more important, her impact on the conception and design of the book was crucial. From our earliest discussions of Lyndon Johnson to the ones during the final days of writing, Laura consistently and persuasively argued that this was a Texas story. I counted on her to know everything Texan: the words to second verses of fine old Baptist hymns, how live oaks grew, the shade of the mammoth mesquite in back of the lakehouse, and the differences between goatheads and sand burrs. If Nancy saw what was unusual, one of a kind about LBJ, Laura focused on what was Texan about him. “I’m your expert on Texas,” she once joked to me. She certainly was and is. Probably that’s why she smiles and shakes her head whenever her husband writes or says, “I’m a Missourian now.” Laura doesn’t believe people change what home is to them that easily. After so much time spent with Lyndon Johnson, I’m about ready to concede she’s right.

The principal contribution by our children Jack and Chandler to the book was their love, most often expressed in the forms of forebearing acceptance of “Dad at his memoirs” and humorous asides about the work and its author. One dark time, when nothing seemed to be going right, Jack responded to my complaints about problems with the narrative by suggesting, “Maybe you should sneak in an evil communist on the trip who you have to dust with your rifle.” From that time forward, whenever I felt discouraged, I’d remind myself that I could always slip in a Red—a New York Times reporter, perhaps?—and things would pick up.

In contrast, Chandler specialized in keeping me from being too puffed up on good days. After listening to me discourse endlessly on the differences between sheep and goats, she asked with a straight face, “Which was President Johnson? He must have been one or the other.” So, when I was too full of myself, and pride was racing on ahead of the inevitable spill, I’d recall I’d expended a great deal of time on matters of distant relevance to LBJ and the Bullions. Furthermore, I still wasn’t sure which type of animal Lyndon Johnson was. I finally decided he was all goat. You can figure out why for yourselves.
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Little other than this book will ever inform Jack and Chandler about Lyndon Johnson and their Bullion relatives. The lakehouse has changed hands twice since Wilma’s nephew sold it and moved to Alaska; the live oaks LBJ planted in its front yard died during one of several droughts that plagued Texas during the 1990s. Every picture the president gave me was lost during a move. The television gave up the ghost years ago. Almost all of “the other stuff” is gone too. I only have two souvenirs left from my visit. I have the 1965 inauguration medal. And, somewhere in our storeroom, in its original scabbard, is the deer rifle Lyndon Johnson presented to me on the second day I was at the ranch. There’s no plaque on its stock. It has been sighted-in, and it has killed deer. I put it away when Jack started to walk. Not long after it was, so to speak, out of sight once more, I stopped hunting. LBJ’s rifle has remained in storage ever since, never visible and mostly forgotten.

My most constant reminder of LBJ is the watch he presented to Dad the last time the two were together. Although he appreciated the gift, my father never really liked wearing it. After the president’s death, he put it away in a safety deposit box. Dad is an unostentatious man; you may accurately infer his ideas about the proper limits of male jewelry from my telling you that his only accessories are his favorite Cross pen and pencil, the ones with the gold leaf worn off the barrels by years of pressure from his fingers. About five years ago, for reasons he’s never told me, he took the Rolex out of his lockbox and gave it to me. I’ve worn it since, out of respect and love for the man it identifies as “The Best” rather than to memorialize Lyndon Johnson.

It’s a fine watch, handsome to look at, with one defining characteristic. Fittingly, considering who gave it to Dad, it runs fast.




About the Author
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Dr. Bullion lives in Columbia, Missouri, with his wife, Laura, another expatriate Texan, whom he married in 1976. Their two children, Jack and Chandler, have both left the nest and migrated to universities south of the Red River.
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