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INTERVIEWEE: MARY FISH HASELTON
INTERVIEWER: MICHAEL L. GILLETTE

PLACE: Mary Fish Haselton's office, Department of State, Washington, D.C.

Tape 1 of 2

G: Let's start out, Ms. Haselton, with your background. You say you're from Kansas?

H: I was born in Kansas City, Missouri. I grew up in Topeka, Kansas. I attended Washburn
University. I was a music major. My father insisted that I take a civil service
examination because he felt--that was in the middle of the Depression anyway, during
which time I had worked for the state NYA [National Youth Administration] program,
both in high school as an after-school project in the library and then as assistant to the
secretary of the state administrator. [This was] after [ had made a movie for the Kansas
administration; they had tested young people all around the state on their projects, and I
was the girl chosen and someone else was the boy. And you know the usual thing; it was
shown at the White House.

G: Is that right?

H: To Franklin D. [Roosevelt]. I was in college, as I said. My father kept insisting that I
take the exam because he had made me take typing and shorthand, which I hated. I used
to cry myself to sleep because I hated it so much. But I knew I had to do it, so I did it.

Suddenly, he came home and said, "There is a notice up at the post office. Go take the
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exam." So I did; I made ninety-nine. I had a telegram from the War Department asking
me to report within a month, if I accepted. I talked to the Dean of the Music School, who
was my voice teacher, and he said, "You go." I talked to Anne Laughlin, who was an
NYA administrator, she said, "You go." Between the two of them, they gave me their
blessings and some funds. They loaned me some funds, and away I came. So I was in
Washington and then went to Texas in 1943, primarily because I was engaged to a young
lieutenant who was going overseas and his mother asked me to come down to Texas. His
father had died. The father was my first boss in Washington and had introduced me to
his son, and we became engaged, more or less, I think, because the son wanted to please
his father. His father died, and he thought that he wanted him to marry me. That's the
way it was.

So I went to Texas, and that was the beginning of the Texas episode. I worked for

a doctor in San Antonio after I had left the Quartermaster Corps in San Antonio. I then
came back to Washington and worked for the International Monetary Fund for a while. 1
had taken night courses throughout this time in Washington, from the time I had first
come. To make a long story short, I was living in Austin and had been married to a local
businessman. I divorced him because of religious differences. I needed a job. I had been
active in the various civic activities there. I went to Jesse Kellam to apply for a job at
KTBC. He sent me to the Senator's staff, Walter Jenkins in particular.

G: This was in 1953?

H: 1953, in I would say September or early October. Because I went to work immediately.

The Senator was on one of those off-year election tours which he always did. I came on
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as extra. Before the year was over Walter had asked if I would go to Washington. I
didn't want to go, but I did accept. Then at Christmas time the staff had gone home. This
was two days before Christmas. Everybody had gone to their various towns or villages or
cities, wherever they came from in the state. I happened to be the only one left in the
Austin office. Early one morning the telephone rang, about nine o'clock. I answered it.
The Senator was on the other end of the line. I had not met him up to that point except
very briefly as he came through the office one afternoon. He said, "Who is this?" And I
said who it was. He said, "Who's there?" I said, "Nobody but me." "Well," he said, "I
need to do my Christmas shopping, and I need you to go with me." I said, "But nobody is
here to take care of the office." He said, "Close the door, and I'll be in to pick you up and
we'll go shopping." He didn't know me, other than [ was a member of the staff. So, off
we went.

He had heard an advertisement at seven-thirty that morning from one of the local
department stores advertising long sleeved, nylon nightgowns. He had a list of all the
names of the female staff members with proper sizes, which someone had prepared for
him, I assumed. Off we went to the department store, and the sales clerk was really
thrown to have the U.S. Senator come in and ask to see her stock of nightgowns, a
particular style, in the various colors. He tried to match up the sizes with the color to suit
the girl as he saw it. It was hilarious. Not really hilarious, but everyone was getting so
uptight that it was unbelievable.

So I said to him sort of calmly, I hope calmly, "Mr. Johnson, please calm down.

You can't go Christmas shopping two days before Christmas and do it in five minutes."
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Well, this was quite a surprise for the Senator, and he stopped dead in his tracks and
looked at me. He didn't say a word for about two minutes. He said, rather more to
himself than to me, "You're not afraid of me, are you?" I said, "No. Should I be?" He
thought about it: "Well, no. But everybody else is, and I don't understand why." He did
calm down, and then he started having fun. He started joking. The rest of the expedition
was pleasant. It was interesting for me because I had not known the man, and he didn't
know me. But we became acquainted very quickly under those circumstances. I didn't
see him again until I arrived in Washington.

G: What did you do when you first got there?

H: I was working with the mail. I was working with Mildred Stegall and Berniece Grieder,
his executive secretary at the time. She was an attorney who had replaced Mary Rather.
Mary Rather had had to quit, as you well know, because of family circumstances. I think
that he must have been looking for someone to replace Mary because he called me in
practically the first day of my arrival and asked me to take this position, and I was very
startled.

G: How did he describe it?

H: He said, "I want you to be my secretary." I said, "Well, you've got Miss Grieder in
there." He said, "No, I'll just have to make different arrangements." I said, "But I didn't
come to Washington to be your secretary, and I really don't want to be." I learned of
course that you don't say no to LBJ and get away with it very easily. So he didn't talk to
me any more about it. He talked to Walter Jenkins. He gave Walter the orders, and

Walter carried them out. My desk was moved in there and Berniece's moved out. I was
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terribly unhappy about it and very upset because I knew that Berniece was upset, and I
certainly didn't want to--

G: How was it explained to her?

H: I don't know. I was so upset myself that I didn't really know how it affected Berniece. I
went in to him when I saw that [ was really stuck. I really considered whether or not to
stay or whether just to leave because this was really not what I had come to Washington
to do. I finally went in and said, "Mr. Johnson, you've put me in here. Now, what's the
job? What do you expect of me?" He looked at me and said, "I expect you to anticipate
me." I thought, and I didn't say very much. I said, "All right, I'll do my best," little
realizing what an order that was. I think that is quite a key to the man's personality,
really, and to his whole work in the Senate. He thought in terms that no one else would
have thought of. I had never had anyone say to me, "That is your job, to anticipate me."

I expected him to say, "Well, your duties are such and such or such and such and such
and such." But not with LBJ. Little did I realize what he really was saying until much,
much later.

G: What was he saying?

H: I think that he was saying, "You just keep things running smooth for me. You keep
things running so that I can do my work." The interesting thing was the choice of words.
Because I think that in his dealings in the Senate he was anticipatory. He was sensitive to
the feelings of his colleagues and to their needs, and how they would have to compromise
if they were to go through. He thought in these terms. This was a natural expression.

The way I went about it, of course, was not in those terms. I just proceeded immediately
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to do everything I could to try to make things as smooth as I could for him. I quickly
sensed that when people ran in and out of his office discussing something and going in
and saying, "Mr. Johnson, such and such and such and such," he would get rattled and he
would start exploding at them. I thought, "This doesn't work." I did it once or twice
myself and got the same reaction from him. I thought, "uh-huh."

From then on I adopted the policy of putting everything in writing and putting it
in front of him. He would glance at it, and he would give me quick instruction. If I didn't
understand his instruction, I would stop him and be sure that I did understand it. If I were
taking dictation and I didn't understand it, I would stop him. The first time I did that, that
surprised him. He said, "You're the first person who has ever come in here and stopped
me when I was dictating." He said, "I like that. I'm tired of having these letters come
back to me that [ haven't said at all. You always stop me when you don't understand me."
But people were afraid to stop him and to question him. But the thing that really
astounded me, to get back to the papers that [ would put in front of him, I always put
things on one page, never longer. I'd put one down, he'd glance at it. He knew
everything on it. It didn't take him any time to read it. I think he read it all in one glance.
I never ceased to be amazed at the ability to do this.

G: And you are sure he absorbed it all?

H: Oh yes, he did. In fact, he would question you about details. If there was something
more on there that should have been on there, he questioned you.

G: What was his mood in the office, just in the course of a working day? Was he generally

pleasant or happy?
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H: It varied depending on the pressures that he would be under or the amount of mail that we
had to answer. It depended upon the tightness of the votes that he was being confronted
with. He was on the telephone all the time, of course, as you've heard from everyone
else, I'm sure.
Did you ever hear him on the telephone trying to persuade another senator to vote?
Oh, heavens yes!

What arguments would he use?

He never expected this other person to do things that he himself wouldn't have been
willing to do. He would say, "I know that you can't vote on this issue wholly because of
the situation in your state, but after all, we do have to move forward. We have to do
something. Let's see what we can work out that will be to everybody's benefit." He
never expected any of those men to vote on issues that he knew would hurt them in their
states. He would move them a little bit. He would move them forward gently, with skill.
It wasn't this sort of cajoling thing that you have heard so often that he's been accused of
as going around throwing his arms around them, "You've got to vote this way, or that
way." It wasn't that kind of persuasion at all. It was really, I think, a very tactical kind of
persuasion. He wouldn't expect a southerner to vote for the civil rights bill, for a civil
rights act. But he would say, "We've got to improve the situation, and we've got to
improve the situation in your state also." He would point out things that they could do in
their states for the blacks educationally, or something else. I think this is the answer to
the way he was able to move from a person who voted against the civil rights in his early

career until 1957 when he maneuvered the first big civil rights act to his days in the
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presidency. Because he was able to move and to persuade various segments of the
country and the men in those states.

G: Observers have pointed out that he could be using an entire range of arguments on
another senator, and when one hit home he could immediately detect that and home in on
this one point.

H: Well of course he had this marvelous facility for sensing. He knew his fellow human
beings so well. He knew every one of them. He had analyzed their needs, and he knew
their state problems better than they knew themselves. That's part of the answer. He had
done his homework. He knew what they needed to do. He also knew what they could do
that wouldn't hurt them in their states. There were many national issues that wouldn't
make any difference in their states, particularly in the Senate. You see, a congressman
has to answer to a district. A senator has to answer just to the state as a whole. The
representative has to be more responsive on the local scene because he'll be thrown out of
office in two years if he isn't. He can't look at it from the whole state position or from the
national position even, as can a senator.

G: Did you get a feeling for his attitude toward Joe McCarthy in that 1954 year?

H: Yes, he was very skillful in that whole episode. He thought that Joe McCarthy had to go,
but he did not want it done unless it was done with great dignity and completely solid.
The reasons for the censorship had to be solid.

G: Did you ever hear him characterize McCarthy? Did he ever talk about the threat that
McCarthy posed?

H: I can't remember the specific words that he would use. I remember his feeling toward
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McCarthy, which was one of great disgust, but which he did not project outside of his
own immediate office or family. I do remember him arguing with fellow senators. I
would often be coming in or bringing messages in, going in and out of the office. I
remember the tone of the meeting.

G: He and Stuart Symington, who had been quite close for some years, seemed to differ on
how McCarthy should be opposed that year, whether he should be confronted directly by
members of the Democratic Party or whether they ought to try, as LBJ wanted to do, to
stay back and let the Republicans take the lead so that it would be a bipartisan move
against him. Do you remember their discussions?

H: No, I don't. I can remember Symington coming in a great deal during that period, but I
don't remember and wasn't in on the meetings.

G: Do you have any other recollections of LBJ's relations with other senators, like Richard
Russell, whom he was very close to?

H: That was a genuine friendship, genuine admiration. They were very, very close. Russell
would be in practically every evening for a drink with him. Symington, he was close to
Symington. I remember Symington coming in. He was one of the few who came in
constantly. One thing that always puzzled me was his attitude toward Hubert Humphrey.
When I say puzzled, I'm puzzled because he picked Humphrey for vice president later.
That really stunned me because I was in Europe at the time. My recollection was that he
had not been that fond of Humphrey. He had been fond of him personally, but he did not
admire his particular qualities that much. He felt that Humphrey talked too much, for

instance. He was always advising and telling him, "Now Hubert, just keep quiet, just
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don't talk about it, just restrain yourself." I can remember this, and I can remember him
saying to Sam Houston over and over again, "He just talks too much. He's just a big
blabbermouth. We've got to keep him quiet." So it was surprising to me that he did
indeed pick Hubert Humphrey to be vice president. Of course, I realize at the time it may
have been because of the pressures put on him by the liberal wing of the party in 1964.
But it was unexpected to me.

G: What about his relations with Vice President [Richard] Nixon? Did he seem to get along
well with Nixon?

H: I think he got along with him. I don't ever remember Nixon coming in the office. I
remember seeing Nixon going up and down the elevator, personally. If he came into the
office I don't recollect it. He had a very good relationship with [Dwight] Eisenhower and
always spoke kindly of him. I think it was the office of the president that he was bound
and determined to respect. I do remember that as majority leader he would say, "After
all, we've got to support the president. We can't have a divided government." Of course,
he would differ when he wanted to, but it was a supportive kind of difference. He wasn't
out to veto it or try to take power away from the president. He wanted to be supportive of
the president, particularly in areas that were related to foreign policy or the U.S. image
abroad.

Many people felt at the time and later that he did not have a feel for foreign
affairs, and I don't think that was so. I notice on here you have a reference to his
meetings with [Secretary of State John Foster] Dulles. He would come back from those

meetings, and he would make comments that led me to think that he knew an awfully lot

10
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about foreign affairs. I remember riding home with him one night in August 1954. He
would make a habit of picking me up because I lived at the Broadmoor at the time. He
was driving right past there, so he would pick me up in the morning and drop me off at
night. Going home in the car one night, I said to him, "I think, Mr. Johnson, that you
ought to be secretary of state." He looked at me and said, "Why?" I said, "Because you
know how to negotiate, and that's one of the primary activities of the secretary of state."
He said, "Well, I've never had anyone tell me that before."

Do you recall what he talked about after these meetings with Dulles? Were they related
to Indochina?

No, he never did go into specifics. He was very careful not to discuss any of the details
of these meetings. I don't ever remember hearing him in any of the range that I could
hear. He may have to some of his Senate colleagues but certainly not to anybody on the
staff. He may have to Walter, I don't know.

I was going to ask you to discuss the relationship between Lyndon Johnson and Sam
Houston Johnson.

Well, that's a difficult area for me, as you might surmise. I'll attempt it. It's a difficult
one to tackle.

You might start by explaining that you became a member of the family.

That's right. I left the job at the end of a session. I decided that I really didn't want to
stay in Washington. I wanted to go back and finish up my work at the university. I
wanted to get my degree, which I had never gotten, and which in those days wasn't so

easy to do. So I quit the job. I told him that I just really felt that I didn't want to stay in

11
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Washington permanently, and that I had enjoyed working for him for the year, but I
really wanted to go back to school. He said, "Okay, always do what you want to do. T'll
miss you, but go." He didn't protest at all.

After I resigned, when I got back, Sam Houston camped on my doorstep. I mean
he started calling me and calling me and calling me. I happened to live right next door to
him. It was a curious thing the way I had an apartment next door in another house. He
lived with his mother, and I just accidentally--in fact, I remember now that I got that
apartment before [ went to work for Mr. Johnson. It just happened that I lived next door.
It all happened that I went to work, and there was Sam Houston there with his mother.

So I had met him of course, and he knew that I lived next door. I would ride down with
him to the office, or he would ride with me at times. But there was certainly no
relationship, except that he worked at the office and I did, too. We became friends. But
after I quit, Sam Houston camped on my doorstep. I eventually married him in the
following January.

This is January 1955?

1955. The Senator was not too happy about it.

You told him about it before you got married?

No, no, that was the point. We eloped. I kept telling Sam, "Why don't you tell him?"
"No. He'll stop me." He was afraid he would stop him. I was very uneasy about this
whole bit. Sam had been on the wagon that year I later learned, at least he wasn't

drinking, and I didn't know the past history. Nobody had told me. Well, why should

they? After all, I had been there a year, and nobody knew that there was anything

12
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serious. And there wasn't until after I had left the job. I was right next door, and he was
with his mother there. It just didn't occur to me. I was naive I guess.

But the Senator was furious, absolutely furious. He didn't speak to either one of
us. We heard nothing from him for months. The first we heard, literally, was a week
before his heart attack, in July. One Sunday morning the telephone rang, I answered it,
and it was LBJ. He said, "Honey, would you let Sam come up and see me? I really do
need him." I said, "Well, of course. Why not? Who would make you think I wouldn't?"
He said, "I really do need him." He didn't explain. He didn't apologize or anything. That
was another one of his traits. He never apologized to you if he did something, but he
would make it up to you in other ways. I put Sam on the telephone, and sure enough he
wanted him up there. We got Sam to the plane that afternoon, and off he went to
Washington. He wouldn't let Sam out of his sight that week. He kept Sam with him
morning, noon and night.

Saturday morning came when he had this press conference. Sam was there. Sam
noticed that his brother was edgy, very edgy. And he held the press conference really to
accommodate the press, because this was the Saturday before the Fourth of July and they
all wanted something that they could file so they could get off on a little holiday. He just
did it to please them, for his accommodation. So he agreed to have the little press
conference, and there was one little upstarty reporter that asked a question that triggered
it. It was an improper question in the first place. I don't remember the details, but I
remember hearing a story of how improper it was and that LBJ lost his temper and sort of

blasted off at this reporter. It was right after that that he was going down to Virginia, to
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Middleburg. He wanted Sam to go with him, and Sam said, "No, I'd rather not go if you
don't mind." So he didn't go to Middleburg. At least this is the way Sam told it to me.
Sam himself went to visit some friends, the Barry Bishops, who live in Texas now, in
Austin. So he was at the Barry Bishops' when he got the word that his brother was in the
hospital, and he dashed over to the hospital and from then on was with him. I flew up the
next day with the mother, Mrs. Johnson.
Do you recall getting the word that he had had the heart attack?
I can't remember how we got the word. I don't know whether the call came to Mrs.
Johnson or whether it came to me. I really don't remember. Oh, I know how it came. It
came to KTBC. I think it came to KTBC, and they in turn notified Mrs. Johnson. And
we started making the arrangements. All I remember is that a rush packing and get on the
plane and get to Washington. It was a private plane. We must have gotten ready within
thirty minutes.
Was Mrs. Johnson apprehensive about flying? She had never flown before, had she?
Not that I remember. Of course, we were all apprehensive. I don't think that flying was
the major question.
Some apprehension takes precedence over other.
Fully.
Did you think he'd be all right at that time?
Well, at that time he was very gravely ill. I think it was nip and tuck for several days. I
never will forget, Sam and I were standing in the corridor at the hospital and Dr. [J.

Willis] Hurst came out. We could tell he was alarmed. Sam dashed over to find out what
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was wrong. They said, "He's terribly depressed. He's just heard something over the radio
that he's weeping." They immediately had bars put on the windows.

G: Is that right?

H: Yes. He was really in a bad state. I think these were the periods that Sam really served
his brother best, in these periods of crises. The doctors gave the order that the radio was
to go out of the room and that he was to have no contact with the outside world. Well,
Sam immediately said, "This is just the wrong thing for my brother. He will die if you
remove contact from his political life, because that is his life. He'll die quicker than if
you let him have some communication." I think he was right on this one. Sam came out
and said, "Mary, we've got some work to do." So off we went. He phoned Holmes
Alexander, who was one of the newspapermen. I don't know where Holmes is now. I've
often wondered. We spent the night. We stayed up all night drafting an article, the three
of us. Somewhere or other--I mean I had the notes; I must have given them to Sam
somewhere along the line. I don't have them. I've looked for them, and they're gone.
But I had the notes because I had been taking shorthand from both of them as they'd both
come up with an idea, and I'd suggest a certain phrase or something.

Between the three of us we put this thing together. He called the managing editor
of the Austin American-Statesman and said, "If we air-mail this down or wire it down--I
forget which, we may have even telegraphed it--will you get it out on a special edition or
get it in a morning paper and air mail it back to me so I can give it to my brother?" Well,
the article was a comparison of LBJ to FDR and the comeback that FDR made from his

illness. I remember very vividly when we went to the hospital with that in hand. Sam
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had the copy. The doctors led him into the room, and he read it to Lyndon. Of course,
Lyndon knew nothing about how it happened, and I doubt that he ever knew the story of
how that came to be printed. But from then on he began picking up.

G: Did you see his spirits pick up there as he was being read the article?

H: And then he started calling doctors. He sat up, and his melancholia was gone. He started
giving orders again.

G: Do you recall what it was he had heard on the radio that had upset him?

H: Yes, some commentator had said that, "LBJ's career is over. He had a massive heart
attack, and this will be the end of a very promising career." Something of that nature.
Had you not heard this story before?

G: You give it a different slant. Although the facts are the same, you emphasize certain
things that I had not heard. Were there other stories or articles that you worked on during
this period to give him?

H: Sam was always in contact with the press. A sidelight to show you the way he did work
with the press and their respect for him: when I came into the Department of State I had
to go through a security check. At that time Sam Houston was in the hospital in
Baltimore. When I came in to be interviewed by the security man I was shaking in my
boots, believe me, because I didn't know what I should and shouldn't tell him. I decided,
"Well, you're on the spot. You'd just better play it straight." They asked me all of these
peripheral questions, and finally they said, "Mrs. Johnson, where is your husband?" [
said, "He's in the hospital in Baltimore." I didn't say anything more than that, and they

said, "Never mind, we know the story." They wanted to know whether I'd admit to it, I
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think. That's all they wanted to know, if I was willing to mention it then I was clear.
They said, "Don't worry about it." I must have had a pained expression or something.
They said, "Don't worry about it. We know all about him. We know the respect with
which he is held on the Hill. We've talked with some of the press people. You don't have
anything to worry about."

That's interesting. Do you recall anything about LBJ's mother during this period while
she was up there while he was recovering from the heart attack?

She was very upset, of course. We all stayed at the house. We were with her a great
deal. She was at the hospital a great deal, too. Lady Bird was at the hospital all the time.
We were at the hospital a great deal, too, but not in his room. I didn't go into the room
very often. Sam went in alone mostly. I went in a couple of times.

How long was he in the hospital?

I think about three weeks, three or four weeks, and then at home in Washington for about
five. Sam and I were there during that time. He didn't want anyone else to come in the
house. He wouldn't let anyone into the room except Sam and me and Lady Bird. No one
else was allowed in the room. And the little dog was with him, a little dachshund.

The beagle?

The little beagle. Except for the dog and the three of us, no one else.

What was his mood at that point?

He was rather melancholy. We did our best. We'd try to keep his spirits up. Sam would
come in every evening and talk to him about an hour after he came back from the office

and give him all the news about the office. My particular job was to take all the
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