
INTERVIEWEE: GEORGE E. CHRISTIAN (Tape #1) 

INTERVIEWER: THOHAS H. BAKER 

November 11, 1968 

B: 	 This is the interview with George E. Christian, the press secretary for 

Mr. Johnson. Mr. Christian, to start with, what were th.:: i rcumstances of 

your appointment to this job? How were you contacted about it? 

C: 	 I was first contacted about coming to the White House in May of 1966 by 

Marvin Watson, who was then the President's appointment secre t ary. }rr. 

Watson told me that the President was interested in me , and wondered if I 

might be interested in coming to Washington. I told him at the time t hat 

I d~d not know, :~at I didn't really think so. 

B: 	 Thi s is whil e-; -: ·· -,;e r e on Governor Conna lly 's staff? 

C: 	 That's right. I was then working as press secretary to Governor Connally . 

I was quite hap'.'.:r;· in my work. My wife and I had plans there in Austin, 

and she was a law:'er just preparing to enter private l aw practice after 

working in govern.ment for several years. 

B: 	 Was the job as pr2ss secretary specifically mentioned? 

C: 	 No, it was rather vague at the time as to what I might be doing . I think 

there was a subsequent call from either Marvin Wa t son or J ak e Jacobson , 

who was also on the President's staff at the time, indicating that the 

President wanted me to work at least for a time under Walt Rostow in the 

Nationa l Security Office , working on r eports , working on materials for t he 

President, possibly doing some other writing . There was no indication on 

their part that I would be in the press office, although I got the impression 

that I pos s ibly would be a s k ed to he lp some on pres s ma tters . Mr . Watson 

mentioned that prob ably that I would be doing some pres s work. 
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B: I was wondering if there was any indication that early that Mr. Moyers 

was planning to give up the job. 

C: I don't recall either of them telling me that at th e time. l think right 

after I came to Washington I heard from someone here that Bill Moyers was 

interested in doing some other type of work here, that Bob Fleming had 

been hired as Deputy Press Secretary, and at the time had been identified 

by the President as his press secretary . So I assumed at the time that at 

some point Moyers would probably go into some other line of work here at 

the White House and that Bob Fleming would, for all practical purposes, the 

press secretary and probably be designated to that title. 

B: What did you come to Washington as? 

C: I came here as Assistant to the President, assigned to Mr. Rostow's office. 

For several weeks I was actually on the Defense Department payroll as a 

consultant at a per diem figure. This was after I consented to come up 

in the latter part of May 1966. 

B: May I ask what decided you? You sounded a little reluctant there at first . 

C: I was reluctant. I didn't really want to move my family mostly. I finally 

decided, frankly , that I couldn't very well turn it down if the President 

really desired me to come and if I would be making some meaningful contribution. 

B: Did you discuss it with Governrr Connally? 

C: I did. He l eft the decision strictly up to me. I was told by Marvin Watson 

not to t ell anyone that I was even being considered for a White Hous e place, 

that they had to run FBI checks and that sort of thing , and that they didn't 

wan t any leaks on it. It rather handicapped me in talking with anyone , 

although I did of course talk to the Governor. He advise d me that I should 

come if I pos s ibly could. He said he pretty much left the deci s ion up to me. 
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He said he had a lot of projects under way, that i t was c oming at a b a d 

time for him, but t hat if they were anxio u s to start it, why I h a d b et t er 

probably go on. Right after tha t, I got a c al l from Marvin Watson indic a t ing 

that they needed me and that if I was go ing to come, h e needed me to come that 

particula r Friday because on Monday Secretary Mc Namara was leaving for Vie t 

Nam and the Pr es ide nt wanted me to go with Secretary Mc Namara to Viet Nam . 

So I had to ge t my shots and pas s port and all of that stuff. I think that 

probably d ec ide d me right away to come on up rather suddenly , which I did. 

B: You mean the idea of-­

C: I didn't s e e that I ha d mu c h choice . As it turned out, Secretary McNamara 's 

trip was scrubbed that weekend, so I didn' t do that; but by then I was up 

here and t a lked to the President and had gotten r eason ably se tt led . 

B: You had known IV.::­ . Johnson for some time befor e all this , ha d you not? 

C: No , not intima t<"ly at all . My father was District Attorney in the Hill 

Country whe n Pre::::;.dent J ohnson was a boy, in t he early 1920s. He knew my 

f a ther just as a youn g boy would know a n older man . The Pres ide nt a t that 

time was apparently attracted to cour thouse proceedings and that sort of 

thing. He has told me many times of various trials he wi tnessed as a boy , 

and he knew my father by reputation and all. I didn ' t know him except through 

the governors I worked for. 

B: As I said in the preliminary conversation, I t hink later we ought to go into 

some of the details of that . But to mov e on now , after yo u were up here , 

you were then later approach e d with the idea of being the press secretary? 

C: I worked with Hr . Ros tow for two or three months, then was asked by the 

President to work with the p r es s office to spe nd time here to get better 

acquain ted with t h e press operation, to he lp Bill Mo ye rs, and to try to 
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develop into a briefing officer. He wanted me to begin some briefings . 

I've for gotten precisely when I b egan briefing, but I believe it was in 

August. 

B: What exactly is a briefi ng officer, briefing whom on what? 

C: The press office has two briefings a day for reporters--two news conferences 

a day--at eleven and four, at which the various press releases are distributed. 

Questions are taken and answered at that time . 

B: 	 During this time that you were working in the press office with Mro Moyers, 

did you ge t the idea that you were being tested? 

C: 	 Yes. Things were in somewhat of a ferment then. I knew by then that Bill 

Moyers desire d to leave. He hadn't made up him mind completely, but he had 

bad an offer from Newsd~ which he was considering. He was interested in 

staying on the one hand, and being more or less tugged on the other hand by 

the financial rewards of going with Newsda;y, plus some family problems 

which deve loped right after that. His brother died and it was necessary for 

him to take on the s upport of his brother's family, and I think he was already 

supporting his parents. So be just needed t o make more money , I think was 

the n e t of it . 

B: 	 Was this his brother James? 

C: 	 James Moyers. 

B: 	 Did the President know at this time that Moyers was considering leaving? 

C: 	 Yes, be knew that there would probably be a change in the press office sooner 

or later, and I think he was mo re or less l ooking for someone to take ~byers' 

place . He nev e r made any commitments of any kind to me or anyone else as 

f ar as I know, but I did feel that I was being t es t e d to see if I could 

handl e the j ob . 
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n: Does that make for an awkward situation because already in the press office 

was Mr. Fleming, who had been at least publicly mentioned as the press 

secretary? 

C: It could have been awkward. I think both Bob Fleming and I set out to 

prevent it from being awkward. We wound up sharing an office here in the 

White House. We became good friends. We still are good friends. I'm 

going out tonight to eat dinner with him. But by working together and, I 

think, by the fact that Bob Fleming is a man of some stature and understanding, 

and I think he probably realized at that time that it wasn't in the cards 

for him to be the Press Secretary. I think his intent was to help whoever 

was going to be the Press Secretary. That's always the impression I got, 

anyway. 

B: Did yoil have 2:r~, G~1portunity to see Mr. Johnson's reaction to Mr. Moyers' 

lea1,- i ng? 

C: Some, but not all. I think at the time that Bill left, it was fairly 

harmonious, al tto t.'-gh there were some rough spots in there. I got the 

impression th2t tae President had thought at one time that Bill would be 

staying through the 1968 election. That had more or less been the President's 

understanding. However, I think the President understood his situation, and 

I think it was a matter of a little difficult time in there. There was a lag 

between December and February before Bill actually left the White House. 

B: This was in December of '66? 

C: '66 and '67. I took over the office in December '66. Bill stayed on the 

staff until the first of February. There were the usual transition problems 

involving personnel, and there was a fairly tense period in there because of 

the transition. 
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B: You mean by difficulties, tenseness, rough spots, you mean in the rela­

tionship between Mr. Moyers and the President, or between yo u and Hr . Moyers? 

C: There were no difficulties between Moyers and me. Bill ha d recommended 

me as his successor . This was in December, I guess, which I appreciated 

very much. I had worked with Bill during--we ll, from August to December, 

including some overseas travel. We worked well together. As far as I 

kn0"7 , there was never any acrimony between the two of us. There were some 

problems here in the press office which were rather apparent to a lot of 

people around here, including the President, in which there was a good bit 

of loose talk, a good many problems caused by people other than the press 

s ecre tary talking to r epor ters and giving them inside information from the 

White House which might or might not have been accurate. And they were 

jus t generally tal k ing pretty loosely around reporters, which sometimes 

caused the President quite a bit of grief. It also is the type thing that 

creates credibility problems, because the reporter thinks he is getting 

correct information from somebody in the press office when actually he is 

not getting the correct information . Then when something does develop in 

the 	apposite way there is a tendency to blame the President for it. 

B: 	 Is this kind of thing corning from, say, the ass istant pres s secretary level 

or the secretarial level? 

C: 	 I think it was happening more at the secretarial level than it was at the 

other . It was a practice that I think had bui lt up in h ere that had just 

sort of gotten out of hand . It wasn't just t hat , but that's one example . 

B: 	 Th i s ha d been a llowed to go on for some time ? 

C: 	 It had just grown up, and it had gotten to th e point where t he President was 

quite distressed by it; and it was not a very happy situation here for awhile 

during tha t period. 
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B: 	 Was this directly related to Mr. Moyers. It has come up in connection with 

his leaving . 

C: 	 It wasn't a cause of his leaving or anything like that. It was just during 

a transition period, all of the things that are in the n a ture of problems 

usually are examined and if you are go ing to make changes in an operation 

that's the time to make it. So there were some changes which had to be 

made. during that time and we made them. 

B: 	 Which mean s , I assume, the people involved in this are no longer wi th the 

Press Office. 

C: 	 Some aren 't, but beyond that, those that stayed got a clear understanding 

of what they were supposed to be doing and what they weren't supposed to be 

doing. 

B: 	 How did Presiden~ JotL1son offer the Press Secretary job to you? 

C: 	 As I recall, we w2re in his bedroom. He asked me if I was willing to become 

Press Secretary. I said I was. He said, "Do you think you can handle it?" 

And I said, "I t~,ink I probably can." He s h owed me a letter that Bill Moyers 

had written him in which Moyers said that he h a d hesitated to leave during 

a long period because he was not satisfied that the President had a man on 

his staff who could mov e in to the satisfaction of the President . And that 

h e f e lt that I had the President ' s confidence a nd d id know the opera tion, 

and that I s hould b e the one to repla ce him. The Pres ident just s howed me 

that without any comment , and that's about the way it was . He told me 

later, either later tha t same day or a day or so la ter , he told Bill to 

make the proper announceme nts and take care of it, so i t was done . 

B: 	 Did he then, or anyti.me about that time , discuss with you his philosophy of 

dea ling with the press or, in less dramatic t e rms, some of the problems tha t 

he had h a d dealing with the press? 
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C: 	 No, not really. He told me about some of the problems he thought existed 

in the Press Office. 

B· Is this the thing you were referring to a moment ago? 

C: 	 That and other matters. He wanted me to try to correct them. 

B: 	 What were the other matters? 

C: 	 ~~stly that. Because of our physical arrangement at the time, we felt that 

a lot of more-or-less confidential information was too visible to the press, 

that the press had too much ready access to items that the secretaries 

were typing, for example. 

B: 	 Is this the matter of the location of the Press Office? 

C: 	 Hostly it was just location. It was just the way things worked, and we 

discussed how we could correct this. We all recognized it as a problem, 

but didn't know how to correct it because of the physical plant. We finally, 

over a period of time, rearranged the office some, to where we could create 

a no ther separate secretary's office, which we took from a hallway. The 

Pr~ s ident himself came out one evening and measured off the hallway with 

his fe~ t , just stepped off the space that he felt might be converted into 

an office and just made the decision himself to create an extra office for 

my operation. When we did that, it enabled us to have girls in this office 

where they could transcribe sensitive, highly classified materials, where 

they could have some privacy from probing eyes. So we now have a dual office 

in here where we have some secretaries out visible and some thataren't. 

B: 	 The idea behind this is to arrange the mechanics so as to prevent leaks? 

C: 	 Mechanical problems, yeah, because a lot that is handled in the Press Office 

is of a sensitive nature, and it doesn't relate to press matters really. 

But because of our physical location it's awfully hard to deal with that 

type thing when you have such an open arrangement. 
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B: 	 What sort of thing do you handle that i sn 't related to press matters? 

C: 	 We always attend the security meetings, and a great many of other meetings 

the President has on foreign policy and others. My assistant , Tom Johnson , 

also does. Tom takes notes on most of these meetings . They have to be 

transcribed by our secretaries , who have top security clearance, in some 

of the more sensitive matters in the White House and the other things - ­

logistics material for trips, various things which aren 't in the public 

information field exactly . 

B: 	 When you were approached with the job of press secretary , did you ask the 

President--! know one does not put conditions on the President--bu t did yo u 

ask the Presidenc or did you know the answer without asking, whether or not 

you would ha ve adequate a ccess to him? 

C: 	 I told him th t I desired to have as complete access as possible, that I 

could not work a. Pr ess Secretary without access . He said I would have no 

problems there a~ all, that I could come into his office any time I wante d 

to, th~t I could come to his b edroom any time I wanted to . He said if 

there were more than two p eopl e in his office and I was curious about wha t 

was going on, to walk in; and if he didn't want me in there, he would throw 

me out, that I ought to have the right to go in. 

B: 	 Has it worked out that way? 

C: 	 Pretty much. I don't, obviously, go barging into his offic e , but I do have 

total access to hi s meetings . If h e is meeting in the Cabinet Room with 

just a lmost any group, I can walk in if I want to. If I don't, Tom Johnson 

frequently does . We try to keep up wi t h hi s activ i ties . Sometimes I've gon e 

i n whe n h e i s meeting with a Cabine t officer and stood there waiting while 

h e t alked with the Ca bine t officer, jus t to know what the s ubj ec t is so that 

i f i t is of any news importance , I can report it. 
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B: Does this ever irritate him? 

C: No. 

B: You have never been thrown out? 

C: No. I usually send him a note. If there is something going on that I th ink 

I ought to b e in on, I will send him a note. Does he want me in there? 

Most of the time he does , s o that ther e are no problems. 

B: This applies to everything. Is there anything to your k nowledge that you 

have not been in on pretty much from the beginning. For example, what 

about the rather delicate negotiations with the Vietnamese bombing halt of 

thi s month? 

C: I think Tom Johnson and I attended every meeting. I may not have a ttende d 

one simply b e caus e I was doing something else, and Torn sat in on it and I 

read hi s notes l ater . The bomb ing decision s tarte d out, b egan, a s a very 

closely kept matter for a day or so, among the President, the Secre tary of 

State , and Mr. Ros tow. Nobody else knew except our negotiators in Paris 

and the p eople who h andl e the cable traffic. It was k ep t tha t closely f or 

a day or nvo until they could see what it was before anyone else was brought 

in, Mr. Clifford or the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs or the CIA or anyone. 

B: Would this have been-­

C: This was , oh, maybe a Fr i day , the e l eventh of October, b efore the mee tings 

b egan on Monday in which Clif ford and oth ers were brou ght i n. From Monday 

on, actually I kn ew wha t was go i n g on. The Pres ident on the plane to Texas 

Friday night gave me e nough information on it--that I knew something was 

d eveloping . I didn't ha ve the spe cifics , bu t he told me enough about it 

so that I kne w what was ha ppening. 

B: The n in the a lmost ~vo years you have h e ld thi s office , you don' t f eel that 

a nything has been kept from y o u ? 
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C: No, anything I want to know, it's my fault if I don't get it. I have that 

type of access. 

B: How about the announcement of the President's withdrawal from the 1968 

campaign ? 

C: Well, of course , I knew about his intentions and his hopes for many months 

before he did it. I worked with him on the matter back in the fall of 1967 

and during the latter period when he wa s mak ing the dec is i ons, final deci­

sions on the matte r, I was with him a great deal during that period. 

B: You mean that as early as the fall of 1967, he had contemplated this? 

C: Yes , actually before that, but-­

B: How far back? 

C: I don't know. I :hink he started giving ser ious consideration to it, thoug h, 

in the late su~~ ~ of 1 67, when he really began to zero in on the proper 

tice to step as i~2 . There was a question of timing . I think he had always, 

the first day I c28e up h t~re , I gu ess , he seemed to lean against running in 

'68. I don't ever a recall getting a direc t impression from him that he 

was seeking this office in 1968 . His statements a lways seemed to be , "Hy 

term ends J a rn.:ary 1969 ." He jus t di dn ' t s eem t o ha v e a clear foc u s on 

anything after that . Now, this didn't mean that he had d ecided not to run. 

It just meant that he was maybe taking things a step at a time and that h e 

was not intent on running in 1 68. There was a v ery clear impression all 

along that h e r eally hoped tha t h e would not have to r un in 1 968. That ' s 

the bes t wa y to expres s it. 

B: We re t he r e c.ny occas ions ea rlier , say , in the fall of '67 when the a nnounce­

ment h e ev e ntually ma d e was contemplate d earlier ? 

C: We ll, in the fall of '67 h e ha d me write a statement a nnouncing that he d i dn't 

intend to seek reelection. Here a ga i n it was b ecau se of timing that he didn't 
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know when the proper [ time] would be to do this. He cons idered doing it 

in December of ' 67. He sent me to se e Governor Conna lly and the Governor 

and I drafted a statement, or I got a lot of thoughts from t he Governor, 

on how he mighl phrase the statement; and then I wrote it from tho se t houghts 

and my own. I put toge ther a statement , I guess as early as Dec ember . 

B: What was the occasion then? 

C: 	 He couldn't really find an occasion to make a statement. He though t abo ut 

doing it in a news conference. Then l a ter we thought of doin g it at the 

State of the Union address, and actually by then shaped up a f i nal draft fo r 

him. By that time , he brought Horace Busby , one of his former a ssistants , 

into his confidence on the matter, and Busby wrote a draf t. I t ook Busby ' s 

draft, and combined the two--combined mine and Busby' s --and gave the Presi­

dent that in J anuary to use at the State of t h e Union i f he chos e to do 

s o . He decided against do ing it then, so from J anuary to March it was a 

question of when. I think all during that period the President was seek i ug 

a time when he could make this announcement. 

B: 	 How many people had the kind of prior knowledge of t his that you had? 

You've mentione d Governor Connally and Mr . Busby. 

C: 	 I've got no way of knowin g , and I think- ­

B: 	 I t appears to have been a v ery well-kept secre t. 

C: 	 There mus t have been two or t hree staff members who knew that he was giving 

it deep consideration. I think Marvin Watson probably knew it at a n early 

time . Back in the fall, l a te summer and ear l y fall, outside of Marv in Wa t s on 

and maybe Marie Fe hmer the Presiden t ' s secretary , and Governor Connally and 

Mrs . Johnson and me , I don ' t know of anybody e lse at that particular time . 

Now, later in the f a ll and the winter , a bout Decemb er , that' s when Busby 
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came into it and Tom Johnson. Over in the bedroom one morning , the President 

just dropp ed it out in front of Tom Johnson. So from then on I worked with 

Tom on the thing. I never said anything to anyone about i t , as I r ecall. 

I don't think I ever mentioned it to anybody because I didn't know who knew 

and who didn't, and particularly from that January to March time, we kept it 

awfully close because he really hadn't decided what to do. You know, he could 

have been forced i nto this r ace by circumstances. 

B: You mean Viet Nam, or domes tically? 

C: Yes, by that or by domestic political situations. I think he did not want 

to l eave the impression that he was bei ng run ou t of the race. This wa s a 

problem because t he primaries had begun . He made a conscious decis ion not 

to let them enter his name in the New Hampshire primar y , which was the first 

one , so they r a;::i a write-in campaign. His name wasn' t on the ballo t in New 

Ra::::ishire. Re cz:-:::-ied the popular vote in New Hampshire, bu t as you r ecall 

McCar thy' s nae:.'~ -;.,·2s on the ballot as the only Democra t, I believe , and most 

of his delegaLes ~ere elected. J ohnson had the popular votes by a s light 

margin, but McC2rthy's delega t es were elected, But that's an examp l e . He 

could hav e al lowed his name to go on the ballot and didn't. He didn't 

active l y campaign himself in New Hampshire. 

B: Were Robert Kennedy's activities involved in this, too? 

C: Well, par tly because he didn' t know whether Kenne dy wa s go ing to run or 

not--al t hough he suspected i t for many , many months t hat Bobby Kennedy 

would make a run for the Presidency i n '68 . The Party was becoming qui t e 

divided af te :;:­ the McCa r thy-Kenne dy movement during that period. I think 

the Presiden t final ly decided that he coul d not close ranks in the Party 

and stil l work in a non-partisan way toward a Viet Nam se tt l ement , and 
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be a cmldidate at the same time--that he had to eliminate that or he could 

not succeed on any point. 

B: 	 lg it yout op i nion thelt there might possibly have been more behind the 

dec i s i on than that? 

C: 	 No, I think I worked with him closely enough during that period tha t I 

feel confident that the general reasons he gav e were the reasons. Age mi ght 

have been a slight factor simply because he would have been 60 when he wa s 

ina ugurated. That , though, was not a primary factor because a lot of Presi­

dents have been that old. 

B: 	 There is speculation that Mrs. Johnson might have played some part in 

influencing him doing it. 

C: 	 Mrs. Johnson never really influenced directly one way or the other. Mrs . 

Johnson's attitude seemed to be that s he hoped it wouldn't be necessary for 

hio to run, that she hoped, whatever he did, he would make a clean decision , 

and wouldn't be dangling. I think she felt all along that he probably 

~ouldn't run unle ss events forc e d him to run, and I think she was quite 

satisfied with th , ~: attitude and quite--she understood it and I imagine 

was for it, but she didn't push him. She didn't pressure him. She didn't 

try to influence him in that way. I think s he pret ty muc h left the decis ion 

up to him. She's not the kind of woman who just works on hi m and t ries to 

be nd his decisions to her will. She doesn't do that. 

B: 	 Is there any specific thing that prompted the timing of the announcement? 

C: 	 The f act that he was ready in his own mind to make the partial bomb halt 

decis ion . 
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GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS SERVICE 

Gift of Personal Statement 

By George Christia n 

to the 

Lyndon Baines Johnson Library 

In accordance with Sec. S 07 of the Federal Prop erty and Adminis­
trative Services Act of 1949, as amended (44 U .S .C. 397) and regulations 
issued thereunder (41CFR101-10), I, George Christian , h e r e inafter 
referred to as the donor, hereby give, donate, and convey to the United 
States of America for eventual deposit in the proposed Lyndon Baines 
Johnson Library, and for administration therein by th e authorities thereof, 
a tape and transcript of a personal statement approved by me and prepared 
for the purpose of deposit in the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library . The gift 
of this material is made subj ect to the following terms and conditions: 

l o Title to the material transferred hereunder will pass to the United 
States as of the date of the delivery of this material into the physical 
custody of the Archivist of the United States. Th e donor retains t o himself 
during his life time a ll lit e rary property rights in the materia l donated t o the 
United Stat es of America by the terms of this instrume nt. Afte r the death 
of the donor, the aforesaid literary property rights will pass to the United 
States of America. 

2 . It i s th e donor 's wish t o mak e the material donat ed to the United 
States of America by t erms of this instrument available for research as soon 
as it has been deposited i n the Lyndon Baines Jo hn son Library 0 

3. A revision of this stipulation governing access to the material for 
research may be entered into between the donor and the Archiv i s t of th e 
United States , or his designee , if it appear s desirable . 

4 o The ma t e rial donate d to the Unite d States pursuant to th e for e going 
shall be kept intact permanently in the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library. 

Signed 

Dat e . - ·­

Accepted ~~,k~-~" 
~the United States ; 

Da t e ~farch 13 , 197 5 
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