
INTERVIBdEE: GEORGE CHRISTIAN (Tape #2) 

INTERVIEWER: JOE B. FRANTZ 

December 4, 1969 

F: 	 This is the second interview with George Christian, now in Austin, Texa s 

in his office , and the interviewer is Joe B. Frantz, and the date must be 

December 4, 1969. 

Okay, Ge orge . We we re t a lking b e f o r e we turne d the tap e on a nd we ma y 

as well continue it. Let's talk a little bit about your relationship with 

the distaff pres s corp s , the East Wing pre s s corps headed by Liz Carpenter, 

how you s tayed o ut of her way, or s he s t a y e d out o f your way, or how you go t 

in each other's w2;. 

C: 	 We t:-ied to h2·.-2 a division of authority which existed whe n I became Pre s s 

Sec r e t a ry. Some:i=2s this was diff i cult b ecause Mrs . J ohnson' s a ctivities 

were rela t e d s o clo sely with the Pr es i d ent' s on some things . 

F: 	 Things don't alw- a ::,.:s fit in a neat slot, do they? 

C: 	 That ' s r igh t . Ge n er a lly, the White House press office ha d nothing t o do 

with Liz Ca rp e n ter' s e ast s ide press office . Occas i o n ally, the r e we r e 

potential conflicts, though, frankly because President Johns on some times 

expressed displeasure with s ome thing tha t was going on o n Mrs . Johns on' s 

side , a nd s ome how wa nt e d his Pre ss Se c r e t a ry--whe the r it was me o r some body 

els e--to in terfer e in it a nd try t o chan g e it o r s ome thing . This a lways 

c a u s e d a lit tle bit of a pro ble m. In the firs t pl ac e , we didn't like to 

do it. 

F : 	 I pres ume as a lin e of de marcation- - l eavin g o ut t h e fac t t h at a nybody connecte d 

wi th the White Ho use is politica l--but in ge nera l if it wasn't po lit i c s , i t 

b e l o ng e d on t h e Eas t Win g i f i t was p e r s ona l . 
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C: That's right. And yet, Liz, being a rather astute politician herself and 

having very de finite views on some things that the President ought to be 

involved in, sometimes in connection with Hrs. Johnson such as-­ I think 

the worst potential flap we ever had was over the entertainment of the Latin 

American Ambassadors in Texas. 

F: Was that when you came down to the ranch? 

C; Yes. Most of that Liz planned along with Bess Abell, and some of it she 

did over the President's resistance, frankly, because he was never convinced 

it was the right thing to do. As it turned out, I don't think anything 

could have been better than the program that was staged down there. He 

had some doubts that he ought to do it, though, because it made a sort-of 

Texas show out of it--an image. He thought it would raise some image problems 

of the President. 

F: I go t involved in that peripherally, and you can straighten me out. Liz 

called, I think, Cactus Pryor as well as me about some entertainment, and 

I think I may have been the one who suggested the Fandangle out at Albany. 

I think she may then have checked that out with Cactus to see what he thought, 

and he endorsed it. I've never t ried to follow this through, but I would 

gather tha t might have been a point of some concern. 

C: I really don't think it was so much the Fandangle as it was the concept of 

having all these people at the ranch--the basic concept of taking them into 

this ranch se tting and exposing them to this Texas probl em that he always 

fac e d anyway- -this big Texan thing tha t distressed him many time s . He was 

sens itive abo ut the Texas [image]. 

F: Was this flap over the hats real, or was tha t some thing that jus t got dr e amed 

up? 
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C: No, it was real. As I recall it, the idea of giving ha ts was completely-­

he vetoed it completely. If I'm not mistaken, I think he had a little flap 

with Liz, or maybe Bess--I've forgotten. At least, it was the distaff side 

over the hat thing. That's my recollection. Somebody else who was closer 

to it might remember it more clearly . 

F: You didn't really get involved in it? 

C: No, I didn't get involved in that. I tried. I did my best. 

F: You missed something once in awhile , huh? 

C: Well, this was one of those cases where I did my best to stay out of that 

planning portion of it, because I knew the conflict was there and I didn't 

want to get into a flap with Liz. Yet the President ins isted that Tom Johnson 

and I ente r into some of thes e things, and occasionally we did have head-on 

collisions over Ltis type of thing with the distaff side--unavoidably, 

He s::i id, "I wan e y0u to present my view on this thing. You ' re my press 

secretary and : ' s not going to be intimidated int o doing s omething I don't 

want to do." Well , sometimes I didn't necessarily agree with him that it 

was s omethin g he ought not do, but it put me in a position of having to . 

F: 	 For instance? 

C: 	 Well, I think this was an example . I thought that the ranch thing was good. 

F: 	 I thought it came off beautifully. 

C: 	 It c ame off beauti f ully, and I think he did [think so] af ter it was over. 

I t hink he was qui te satisfied with it . I think he had seriou s doubts 

bec a use h e thought that the press would ea t h im up on it. 

Then we had a f l ap . We had some disagreements over press cove rage of 

the event . This c aused some real problems . He and Liz didn ' t s ee eye- to- eye 

on this . She naturally wanted full press coverage , and h e was concerned 
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about it because again of the Texas thing, and the fact that it looked like 

he was going down to put on some big s how for the Latin American Ambassadors. 

F: Was he sometimes pushed into the position of being, in a way, more Texan 

than he wanted to be? 

C: Yes . He got burned a time or two. 

F: I presume the who le group of you were at times. 

C: Yes, we all were sensitive about it. He got burned a time or two on this 

Texas stuff. He never forgave Liz for stuff like "six-shooter coffee" and 

things like that early in his Administration. He thought that put a Texan 

stamp on him that he didn't necessarily want, and this was part of the 

problem with this particular ambassadors' function at the ranch. That is 

the only example , though, that I can recall offhand where we r eally had a 

little conflict be tween the West Wing and the East Wing on this sort of thing . 

We worked out our problems. We tried to. I tried on this and on one or two 

minor things. I tried to stay out of Liz's way on it because I sure didn't 

want to get into the business of running the East Wing. I had enough to do 

on my own. 

F: Did the President ever sort-of go behind your back and give reporters storie s 

which up till tha t time he hadn 't permitted you to give out? 

C: Not really. I was almost always with him when he talked with reporters. 

Occasionally he might say something on an off-the-record basis to a reporter 

that I would hav e been very hesitant to say. But after all , I usually said 

what I was told to say on these. sensitive matters. 

F: But you never did wake up and pick up t he Des Moines Register and [were] 

surprised by-­
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C: No, I never was really surprised because I was usually there when he did it, 

but, occasionally, I was surprised at some of the things he told newsmen in 

my presence. I 'l l have to admit that sometimes he surprised me . 

F: Again, in a peripheral sense I've seen him on occasion give out with some 

just amazing information that if you had known, you wouldn't have dared 

reveal . 

C: Yes, because I figure that that was his prerogative. He was the President, 

and I worked for him, and I worked under more narrow boundaries than he did 

on divulging some information. 

F: In one sense, was being the press officer at the White House basically 

different from having been associated with the same sort of operation back 

in Texas, except that you are, of course, dealing on a much magnified scale? 

C: There was a grea : deal of difference. I think the fact that I was, in a 

sense, a profes s·anal press secretary--had been do ing this sort of thing for 

some time--he l?ed ~e immensely, particularly in terms of not being totally 

overwhelmed witI r .e problems we faced up there. You know, you get burned 

enough over the years that things don't affect you quite the way they would 

somebody that might be shocked by something that happens, or trying to work 

out a relationship with a reporter, or something like that. 

F: You've built up scar tissue. 

C: Yes, you've got enough scar tissue built up to where you take things a 

little roore calmly, maybe, and you don't get quite as excited about certain 

thi.ngs if you've been beat over the head a few times in the past. But I 

think that he lped. 

But on the other hand, the assignments were so different that it was 

jus t 1ike going to school a ll over again in going to the White House . I 
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had naturally worked with reporters, had been a reporter, and had some 

understanding of developing r e lationships with reporters. On the other 

hand, the concept of 1mrking with a huge staff of exper ts in various fields, 

the concept of working with news men who really are--there's only one way to 

put it--they're the best in the business. They're far a nd away above the 

average newspaperman, including myself a s a reporter. 

F: By and large they are, by nature, extre mely critical because they are analytical. 

C: These guys a re very ana lytical guys. They're at the top of the l adde r as 

reporters--not as editors, or publishers, or anything else--but you cant find 

better reporters than those who work there and cover the White House. They're 

at the pinnacle, and beca use of thi s they 're a diffe r ent breed of people. 

I'm not saying that there aren't a lot of good newspaper people out around 

the country. There are, but you don't have the concentra tion of t alent and 

power anywhere tha t you hav e in Was hington, na turally, and in the White House , 

specifica lly. They 're gen er a lis t s . They' re kno~l edgeable people . They're 

generally highly educated peo~le . In a sense, they probably know more than 

the Press Secretary, r egardles s of who he i s , simply beca us e they've been 

the r e l onger . 

F: They bring more background to it. 

C: They bring mor e background into it. When you're dealing with a man who was 

at the Pots dam Conference , or who was at Warm Spri ngs when Roosevel t died, 

or who went on Roosevelt' s t r ip t o Casablanca--s ome thin g like tha t - ­

and t hese guys have been involved in summit mee tings and Pres identia l deci ­

sions fo r year s a nd y ear s . You've got t o fa ce that they may hav e a s lightly 

better gra sp o f some t h i ngs t han you do . So you'd be t ter be careful in 

how you dea l with them. You can't bluff this type of r epor ter a t all. He 'll 

e a t you up. 
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F: You were known for having excellent press relations, and I've got lots of 

tributes to you on t hat, but you must have run into lots of White House 

reporters that were just plain antagonistic. 

C: Sure. 

F: Do you handle them any differently than you do the others, or does everyone 

get equal shrift in this? 

C: Once you find out a little about each man whose regular bea t is covering the 

White House, you have to treat each one of them differently really . You can 

talk to some reporters, or I could anyway--put it in that sense. I coul d 

talk to some reporters on almost anything I wanted to t alk [about] and knew 

that I was protec ted, or that they understood, or they weren 't out with an 

axe trying to hi t the Pres ident in the head. On others, you couldn't say 

anything to theo; you were running a risk every time they came t o your office . 

A f ew of t he White House reporters plain didn' t like the Pres ident. 

They were after : im from the minute h e came into office, practicall y. These 

were difficult o-u- s 
0 -

to dea l with. They might be perfectly decent people in 

some respects, but they had a r eal hang-up on Lyndon Johnson. As a result , 

they questioned everything he said. They questioned the credibility of the 

whol e government and, p articular ly, him on a lmost every i ssue . They might 

be outspoken critics of the war , or of the Dominican intervention, or something 

else. They just generally, were antagonistic reporters. There weren 't v ery 

many of these guys . 

The Post Dispatch was highl y crit i cal of the President, a n d I n eve r me t a 

r epo r ter f rom the Post Dis patch that didn' t share his pape r' s ed i torial p olicy when 

it came to President Johns on. Well , t his made them a litt le dif fi cult t o 
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deal with in the sense that you knew tha t for that paper it was open season 

on 	the Pres ident, and you had to b e ex treme l y care ful how you deal t wi th them. 

It 	didn't mean that these guys couldn't write a fai r story . They could. I've 

seen 	extremely fair stories written by some of the worst critics of the 

Preside nt, but if they ha d even the germ of something un fa vorable, you 

could always count on it being built up pretty good in an unfriendly newspaper. 

There were others. There were one or two who were excellent rep orters 

but we re unrealiable observers of the Lyndon Johns on Pr esidency because 

they despised the President. I don't know whether t here's any other way 

to put it. They questioned everything he did, morally , lega lly, or 

otherwis e. 

F: 	 He could have solved all the world's problems and there would h ave still 

been some f l aw in it. 

C: 	 I r e memb e r a t e rrible cus s-fight be tween Stu Loory of the Los Ange l es Times and 

Loyd Hackler, one of the Assistant Pres s Se cre taries. Loory wrote a story 

tha t was tota lly unfair. It was wrong--just an inco r r e c t sotry . I don't 

reme mbe r now what t he subj e ct was . It just in f uria t ed Hackl e r. He showed 

it to me, and I got mad when I s aw it. When I got mad, Hackler just blew 

his cool and just the thought that this fe llow would do t his t o the Pres i dent 

just ove rwhe lme d him, and he went out and cha llenge d Loory . I t hought they 

were going to ge t into a f ight--a fis t- f i ght. As i t wa s , h e c a l led him 

every name h e could think of, an d Loory said he was insulted , and he wasn 't 

going to stan d for tha t, and they were t ryin g t o i ntimida t e the press , an d 

all this s ort of s tuff. We ll, it was one o f t hese momentary things , and 

it was a r ari t y , but occasionally we did have tha t. 
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I got into a row with Jim Deakin of the Post-Dispatch one time along 

similar lines. I had to, occasionally, call a reporte r into my office after 

a briefing and tell him face-to-face that I wasn't going to put up with t he 

type of questioning that he had asked in the briefing--that if he wanted to 

come in and talk to me about it, I'd be glad to talk to him about the subject 

--but I wasn't going to be treated like some sort of prisoner in the dock at 

a news briefing. If he didn't like it, why he could face me out in the alley 

if that's what he wonted t o do, but that I didn't think my job was to be in ­

s ulted by reporters . I didn't insult them , and I didn't think they had the 

right to insult me . 

Well, we usually worked out our problems that way . Most of the time 

- - 99 percent of the time--the day-to-day r e l ation s hips were goo d, a nd part 

of this wc...s si.::ply beca use mos t of the White House correspondents were 

~asically fa.i::-, objective men and women who tvere t here to do a job. It was 

2. j ob they ~·:e:e ass igned to do, and they didn't have any vendetta going 

on, or t hey diC.:i 't have any particular s ide to play on a lot of questions . 

Or, at least, tjey masked their persona l fee lin gs . 

Yet t~12 eCJ. tire White Hous e press has to be thought of as a ra t her 

voracious gr0u? . They bite , they've got t ee t h . They ' re looki ng for f l aws 

in the operation, which I gues s is their job-- their Cons titutional role . 

C: 	 Who certifies them to the White House? 

F : 	 The ir papers assign them. Their medium assigns the m. 

Does the White House e ve r make s omebody pe rsona- non- grata , or would thot 

be s ui cide? 

C: 	 I don ' t know how you would ever do it. If you had a particularly frien dly 

publishe r, I guess you could say , "I wish you would assign someon e e l se to 

t h e White House. That g uy ' s just givin g me fi t s . Because he ' s the way h e 
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is, he's not doing a good job covering for you because my people can't even 

talk to him. You can't trust him." 

F: Of course, that would dangerous if it ever leaked on you. 

C: You can't do that. It's extremely difficult to do that sort of thing, and 

I never did it. You just endure the people that you don't like. How are you 

going to go to the Los An8eles Times and say, "Don't let such-and-such cover 

the White House. He's bad. He's mean to the President." They'd say, "Grea t, 

I'll give him a r a ise." 

F: Do you have a certified list of papers that can be represented. In other 

words, to use a paper that we both know, the Denton Record Chronicle, would 

they send a White F..ouse correspondent? 

C : Oh, sure, they could cover him every day if they wanted to. There's a 

distinction between a White House regular and a person who just casually 

covers the White Rouse. The regulars generally have desk space in the White 

House press room. A good many other people come in periodically, but don't 

staff the White House all day long every day. But anyone can be accredited 

unless he's a subversive or security risk of some kind. We do run security 

checks on accredited White House reporters simply because they are people 

who get in to see the President. An unstable man with a press card and 

White Rouse accreditation could walk into the White House with a gun and 

walk right into a news conference and shoot the President. That is probably 

the biggest security problem in the White House itself--is the press accredi­

tation. Simply because these are people who have access to the President 

and really no particular check and balance on them. 

F: What do you do about foreign press? 

C: They go through the same procedure. Of course, the Eastern Europeans cover 

the White House just as easily as anybody else. They're restricted in their 
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travel away from Washington, as any national from a Communist country is. 


But other than th at , they come in a nd cover the briefings and cover the 


news conferences. 


One time, when we got special permission for one of the TASS correspond­

ents to go to Texas with us , the President took him a long with a group of 

three or four other reporters on a tour of the ranch in his station wagon, 

and showed him his house, and everything else--treated him just like one of 

the Ame rican correspondents. I think that's the first time any TASS man 

ever got on the ranch, and the Secret Service was always quite skeptical 

having these folks too close to the President. Not because of security 

problems particularly, but just because they represented the enemy, you 

know. 

F: 	 Allowing for the fact that they do have a party line and therefore are going 

to slant their st~ries according to the line, did you get the feeling with 

the Communist pres3 representatives t hat maybe you blunted their antagonism 

just a little? 

C: 	 I never ha d any ill':.lsions about who they were or what they were . Every 

Soviet correspo~dent in Washington is also an agent. It 's just a f act of 

life you live with. They 're there for a double purpos e , as journalis ts and 

as people who report to their government on activities. They report on a 

variety of things --e conornic, political , all sorts of things --but they are 

an arm of t he Soviet gov ernment, and they have to be considered as such. 

Many of them are army-trained people. They're agents --Cornmunist agents-­

and therefore t he ir activities outside of Washing ton are a little bit res tricted . 

Also, if you talk to them privately , you hav e to understand that 

everything you say is potentially information [inte lligence] for them that 
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they may make some use of. You a lso have to take with a grain of salt a 

lot of wha t they say, because they us e an identical line. They did when 

we were there, anyway. The individua l Russian correspondents , in particular, 

always were talking about ''Why can't we have better understanding? Why 

can't we have peace? Why can't we get Viet Nam solved so everything will be 

fine?" The general line was pretty much the same, you know . It was a 

soft-sell type of thing that "Our country i s a good place, and we 're good 

people, and we ought not be enemies" type of a pproach. Well, thi s was 

fine. I sold the same line, and I didn't object to tha t. 

I remember one time, though, I created a small probl em. I ran into a 

new TASS c o rrespondent--an Armenian, I've forgotten his n ame--at a State 

Department reception, and he asked me why he hadn't yet been accredited to 

the White House. Re had sent hi s letter in several weeks be fore , and he 

hadn't received his White House accreditation. 

I said, "Oh, you've go t a particular problem. 11 


He wa s sort of a little bit stunned and said, "What is it?" 


I said, "You h aven't s i gned the non-Communi st oa th." 


He didn't laugh at all. It wasn't a bit funny to him. And I though t , 


"Oh, my word, I've really big-mouthed it too much !" But I think he final ly 

understood that it was a joke. 

F: 	 Did you make any persona l fri endship s , or were you in a position to make 

any personal friend s hips? 

C: 	 Not with Soviet correspondents. There was one that I liked. He was this 

f e llow that went to the ranch with u s . I like d him personally, but I n ever 

h ad any social relationship with him . Didn't want tha t type of relations hip . 

Thought it was bad business, and didn't seek it . 

F: 	 Did you somewhat, l ike an umpire, stay away fro m the ball players so that 
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you wouldn't get sort-of non-objective in your relationships with them, or 

d id you go ahead? Your natural friends would be ne~vspaper people--would have 

been able to talk the same language. 

C: 	 I guess some of my closest friends--social friends, personal friends--in 

Washington were naturally newspaper people. 

F: 	 Of course, some of them you would have known back in Texas before they 

moved East. 

C: 	 Well, a few, but my wife and I developed very close personal relationships 

with a number of them. We were generally able to keep our business and our 

friendships apart. There are several there now that I still consider good 

friends, and we s till have a relationship. I'm going to try to go to England 

next summer and going to stay with Ray Shearer, who' s now with NBC in London. 

Pat Refferna~ , ~~2 Reuters bureau chief in Washington, is a particularly good 

f r i 2nd of ours, 2:::.d a number of others that we are still close to and I 

still see ever-'· '.::~:ae I go to Washington. It's possible to have that type 

of social rela '::ic.:iship without compromising yourself. 

Naturally o::r; friends in the press corps were generally people who were 

not supercritical of the President. I would have had extreme difficulty 

in being too close to a guy who just sat around all the time bad-mouthing 

the President. You don't have any relationship. You're just sitting there 

arguing all the time. 

F: 	 It's not exactly an evening of fun, is it? 

C: 	 So generally it was with people who were either p retty objective or who were 

actually f a irly friendly to the President. Merriman Smith of UPI was a very 

objective sor t-of pro -President reporter. He's an old-timer. He jus t 

be lieved that the Pres ident was th e Pres ident and you ought to give him t he 

 
LBJ Presidential Library 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org

ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT 
Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781]

 
More on LBJ Library oral histories: 

http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

13



14 

benefit of the doubt. He was a particularly good friend, and a number of 

others. 

F: Was there an easing of any tensions be tween the White House and the reporters 

after the President removed himself as a candidate on March 31, 1968? Or 

did this seem to matter ? 

C: I guess it mattered some because it sort-of, in genera l, directed pres s 

criticism and press attention away from him some, particularly after the 

campaign--after the primaries were in full-swing, and the conventions, and 

then the campaign. The press attention was diffused over a number of people, 

and I think that, in itself, helped the P residen t's press relations a li ttle. 

I always thought sometimes our relations' ips with the press were a littl e 

too close and a little too familiar. 'Ib.ere was no great mystique about Presi­

dent Johnson as far as the press was concerned. They knew him too well. 

He had been in the Senate. A lot of them knew him there. He was a personal 

friend of a good many newspaper peop l e . 

F: Too many of them knew him when he needed publicity. 

C: Well , he wasn't distant from them. In a way public officials are better off 

when they 're a bit removed from the herd, you know. If you can develop a 

mystique that you're a little bit removed from the ordinary person and that 

you're a little insulated, and a little distant, and unfamiliar, and maybe 

treat them at arms l ength, sometimes I think your press r e l ations are better. 

I think tha t the President i n some way s was too close to the press room as 

such. He devoted a great deal of his persona l attention and h is energy to 

the news media . Now part of this was de fensiv e because be was a lways having 

problems with the news media, and they were doing something that would get 

him in trouble. But still he had a very difficult time in lifting himself 
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sort-of above the debate of the press, and he was too often down there 

jostling around with them. 

F: 	 He had trouble staying out of the market arena, didn't he? 

C: 	 That's right. He was in the arena a little too much, I think, with the 

reporters. The familiarity itself became somewhat of a problem. There 

was ve ry darned little that Lyndon Johnson said, did, thought, that the press 

wasn't aware of. He talked with them a good deal privately or publicly. 

He made a lot of appearances where they could see him a great deal. He 

just generally became such a familiar President to them that they may have 

treated him a little too familiarly. He wasn't the king. 

F: 	 Kind of like being married without any of the romance. 

C: 	 He was Lyndon JolliJ.son from Texas who just happened to be in the White House. 

I think that's ~~e way a lot of them tended to look at him, and I don't know 

wha: you do abcu~ ~his really. Part of it was just the circumstances. He 

had be en in the Se::iate and exposed for a long, long time. A great deal had 

been written a bo ,Jc him long before he ever became President. There was very 

little about his past history that wasn't known, very little about his 

personal life, bis background, very little about his family that wasn't a 

well-knmvn fact. Maybe he was just too much of a commoner in the sense 

that--1 think Truman probably had the same problem. 

F: 	 I thought I detected right at the end almost a little sentimentality amon g a 

bard-boiled group. 

C: 	 Yes, I think this is probably the other side of the coin of just what I've 

been talking about. The affection that a lot of the reporters felt for him 

resulted from the very thing that got him in trouble sometimes, and that's 

the familiarity and the fact that he was not a regal man as President. 
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F: He was not so much a symbol to them as he was just a man? 

C: As a man, as a human being with lots of attributes and lots of faults through 

their eyes. I think as his end neared it began to dawn on a lot of them 

that , one, he had done an awful lot as Pres ident. He had don e a lot th at 

he s a id he was going to do. And, secondly, that as an individual a nd as 

a pu litician and a public figure, there just wasn't going to b e another 

one like him; that they were seeing the end of something that a lo t of them 

didn't like to see; that they knew that it was going to be different fro m 

then on. It was just like losing Roosevelt, I gues s . You know, the nex t 

guy al on:~: is a diffe r ent individual, and you 're going to be thinking b ack 

and wishing you had this-­

F: You've gone through another gate, and you 've kind of clos ed it forever. 

C: Y s , you've closed it for ev er . I think thi s began to sink in on some of them . 

I r e e' e r a column Art Buchwald wrote . Lord, his barbs a t the Pres ident 

and everybody else have been pretty severe. But he wrote a c olumn of purported 

conversa tion b e tween several people talking about how, thank goodness, they 

wouldn't have to put up wit ::1 Lyndon Johnson any more --a ll his hollering abo ut 

civil rights and all these things. Then he got down to the end of the column 

and the fellow said , ''Yl' know, the more I talk and t hink abo ut it, Lord, how 

are we going to l ive without him? How are you go ing to do without t hi s voice 

tha t ha s been bea ting us in the ears all this time ?" 

I saw another piece i n the University of Maryland college newspaper . 

The headline was: "Goodbye to The Ugly Old Man," and it was a grea t sa t ire 

on how we no l onger were going to have this old bi rd from Texas . We d idn ' t 

want to listen to h im when he told us we ough t no t ha te each other because , 

by golly, we wante d to hate each other. And he didn't solve the war , and he 
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didn't solve poverty, and he didn't solve the race question, and he was no 

good because he didn't solve all of these things; and he was just some ugly 

old 	man from Texas. Of course, the net of it was that if we had been listen­

ing to him, maybe we would have done a little bit more than we did and that, 

in the final analysis, maybe it wasn't that he didn't deserve the country, 

but that the country didn't deserve him--something to that effect. Well, 

this type of thing began to come out. 

I r ememb e r another one i n the Baltimore Sun about the Texan s , how God, 

wasn't it great to get rid of all these Texans who had been ruining every­

thing in Washington all this time. And, of course, he was ~e l ead Texan 

of all. And then it sor t of went down the lis t of the Texa n s like Ramsey 

Clark a nd the o t h ers , and Lyndon Johns on, and pointed ou t that these guys 

might take another look a t these birds down in history; that these Texans 

weren't all that ba d; that they were go ing to b e missed in Washing ton. 

Th a t is probably a typical reaction to a ma n at the e nd of his t erm. 

A guy always looks a little better when h e 's not going to b e there any 

more, a nd I think some of it is that--i s purely tha t--but some of it also 

wa s sort of a nostalgi a tha t here thi s boisterous, active , news worthy Admin­

istration was going to come to a close, and tha t it wasn't going to be 

r eplace d; that there was no p rospect that the incoming Administration was 

going to b e a nything like t his thing , which had b een kind of fun. You 

k now from a news pape r man' s s t a ndpoint , despite a ll the hardships a nd the 

bi tterness- ­

F: 	 The re was hardly a dull d ay . 

C: 	 There was h ardly a dull day i n the Johnson Administration. For the average 

Washington newspaperman, it was a pretty good pe riod. 
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F: Kind-of as if the Pres ident had gotten up e ach morning and said, "All right 

now 1 what hornet's nest shall we turn loose today?" 

C: It would have seemed like that to a lot of them. There cert a inly neve r was 

any dullness about the thing. They might hav e harped at a lot of the stuff 

he did, and criticized his speeches, and his speaking style, and things 

like that, but at least the things he wa s constantly stirring up were news­

worthy from their standpoint. 

F: You've got reporters antagonistic to the President and then you've got your 

own role as the middle-man in this--funnel for the President to his relation­

ship with the press. Were you ever caught in the position of the people, 

in a sense, taking things out on you personally? Did they get personal 

against you simply beca use of their dislike for Johnson--the fact tha t they 

cou : dn't get at ~~2 President they went after you instead? 

C: No, very, very ra::- e ly. I'd have to say that essentially I had a pretty 

go o d press. No~ t h is doesn't necessarily mean that's good. I mean that 

thi s is the way i t ought to be. I tried to take as much flak as I could if 

the choice were there between getting him blamed for something or getting me 

blamed maybe for accidentally misleading somebody or something like that. 

I figured that was part of the job and I had learned a long time ago in the 

governor's office down here--when I didn't do it one time--1 learned that you 

wer e a whole lot better off trying to absorb as much of that as you could 

and not blame him for it. 

A lot of times when a wire service made a glaring mistake, which I 

happen ed to see on the ticker, I would try to get it corrected, or even 

some times have to raise a little hell about it if it was just a gross lie 

that was going to show up in print. I'm sure that the Preside nt got blamed 
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for a lot of that simply because they thought he was telling me to do it. 

Mo stly he got blamed for it because he did a lot of it himself. I mean, if 

he saw something he didn't like he usually told somebody about it, particularly 

i f it was just some glaring mistake that he wanted corrected before it was 

carried all over the country. So he had a reputation for correcting the 

newspapers all the time--the wire services, TV, and everybody else. The 

fact that I did it too--I did it partly to protect him because I knew he 

would see it too, and partly for the same reason he did it. I just didn't 

want to get a big error out in the press. I think he caught a lot of the flak 

caused by his Press Secretaries, including me, trying to correct what we 

thought were grievous problems with the press. 

F: 	 Isn't a good bit of that though transferrable to any President and any 

Administration? Isn't this just going to happen because of exposure? 

C: 	 I:'s going to hap pen, sure. It's going to happen, but it was particularly 

a certainty in his Administration because of his closeness to the press and 

his--1 guess there is no other word--this obsession with the news that he 

had. Re read the newspapers and listened to the radio better than anybody 

else at the White House, or anybody else in Washington. He knew more what 

was going on than anybody else, and he got a lot of his information by just 

being well informed through the papers and everything. Well, exposure to 

that much news copy became sort of an albatross, in a way, because the press 

knew it. The press knew it could antagonize him if they wanted to. A guy 

knew how he could twit hi m. All he would have to do was just write a little 

line-­

F : 	 Stick in a little sentence in there-­

C: 	 --in a story, and he'd get a reaction out of the President. Reporters aren't 

above doing that sort of thing. So his sensitivity to press coverage made 

 
LBJ Presidential Library 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org

ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT 
Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781]

 
More on LBJ Library oral histories: 

http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

19



20 

him more vulner8ble to catching all the blame for every t hing that anybody 

di d in regard to press relations. If Orville Freeman or somebody else had 

a row, the temptation on the press 's part was to think that it was really 

the President and somebody having a row, that it was all his doing. 

F: Everything got personalized? 

C: Everything got kind-of personali zed back to Lyndon Johnson's war with the 

press . 

F: Did you have some sort of r egular r egimen for--or someone in your office 

who actually read papers and made a consc ious effort for saturation reading, 

or did you just read the best you could and when you had time? 

C: Oh, I re a d the available papers that were timel y. Of course, that was just 

the Washington papers and the New York Times and the Sun and the Wall Street 

Journal. Th ey we re the only ones that you coul d real ly get access to when 

you needed them. 

Willie Day Taylor read all of the papers that came in to the White 

House, and c lipped stuff she thought the President was interested i n, or 

that I would be interested in. So we kept up with the p apers around the 

country fairly well, but it's extremely difficult to sit there and r ead a 

stack of clippings whe n you don~ have time to do it. You know, if you're 

at home , you get our p apers delivered to you at home . You can generally 

r ead the m in the c a r go ing to work or s omething , bu t it's hard just to sit 

there and read the pape r in the White House. I think one o f my failings 

was, sometimes I didn't read the papers carefully enough or listen to the 

r adio carefully e no ug h or watch the "Today Show" c arefully en ough, or some­

thing like that. But I'll s wea r, when I go t to wor k I didn 't have time 

to do anything else except work. 
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F: 	 Did the President ever catch you on some news development that you hadn't 

read and he had? 

C: 	 Sure, frequently, because he was lying up in his bed over there at the Mansion 

in the morning going over the newspapers very thoroughly, and going over a 

lot of other stuff thoroughly. That was his way of operating to spend 

most of the morning doing the reading of things that he had to do, and that 

included the newspapers. The Press Secretary had to get up at home, get the 

kids to school, eat breakfas t--probably fix his own breakfas t--and fight the 

traffic getting to work over a thirty-minute haul, or something like that, 

and come into an office completely unprotected from the phone or anything 

else. It was a slightly different environment so a lot of times I mi sse d 

some things that I hadn't had time to look at. 

F: 	 How did you hand l e the problem? Each one of the Cabinet, each one of the 

Dep ::::- tments, each one of the agencies, has its own press office. I'm sure 

that occasionally :hings came out of there that you would rather had been 

funneled through ~~e White Rouse. Was there any coordination, or did you 

just trust to luck on this? 

< 	 C: No, there was a good bit of coordination. We generally knew what the 

agencies were going to do, and it was reasonably well-coordinated with 

the White House. A lot of times I was given the option by an agency as to 

whether we wanted to release something at the White House or in the agency. 

I adopted a policy, and in a way changed the policy, that put more of that 

load back on the agencies. 

I always thought it was sort of bad business for the White House to 

be r e leasing a lot of stuff that was obviously agency material, and we 

tried to guard against it. We didn't always succeed because sometimes 
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we were so desperate we had to have something from an agency to put out. 

I consciously tried to he lp the agency people--public information people--with 

their own problems as well as want them to help me with mine. I figured that 

if we just treated them like dogs out there in the Departments we weren 't 

going to get any help when we really needed it. I didn't try to rule them 

with an iron hand, or anything like that. I didn't think it was wise, and 

it's not any way to do business. 

They genera lly kept us a dvis ed on what their Cabinet Secretary or their 

Department head was going to do. They usually, at our request, sent us sort 

of a Futures Book every week on what they had in the mill. We would look 

at that and see if there was something there, you know, that looked like 

potentially ?resid~ntial activity. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred it 

wasn't, and they w~nt on about their business and never even heard from us. 

We checked w~ :h them every morning, with the key departments--particularly 

with th2 ones involved in foreign policy. I had a coordination system with 

the Pentagon, S:at2 Departmen t, White House, CIA--the agencies primarily 

involved with int ernational relations on problems of the day--on what was 

to be said in briefings . The Sta te Department and White House had a partic­

ular problem in trying to be consistent on what they told the press because 

we both had briefings. I had one at 11 in the morning, and the State 

Department press officer had one at noon, and it was awfully easy to ge t 

c aught in a conflict without v ery close coordination . 

F: 	 You didn't have time to get a transcript over to him . 

C: 	 Well, as s oon as my briefing was over , one of my people called him and went 

over wi th him the que s tions a nd answers so he could anticipate what he might 

ge t and, also, just find out what I had referred over to the State Department, 
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that's what they were for. I mean, I didn't think that the White House ought 

to be sitting there answering a lot of questions on military matters. They 

had no business doing it, and as a result I kicked a lot of things to the 

Pentagon. But I always told them what I was going to kick over ther e to them, 

and we usually worked it out in advance if there was something in particular 

that Secretary Rusk felt the White House ought to say for some particular 

reason. We would find out ahead of time and say it. 

Ordinarily we referred roost of that stuff over to the appropriate 

departments. One, it lowers the level of comment on very ticklish things 

some times which we always felt might be better in terms of dealing with other 

countries. It kept you from getting into potential day-after-day harassments 

and harangues over some particular issue like the Pueblo , for example. There 

was~'t much we ~8uld say about the Pueblo. I spent a whole y~ar referring 

que: s t ions on the ?ueblo to the State Department, bec ause it was a matter of 

negotiation with another country on the release of the t iling. We ll, it began 

to look like we just weren't interested in the Pueblo. And occasionally the 

President would 2ake some statement about the Pueblo just to keep it- ­

F: 	 Just to keep a hand in. 

C: 	 Just to keep a hand in it. But it was on a day-to-day basis. We didn 't 

want to get into that every day-of having to make some statements--because 

sooner or late r we ' d slip up and say something that would jeopardiz e the 

negotiations on the r e lease of the men , or it would cause some international 

problem. We just tried not to say much about it. Well, this does n't give 

the public much information, but you stand a bet ter chance of getting the 

ere''' back if you don't jus t have a running commentary in t h e papers every 

day 	on an issue like that. 
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A lot of that was a matter of judgment between my office and the 

Departmentso I usually talked to Secretary Rusk, or Nick Katzenbach , every 

·.i 
morning on something of particular importance. If there was something 

that I thought, maybe, the White House ought to discuss with the press, I 

usually cleared it with Secretary Rusk before we did it and we would be in 

a pos ition to tell the President, "Secretary Rusk thinks we ought to do this." 

And he almost a lways went along with whatever we decided to do. 

F: Now whe n you ge t some thing like the Pueblo incident which, of cours e , is 

highly inflammatory, when it first breaks do you spend a great deal of 

tirue trying to figure what you're going to say, or does the Pres ident pretty 

w1:;ll jus t stick you out there and say, "Let 's give it to them as straight­

forwardly as we can, and just field the questions?" 

C: It c ~pends. If it's a matter of relating facts, such as: when did we 

hear about this? how did the President react? what's he do ing? how' s he 

h andling it? has he se t up any committees or somet hing to work on it? what's 

happening as a matter of fact? Well, I could tell them everything I knew 

about something like that. If it was "What is the government' s position on 

this s ubject?" t ha t became ei ther a Pres identia l pronouncement, or a sta t e ­

ment by the Secre tary of State, or something like that. 

F: A statement like that would be made directly by the man? 

C: Well, maybe , or I might, or might not, rel ease it. Sometimes be for e the 

b riefing we worked up a s t a t ement, generally by Wa lt Ro s tow and Secretary 

Rusk, if it was s omething of thi s nature . They would work up a statement 

for the Pr es ident to make . He would approve it , or change i t , or do wha t 

he w nte d to with it , and we gen erally worked back and f orth on it. I 

migh t rais e s ome question about it s imply bec a use it l e ft a gap or something 
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that I knew they were going to ask a lot of quest ions about. I didn't try 

to butt in and say, "Well, you ought not say this," I me a n, if it wa s some t hing 

that Secretary Rusk knew a whole lot more about than I did, I didn't feel 

like I ought to be telling him what he ought to say. 

On the other hand, sometimes I did anticipat e we might get into a f ew 

problems on something if we didn't tell the complete story or didn't make it 

abundantly clear what we were talking about. That might be rele a sed by me 

in a briefing as a Presidential statement, or we might decide to le t the State 

Department put it out as a statement by the Secretary of State or the Sta t e 

Department. Generally these questi ons we r e jus t r esolved in conversation 

in the Hhi te Rouse. 

The press officer really is nothing more than a funn el, whether he 's 

a Sta te Depar t.Bee : pres s offic er or a White Hous e pre ss officer. He 's a 

fun~e l for infor2: t i on that the Administration wants to get out, or he i s 

in a position to f~e ld a lot of questions and take the brunt of a lot of 

inq~iries. On sowething sensitive like Pueblo , Viet Nam, something else , 

neither the White Rouse press officer, nor the Sta te Department man, nor the 

Pentagon man ever says anything that isn't c l e a red ahead of time , an d is [not] 

comple t e ly Ad!:!d.ni s tra tion policy . I me an , i f he does , he jus t made a colossal 

blunder that you can't live with. And a press office r is restricted, con­

sequently, i n wha t he can s ay. I wm told sev eral time s by Rusk, or by 

McNamara, or by the Pre sident, "If you ge t ques tions on thi s subj ect, 

Stonewall it. You cannot s ay one thing about it. You can't even indica t e 

tha t you might hav e some thing l a t er to say about it. Just Stonewall i t ." 

And that meant to me some times going in a nd f a c ing thirty minut es o f bom­

b ardment and refus i ng to s ay anything about it. 
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F : 	 While they come at you from every s ide- ­

C: 	 With a ll diff erent ways o f asking the question. Bu t when I got tha t k ind o f 

instruction I was quite willing to go on in and do i t bec ause I knew t hat was 

the policy. That was wha t we had to do, and somebody had to t ake the brunt 

of f ending of f the questions and l eaving them with no story , or wi th ver y 

little story simply bec aus e it wa s something so s ensitive t ha t they didn ' t 

wan t any publ ic i nformati on gettin g out on i t--particular ly a ny infor mat i on 

out of the White House itse lf. 

F: 	 You must occasiona lly have felt very s trong ly th e temp t a tion when someone 

was questioning you on a certain line , and you knew t hat yo u co uld lay to 

rest what was becoming a wrong conclus i on on t he ir part, to lay i t t o rest 

and yet just have to sit tight a nd let them go ahead. 

C: 	 What you f aced a l o t o f t i mes was [ t hat} you wo uld refuse to commen t on 

sc~2 thing and they ' d come a t you with a serie s of ques tion s about, '~ell, 

do es your re fusal to commen t indica t e tha t such- and-s uc h ?" They would ver y 

r are l y want to l eave you a lone just because you woul dn ' t commen t on someth i ng . 

And about the only way yo u could head it off i s just s ay, "When I say 'no 

comment on t ha t,' I mean no commen t on any quest i ons r e l ated to it , c l ari ­

fi cation ques tion s or any other k ind. I ' m just not going to comment on it ." 

They still wouldn't give up a lo t of t imes. 

Bu t I nev er had any gr eat prob lem wi t h t h a t sort of thing . I mean , 

I'm c omp l etely will ing and t h ick-skinned and dumb enough t o stand up t here 

and l e t somebody beat me i f they want to , but i t never did bo t her me . I 

never got concerned abou t that par ticul ar thin g . 

F : 	 Were you invo lve d i n that l ast weekend mi s under standing, conf usion- -wha t ever 

it was -- i n which Udal l named D.C. Stadium "RFK Stadium" and t he pronouncement s 
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out of the Interior Department on the land 

and the President's counte r-announcements 

as }~. Udall envisioned? 

C: Yes, I was involved in it. 

F: What went wrong? 

that was going to be set aside, 

that it wasn't going to be as great 

C: 	 To the best of my knowledge, the President had never really decided in his 

own mind that t aking in 7,000,000 acres of l and--wha tever it was--that wer e 

already public lands (and] putting th~m under the Parks program was a wise 

thing to do right at the end of his Administration. Secretary Udall had 

presented it to him earlier, and I remember a conversa tion with the President 

far ba ck in the f a ll--maybe even in the summer. 

F: 	 This had started the summer before, I think. 

C: 	 Yes. About the s·..:bject, and he had showed me the memos and said, " Wha t would 

you do if a Cabin::::':: officer recommended you do this?" My initial r eaction 

was, "Well, Good Lord , we've gone around telling everybody that we 're not 

going to take any ?recipita te actions like this right at the end of the 

Adm"nistration. It's just bad press to do some of these things and I think 

whateve r you do , you're going to h a ve to r emembe r that, on instructions, 

I've been telling reporters and everybody else that would lis ten to me t hat 

it was not going to be your policy to do this kind of thin g before you left 

off ice as a lameduck Pres ide nt, particularly something that was mammoth-­

some ma jor reorganization or some huge step that look e d like you were bypass ing 

the Congress or something like this . " That was a proble m tha t he was going 

to hav e to f ace in doing any of these things, no matter how meri tor i ous t hey 

were. 

His att itude then wa s , "I agree. I don't want to do this. I'd love to 

do it. I'd love to protect the land, but we should h av e don e it a long 
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time ago. Wayne Aspinall up here in the House Interior Committee thinks 

it's just crazy for a President to do all of this by executive order or 

proclamation, and I'm just not going to do it right now." He [President 

Johnson] just put it aside after several months. 

Apparently Secretary Udall came at him again in October. Incidentally 

there were several members of the White House staff that I knew did not want 

him to do this either. Not because we didn't like the idea of conserving 

the land, but simply because we thought that the reaction would be pretty 

severe, particularly since there was apparently a good bit of opposition to 

some of the Alaskan projects. 

But apparently Secretary Udall came back at him in about October and 

urged that it be done. Apparently the President looked at it with some 

more favor anyway. He was, at least, taking another look at the thing and 

then in January--I don't know why it came right up to the last the way it 

did. It was my understanding that he had agreed to see Udall that weekend 

before we left office to work out the final proposal on what they were going 

to do. 

F: 	 He made some intimation in his State of the Union address--kind of farewell 

address--you know, [he] departed from your script on that and rsaid] in an 

aside, "We've done X, Y, and Z"--and when he came to this matter of what 

they'd done in Parks and so on--"and we're not through yet," or something 

like that that was just thrown in out of script. 

C: 	 Yes, he threw it in. And I recall this RFK Stadium naming just caught the 

President completely offguard. Naturally, he didn't like it and reacted 

accordingly. Udall told his press office over there to be ready for the 

announcement on Saturday on the lands. They had already alerted the press 
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the Thursday or Friday be fore. The press was comple tely aware of the project 

by the n and had been given some background on it . 

On that Saturday before we left office the President did not s ee Udall, 

I guess Udall thought he was going to see him. Udall apparently cooled his 

hee ls mos t of Saturday wa iting to see the President , and along in the after­

noon a story moved on the wire that the President had taken this action. 

When I read it, I was really caught offguard. I thought, "Boy, they 

sure didn't coordinate t hi s with us . Here it is a Presidential decisio n that 

they've just announced over in Interior--and I didrlt know anything about it." 

They didn't even call me and al ert me tha t it was coming out , but, you know, 

it wasn't unus ual for a Department to announce some thing tha t the President 

ha d done if the Pr 2sident thought that's the way it ought to be handl ed. 

F: I presume this C2j~ through Charlie Boatner 1 s office? 

C: Yes. 

F: And you would ha·v.o: knowu Charlie real wel 1. 

C: Yes. 

F: And probably quite congenially. 

C: I t alked to Cnarlie after the t hing was over and he said Udal l ha d t o ld him 

to put it out . 

F: So he didn't bother to touch base in this case . Ile thought he was free to go 

ahead. 

C: Yes . When th e Pres i d ent talke d t o Udall , Uda l l , according to t he President 

anyway , bl amed part of the problem on his press office over in the Interior 

Department-- that the y 'd been a little prematu e on it. I don' t think t hat ' s 

the fact . Udall got tired of waiting , and he just went ahead and did it. 

He was committe d to t he reporters to have the bri efing , and he , without 
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seeing the President that day, told Charlie Boatner to go ahead and release 

the 	 stuff. There isn't any doubt in my mind about that, because I checked 

into it enough to know. 

I don ' t think he dirl it maliciously. I think he did it thinking tha t 

he was just going to be de layed in getting the thing done, and he was tired 

of piddling around with it. I think he misjudged the President's a ttitude 

on 	the thing some. 

I thi nk the President made a mistake in waiting to the last minute to 

make the decision on the thing. I think it could have been done earlier. 

It made him look bad, particularly when he carved it down to 300, 000 acre s - ­

whatever it was. 

On t he Sunday aft er this, the day before we left office, I th ink he 

tr ied to reach Ui ~ l l or, at least , DeVier Pierson did, and Udall was gone . 

He -,:as out hik in ; or something. And De.Vi er Pierson and the President went 

over some of t his ma t erial a nd again on Mouday morning went over it . Fina lly 

the President s i 6=led some of the procla mations , or took part of the act ion . 

But if I'm not CJ.istaken, he made an effort on Sunday to talk to Udall about 

the case. 

F: 	 Thi s may be outside your purview--do you think Udall would have gotten 

more if he'd been a little more patient? 

C: 	 I don't know, because the President was highly doub t ful--in my presence 

anyway. I mean, in talking to me about it-- a bout the advisability of doing 

anything on 7,000,000 acres of land. It was j ust too much. It was too 

big. He, a t least, indicated to me tha t a lot of it , or maybe all of it , 

was justified; but that he ought not be in the position of having to do it 

all, tha t the thing r eally s hould be done . He was inter es t ed i n t r ying t o 
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figure out some way to do it, but 7,000,000 acres was just a little b i t 


too much for Congress to swallow. 


Also he had told Udall to check with the Congres smen--the appro priate 

p eople --and get thi s worked out, to get their assent on anything he was 

going to do. I know for a fact that Wayne Aspinall still oppose d it right 

up to the last, and tha t it was my impression that Udall ha d not really 

done his homework with the Congress on this ma tter. And I think this had 

an effect on the Pre s ident's act ion too. 

In fairness to everybody, I think it was just one big unfortunate 

incident the way the thing dev e loped. It was not al l the President ' s fault 

and it was not all just anger over naming a stadium a fter Robert Kennedy and 

stuff like tha t, a lthough he considered that to b e precipitous as all get-out- ­

two days before he went out of office--to have one of his Cabinet officers 

just rename a major facility in Washing ton, D.C., two days b efore the 

Republic ans come in , you know. Some of the Republic a ns promptly said t hey 

were going to cha n ge the name to Eisenhower Stadium, you know, a nd just 

crea ted a little political issue. 

F: 	 Strong mov e ment to ge t Cap e Kennedy back to Cape Canaveral . 

C: 	 That's a bout all I know about that p articular thing. That same Saturday by 

sheer coinc idence I goofed up the release of a Pres identia l statement on 

the Big Thicket . Tom Johnson gave it to me . Re had been with the Presi­

d ent. He g ave me the statement a nd indicated to me that t h e Pres ident had 

agreed to issue this sta teme nt so I just went ahead and put it out . I think 

it was a lack of communica tion b etween Tom and me, beca u se Tom, I t hink , 

really intende d for me to run it back by the President befor e I finally 

put it out. But I had unders tood him to say, "The President okayed this-­

 
LBJ Presidential Library 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org

ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT 
Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781]

 
More on LBJ Library oral histories: 

http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

31



32 

it's ready to go." When I put the statement out righ t on top of all this 

other stuff with Udall, it made the Pres i dent pre tty mad. 

F : 	 You couldn't have picked a topic-­

C: 	 I couldn't have picked a topic that would hav e upset him a ny more, and he 

worked me over pretty good for r e l e asing the statement without clearing i t 

with him. He was for saving the Big Thicket, but the way it was handled he 

jus t didn't like it at all . 

Well, I tried kind of half-heartedly to retrieve the statement, but 

it was too late. I mean, the thing had already been moved on the wires and 

eve rything el s e. It's in the Presidential p apers--I mean, the Weekly Compi l a ­

tion of Preside ntial Documents . It's in the re, so it b e c ame a n official 

statement b y the ?resident even though he didn't really approve i ts relea se . 

F: 	 You ~ere a lways ~ ~ ittl e bit like a foo tba ll coach, weren' t you ? That is, 

your mistakes wer ~ always made right out in pub lic? 

C: 	 Yes , there was n't 2uch way you could retrieve them. That's why you had to 

b e s uper-ca u tious , i n my opinion , a nd careful, b ecause you couldn't pull 

something b a ck u sual ly. I just regret that ri ght there at the end of the 

Administration-­

F: 	 Instead of go ing out into the peaceful-­

C: 	 We had two or three just real goo f-ups on that Saturday . We we r e al l 

h arrassed inc luding the Pr es ide nt; and this Uda ll-John s on c ontroversy wa s 

one of the wors t. 

F: 	 I was busy interviewing at that time . (I] had bee n go ing at it all fall 

and ev e r yone h ad said to me orig in a lly , "Wa it un ti l a fter the c onve nt i ons ," 

then, "wa it unti l af t er the e l ection in November," and then, "wait until 

after Chris tmas --th i ngs a re going to slow down a t the e nd of th e Admi nistrati on . " 
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It seemed to me that things never slowed down, but if anything, either 

maintained or accelerated their tempo right up until the very end . 

C: He never quit working. 

F: He remained President until 11:59. 

C: It's not in his nature to s l ow down. A lot of things slowed down around 

him. A lot of the Administration sort-of packed its bags early . But he 

tried to prevent it from ha ppening, and he sure stayed there until the end. 

F: On something like McNamara's res ignation--That was a grea t sentimental 

occasion in a way. It must have been a little bit of a press trial for 

y(:i u because there was this f eeling that, in a sens e , McNamara was being 

boo ted upsta irs to ge t him out, and that he and the President had gotten 

at cross-purposes. How did you handle that? 

C: I t ried to handl e it just on the facts as I kne w them. I ' rn not sure we 

were ever believed completely. 

F: Did you ever have a clearcut impression of what was going on? 

C: Yes , I knew wha t was going on all along. I knew, for example , that McNamara 

had been the first one to talk about the World Bank. It wasn't the Presi ­

den t suggesting it to him, it was him suggesting it to the President . I 

th ink }kNamara had reac hed a point where he wanted relief from what he wa s 

doing, and he had talked to the President a time or two abou t it. I think 

when it got down to the point where th e need for the change became eviden t , 

I think the Pres ident picked up the option to go on through with what McNamara 

really wanted to do, or what he had said he wan t ed to do. McNamara h ad 

t alked to Mr. Wood over a t the World Bank, and there was a lo t of by-pl ay 

in here of McNamara wantin g this spot . The ques tion was when . 

F: This isn 't a de t eriorat ion of relations be tween the two men? 
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C: 	 I never considered it as such. I had a defi nite impression toward the end 

of McNamara's reign that he was emotionally very tired. 

F! Lord, he had taken a lot. 

C: 	 He had taken a lot of punishmento He was a pretty strained man in a lot 

of ways. Not that any dire consequences were going to come from it, but I 

just remember too many times the President talking about Forrestal killing 

him~ elf and that sort of thing, you know. The job was a killer, and he 

didn't want to hold a man in the fire, you know, to where he just burned 

up. A President has to look at these things a lot on when and at what point 

does a very effective man become less effective, not because necessarily of 

SOfilething he has done but just because of the wear and tear. He has to 

look at it pretty coldly. 

I don't dispute that the President concluded, in the latter part of '67-­

1 think in the latter part of '67 he reached the conclusion that it was time 

to have another Secretary of Defense. McNamara h ad been there six years-­

seven years, almost--and that he had expressed a desire to shake loose from 

the bonds , and that he had been cut up pretty badly, and it was just time to 

do what had to be done. I don't think it was done in any sense of h aving lost 

confidenc e in McNamara, or any thing like that, as much a s it was a time ly 

thing to do, and a President has to act with a certain amount of timeliness. 

He hop ed it would work out to ev erybody' s satis faction, and I think it really 

probably did. 

Whenever you make any kind of change like that, it's going to cause a 

lot of public comment about why. Wa s McNamara a dove , being eased out 

because he had gotten too dovish on the war, or just what were the facts, you 

knor.v? But I never detected I>lcNamara getting v ery dovish on the war myself. 
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He remained fairly consistent. He had doubts about some of our military 

activities. He had serious doubts about the effectiveness of the bombing 

and things like that, you know, but as far as the commitment of being 

there and that type of thing, he never raised any doubts about that to us. 

F: I rather gathered that the Preident had an almost inordinate admiration 

for . McNamara, probably more than any other Cabinet member. 

C: He always thought that as an efficient administrator and operator, McNamara 

bad no peer. Re had, I don't know how else to put it except, just very 

great confidence in both Rusk and McNamara. At the same time I think if 

either Rusk or McNamara had slipped or become less effective in critical 

decision-making assignments--if their effectiveness had been dulled by 

something--! don't question that he would have asked either one of them 

to leave in tbe ir. terest of the country. In the case of McNamara finally 

le2ving. I think there was a little element of that in th is. Sure--bound 

to 	have been. 

If he h2d stayed forever--! mean, stayed another term as President, 

don't doubt for a oinute that Dean Rusk probably have gone by the wayside 

too, simply because of circumstances. Rusk had had a lot of wear and tear 

too. I'm not sure he could have stood four more years of that. I think 

he would have asked the President to be relieved. It's a miracle that Dean 

Rusk survived as Secretary of State for eight years with what he had to 

put up with. 

F: 	 You had the problem, of course, of nvo major assassinations in Martin Luther 

King and Robert F. Kennedy. Did they give you any particular problems? 

C: 	 Yes, [a] very grave one was King. 

F: 	 Obviously, I'm not going to get off on these other subjects we talked about 

earlier; we'll save them. 

I 
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C: King was assassinated on the night the President was due to leave fo r 

Honolulu for a conference. 

F: And Mrs. Johnson was coming to Texas shortly with a bunch of foreign editors. 

C: I think we may have misjudged a little t he impact of this. It sort of stunned 

us. You know, well, he was killed and it was a terrible thing, but I'm no t 

sure-­

F: Along about 7 o'clock in the evening . 

C: Yes. I'm not sure we immediately grasped the impact of his assassination. 

F: Instant beatification. 

C: Yes, it was another one of thooe dire events, you know , that had happ ened. 

The ?resident was certainly going to be involved in it in some way , but 

we delayed ca nce ling the Honolulu meeting for a period of time , not really 

be ing certain about what would happen. After a few hours , it became quite 

evident that this was a traumatic event in the country. It was going to 

be one of the big ones . So he cance l e d his trip ~ Hawaii, and then we , ov er 

the nex t several days, face d this horrendous problem of riots and disorders . 

Of course, the President had to be very delica te in his h andl i n g of the 

funeral and the rne~orial s e rvices and this sort of thing . 

F: Did he talk with you? Was there indecision on whe ther he s hould go t o 

the funer a 1? 

C: A little. He though t about going to the f uner a l in Atlanta , but decided 

against it--dec i ded that he would a ttend the s ervic es in Washing ton and 

that that would prob ably be all he should do. I think that was prob ably 

a wise deci s ion . I think his pre sence in Atlanta might have made it more 

of an emot ion:- 1 problem t h er e in the sense that the r e were a who l e bunch 

or the people who went into Atlanta to that funera l who had zeroed in pr e tty 
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heavily on him--some sort of symbol of a lot of things they didn't like-­

and that it might have changed the complexion of the day--of the service-­

if he had been a central part of it down there. Humphrey went and a number 

of other people went to the funeral. He [President Johnson] went to the 

services there in Washington. 

F: How.did you handle Robert Kennedy's assassination which from a work stand­

point was most inopportune, quite apart from the fact it was inopportune 

for him too? I mean, everybody is scattered and your offices are closed 

down and facilities are closed down and so forth. At least they're on a 

minimum work schedule, plus the time lag. 

C: As I recall, when the situation room called me and said he had been shot-­

F: The President didn't call you? The situation room called you? 

C: No, the situation room called. I turned on the television there at home and 

began getting the news. Finally after I had gotten as many facts as I could 

on the thin8, I went on down to the office early that morning, 4 or 5 o'clock 

in the morning; and a lot of us began to assemble down there because we knew 

there would be a lot of things we were going to be cal led on to do. 

F: I presume the newsmen were already there. 

C: They began to drift in, yes. The President had to make a statement. We 

had to make decisions on how you handle that, whether he went on television. 

Of course, Kennedy was still alive. We had to get set up a system for getting 

medical reports. We faced the question of what type of assassination this 

was--whether it was a one-man deal or another conspiracy. I say, another 

conspira cy, I think because we probably suspected that the King thing was 

more than just one man although we never saw any evidence to the contrary. 

It was just one of those things, you know, coming right on top of this 
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King assassination. These raised questions in your mind as to what was 

involved in it. 

The President was extremely concerned about other candidates. His 

immediate reaction was that this was the type thing that could just darned 

near tear the country up. If a man can't get out a nd campaign for Pre s ident, 

you .know, without getting shot, what does this mean? Does it mean that some­

body is going to bag Humphrey next, and Wallace next, and Nixon, or ~mat's 

i t going to be--just a shoot-out? So hi s initial reaction was concern 

that the thing would spread, and the determination that everybody was going 

to get maximum security--whatever it took. 

He 1'7as quite concerned about others in the Kennedy family, partic ular ly 

Ted Kennedy, whether he might be a t arge t for some nut because these things 

feed on thems elv s. I know back after President Kennedy was killed here in Texas 

and 3.fter Governor Connally was recovering from hi s wounds, very tight security 

had to be irapos ed o~ the ~overnor for the first time i n the history of the 

State. We had t o p~otect the governor because he became a potential target 

simply beca use Kennedy had be en killed. He had been in the car. There 

we r e a whole lot of t hrea t s around- about, you know, "we' 11 get you next 

time," and stuff like that, and it becume quite a little problem. Nobody 

knew whether it was a plot or what was goi ng on on the thing. 

Well, the same thing on Bobby Kennedy's dea th as far as the Pres ident ' s 

reaction. He immediat e ly wanted to establis h contact with the Ke nnedy 

family. He did this through Ted . Really, it was sort of assis tant to 

assistant procedure thr ough Ted Ke nne dy's office. Tom Johnson did a lot 

of t he liaison on it. He wanted to gear up the Secret Ser vice and find 

out what the l aw was on the subj ect and whether he had the a uthority to 
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assi8n the Secret Service to these people without some kind of authority. 

He had to talk to find out he didn't, and he went ahead and did it anyway. 

Re had to get Congressional sanction for it so he had to talk to the proper 

people there and get authority to do it. He just, generally , had again 

become sort of a stabilizing influence in the country-at-large because 

of the situation. 

F: Did you have the same fear of an outbreak of riots that--? 

C: Yes. We cF dn't know what would happen. I sometimes wonder wha t would have 

happ2ned had Senator Kennedy died there on the floor in the kitchen there-­

if th ere hadn't been a period where he was hospitalized. 

F: Th: t ~lways t akes a little bit of the flame off. 

C: That took some of the flame off, took some of the sting out of it. It let 

people get their emotions worked over, you know, without having just a big 

explosion. It didn't matter whether you liked Bobby Kennedy or not. 1 t 

was a traumatic eh.--perience to have a candidate for Pres ident jus t shot down, 

and the effoc t of ·it is just the type of thing that you don't know what's 

going to happe n. 

F: Were your White House reporters antagonistic during this, or did--? 

C: No, they were quite cooperative , and I think they saw quite plainly that 

President J ohnson was sincerely trying to rally the country. 

End of tape . 
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