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INTERVIEW WITH MR, WILI. ROGERS

PB: CQCctober 9, 1968. 1I'm in the home of Will Rogers of
Bastrop, the former mayor of this city, whc has spent
nany years working with Congreésman Johnson, Senator
Johnson; Vice~President and President Johnson down
through the years. First of all, Mr. Rogers--Will
Rogers, they call you, don't they? ' |

WR: That's befter.

PB: Mr. Will, how long were you mayor of Bastrop?

WR: I was with the mayor's office twenty-two years. I was
in sixteen and out ten and went back to serve six.

PB: During that period, I belleve your first contact with
Mr. Johnson was when he was first elected to Congress,
is that right?

WR: That's right.

PB: Can you tell us how that contact came about?

WR: No, I can't tell you just exactly, unless I was .....
going to put in ..... had to‘build a 'schoolhouse. You
see, at that time, the school was under the supervision
of the City, and the schoolhouse was about to fall down
and we had tc build a new schoolhouse. And then's when

think the first real contact that I had with President

Johnscn was trying to get through the WPA to build that

schoeclhouse, And I got in touch with him and he helped

1
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me in every way to build a schoolhouse which is the
present schoolhouse at Bastrop.

PB: At that time you had never been acquainted with him,
in other words you took no part in his campaign for
Congress or anything like that up to that time, did you?

WR: Not the first time, but then after the first time I was
very active in all the campaigns that he put on.

PB: Just what was 1t that Mr. Johnson did for you to help
you get this money, do you know?

WR: He worked it through the WPA. And that's the way we
built the school house with the WPA labor. With his
help out of the office of Congressman was the way the
schoolhouse was bullt.

PB: Following the construction of your school with WPA funds,
that was about 1937 or '38, along in there, that would
have been at the height of the Depression. What other
steps ..... what other things were you working for?

WR: I don't remember the year, bgt at that time as you said,
we had a depression. Everyﬁédy was broke and didn't
have any jobs or anything like that and that's when
they set up the C.C. camps. And then I contacted President
Johnson and at that time he went along with us and helped
us get two C.C. camps.

PB: That'!s Civilian Conservation .....
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g

es.

PB: C.C.C., wasn't 1t?

WR: That's right.

PB: What did theyvdo?

WR: Then we built the park out here. All the buildings and
everything in that park was bullt by the C.C. boys and
the materials was all Bastrop County materials.

PB: Well, you had had now two boosts from the Congressman,
on the schoolhouse and on the C.C. camps. Did you get
to know him?

WR: Well, I knew him personally. He and I had become very,
very close friends. And the next thing I was interested
in inbthe City of Bastrop was the utility system, and
I went and talked it over with him and discussed 1t. He
said he would give me all the help that he could, and
then we .....

PB: Let me get this straight right here. You had a utility
system,

WR: It belonged to the T.P.L.

PB: The Texas Power and Light.

WR: Power and Light.

PB: And you wanted the City to own it.

WR: I wanted the City to own it and I tried to buy it from

the T.P.L. and they wouldn't sell it to us. And we voted
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a $125,000 bond to put in a competitive system. In the
meantime, then, the L.C.R.A. bouzht out the sixteen
counties and turned the ut ilities system over to Bastrop.
Thnz City of Bastrop.

PB: The L.C.R.A., that's the Lower Colorado River Authority,
they bought the distribution systems in sixteen countles,
did you say?

WR: Yes.

PB: And the one in Bastrop, they didn't turn it over to you,
you had to buy it from them, didn't you?

WR: Oh, yes, I bought it from them. I gave them what it
cost them, $75,000. |

PB: Has it been a profit-making thing since that time?

WR: If it hadn't been for that the City of Bastrop couldn't
have operated. The utilities have practically taken
care of the City ever since.

PB: You mean, income, rather than taxes.

WR: Yes, sir. ‘

PB: There are two things that wé’need to bring in right
there. When you speak of the L.C.R.A., did the Authority
itself buy these or did it act through one of these rural
electric co-ops, do you remember?

WR: Nz, I Zon't remember just exactly how that was handled.

Ail

ct

he dealings I had were with the L.C.R.A.
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PR: Well, what did the Congressman have to do with 1t?

WR: When I was putting on this bond election here, he come
down here and made speeches. Max Starke came down and
a number of other mayors--

PB: Max Starke was the Director of the L.C.R.A.?

WR: Yes, sir. They came down and made speeches and helped
me in every way.

PB: To get the bond 1lssue.

WR: To get the bond issue over.

PB: I want to ask you a question: you say Mr. Johnson came
down here and made speeches for you. What kind of a
speech maker would you put him down as?

WR: Well, I'll say he's a whole lot better now than he was
then!

PB: He was a pretty rough-and-tumble public speaker, though,
wasn't he?

WR: Yes, and I'll say this, he made a pretty good speech for
a country boy.

PB: Pretty good for a country bo&. OCkay. Now, during this
period, that must have been prior te the war, and along
there someplace Camp Swift was established, near Bastrop.
Can you tell us about that?

WR: Well, Mr. Johnson was Qery much interested in locating

Camp Swift around here, somewhere around 1in this area.
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in this Tenth Congressional District. So they sent the
engineers in here and for, oh,‘I don't know, for several
weeks we had a bunch of the Army engineers in here,
taking them all around the county and showing them all
the different sltes we had. And finally they made their
location up here on the railroad tracks where Camp Swift
is located.

PB: When 1t was activated, that put some strains on the
resources of the City, didn't it? Of Bastrop?

WR: Oh, Bastrop was ....} I'd say around 2,000, 2,500 maybe.

PB: And did you have utilities--water and sewage?

WR: No, we didn't have any ..... everyone had in their own
sewerage system. We had a very poor water system getting
water out of the wells on the river. And sc we had .....
I had to do something about the sewerage system. So I
went to Washington and got in touch with Johnsont's office.
At that time he was overseas.

PR: 1t would have been about 1941, then, wouldn't it?

WR: Yes, I guess that's about right. Then, Mrs. Johnson was
in charge of the office, and through her help and the
office help, we managed to get the federal government
to give us a grant of $196,000 for the City of Bastrop.

PR: Weil, tell us, what do‘you do when you go to Washington

D

to zet money for local projects 1like that?
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WR: Well, this 1s the way I handled that. I went there,
and I went to the office. And I talked it over with
Mrs. Johnson. Then she got me the information on who
to go to see, and I worked it out from there. And she
made all the appolntments, they made all the appointments
out of the office there in Washington.

PB: In other words, they'd get on the phone and phone up
somebody and .....

WR: Make appointments for me, and that's the way .....

PB: Did you find people 1In Washington eager to help you?

WR: They were very cooperative ..... very cooperative.

Helped me every way in the world.

PB: Camp Swift grew to be one of the largest training centers
for the entire country, did it not? How big did it get?

WR: Well, at one time out there they had 65,000 soldiers
and with the cilvilians and all it would run something
over 100,000. I got that information from some of
the army officers out there at that time.

PB: Of course, they ..... the pééple whe lived off base would
live here in Bastrop and in Elgin and in the other towns
around,

WR: Yes, sir.

PB: And that put quite a strain on the resources cof thoss
towns and places. That's one of the reasons why you hai

to get your utilities straightened out, wasn't it?



LBJ Presidential Library ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://www.lbjlibrary.org Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781] http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

WR: Well, it's this way, we needed some resources for an
income, and that helped us quite a bit in taking over
that. We never did have to raise any taxes and up til
just a short time ago we had the lowest utility rates
in the State of Texas with the exception of six, I
believe 1t was ..... I don't remember whether it was
three or six ..... but anyway, they were operated and
owned by the L.C.R.A,

PB: Now, during this period when Mr. Johnson was a Congress-
man, he had to run for office every two years, and you
had no part, you say, in the first race for Congress.
How about some of those other races? Did you .....

WR: I was very active, taken the lead in
all his races that he had. One time here in the City
of Bastrop there was 433 votes polled; he lost 33 votes
and then wrote me a smart letter and asked what become
of those 33!

PB: I recall one campaign back there, I guess 1t was 1in the
early forties, when Bastrop'éontributed a lot of water-
melons to a blg party they had over there in Austin.
Did you have anything to dc with that?

,

WR

ot

2s, sir, I bought $1200 worth of watermelons at McDade
and sent them tc Austin.

PB: Didn't you come over for the party and have some watermelon?
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WR: You know I had to go over there and have a piece of
that watermelon!

PB: Then there were quite a few parties that were thrown
around over ..... By the way, the celebrities that came
down here on some of those campalgns--I seem to recall
that ..... who were some of the cowboys that came down
here? Cowboy singer Gene Autry, was that one?

WR: Yes, at one time that President Johnson came here on
one of his campaign tours he had Gene Autry with him,
and Buck Hood and his wife with him and made some talks
here on the streets at Bastrop. The fact of it is that
Lyndon come down quite often and whenever we had anything
when he was in Texas he would nearly always make it a
point to be down here. |

PB: He used to come éut here and sit in this particular room
that we're in right now, did he not?

WR: He used to in making his ..... in campalgning over the
country, why he would ..... we'd go out here in some
of these little country stofés, and the helght of his
ambition was to get back into one of these country stores
on a box and set there and talk to those country people
for gquite a while. We'd be driving down the road and some
fellow'd be out there plowing. He'd say, “Stop, Will,"

and jumped out of the car and climbed over the wire
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fence and go over there and visit with them. And that's
just the way he campaigned through the country.

PB: Do you think that he is an effective person in person-
fc-person contacts?

WR: He was. He was, in fact, one of the greatest in making
personal contacts and in making people like him. In
fact, what I think about Lyndon Johnson and I think I
know him just about as well as any man in Texas; I think
he's outstanding in every way, and there's a lot of
people that don't like a lot of things he did and |
there's some things I don't like he did, and there's
a helluva lot of things I did that he don't like. But
anyway, 1 think he's a great man of all times.

PB: Pcllowing the war, I believe that you had a considerable
fight in order to retain Camp Swift as long as you éould
out here near town.

WR: Yes, sir, we ..... 'course, all of us hated tc see Camp
Swift go. It was, as you said beforg, one of the out-
standing camps, and about aé‘pretty a camp as we had in
Texas, and so we were trying to locate something to go
into the camp without disposing of it. So we took it up

with the Congressman at that time, and he went so far

-+

as to bring Senator Symington down here to look it over
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and see Jjust what they had at Camp Swif't so that he
could help try to hold the camp. At that time he went
ahead and they got them to kinda postpone it for a shcert
time, and they were going to put another unit in here.
I don't remember what it was, but they put another unit
down here for a while. Then later on, when they had

to go to disposing of it, and sellling it out, why,
Lyndon helped through the city and to get the buildings
that are at the present time out here that belongs to
the Legion, and through him we've got these buildings,
and the Legion owns them at the present time.

PB: Symington, I believe, was he not Secretary of Defense
at that time?

WR: Yes.

PB: And then he ran‘for the Senate after serving as Secretary.

WR: Yes, that's right.

PB: I think in terms cof your political acﬁivities, one of
the big occasions was that fish fry.A That was in, 1
believe ..... what year was that? Was it 1959°?

WR: I'm not positive, but it was the year that he was making
his race for Vice President. We thought at that time that
he was going to make his announcement that year as

President. All of us all over this country was trying
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to get him to go ahead and announce that he would be a
candidate for President, but he didn't do it.

OCkay, well now teil us about the fish fry.

¥211l, the Tenth Congressional District, we had a meeting
sver at Austin and had people from all over the Tenth
Congressional District to put on a party. So after
talking it over we decided to put on a big fish fry.

It was the whole entire Tenth Congressional District;

it wasn't Bastrop at all; it was the whole entire district -
for Lyndon Johnson. And so we organized and decided to
havz the fishfry In Bastrop. They made me chairman of
the committee ..... of all these different committees.

So we went ahead and we organized our committees all over
the district and everyone that I had asked to help or do
anything was exceptionally willing to help.

I understand there was a little question raised about

how you were going to pay for all this.

Yes there was a question. We thought that when we first
started we'd try to put on étfree one. And the Congress-
man told us we couldn't do that recause it was going to
run tco big, so then we went ahead and sold tickets.

And where'd you get the fish for all this?

Wzll, that'!s ancther questlon, where we got the fish,

you know. Some of them were bought!



LBJ Presidential Library ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://www.lbjlibrary.org Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781] http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

13

PB: ¥Ycu caught some of them in the Cclorado River?

WR: Yes, some of them. They all come out of the Colorado
River, either around surrounding Bastrop or up around
Buchanan Dam up at the lakes.

PR: Some of them you had to buy. How much ..... how many
fish did you fry that night?

WR: We fried four thousand pounds of dressed fish.

PB: Four thousand pounds. My! How much money did you take
in?

WR: Well, after all expenses, we spent something like $4,000
and after all the expenses was paid, everybcdy pald, we
had a fraction, a few dollars over $900 left.

PB: My golly! Where'd you have this big shindig?

WR: Had it out here on the top of the hill at what we call
the Mayfest Ground. Of the $900 we had left, I sent
Sam Winters over at Austin $500 for the party that he
was putting on over there for Lyndon Johnson and then we
pulled a barbecue for Homer Thornberry that cost over
$400. |

PR: That used up the nine .....

WR: Used up the money we had on hand.

PBR: That was cne of the biggest parties ever thrown in these
pzrts, wasn't it?

WR: It was the biggest party that was ever thrown in this

country, We figured that they passed cut over four
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thousand plates down the lines, and so we figured, there
was cover four thousand plates, and at that party we had
Governor Daniels and his wife, we had Homer Thornberry
and his wife, we had Charliie Herring and his wife,
President Johnson and his wife, well, everybody in the
whole country was here.

PB: He was not President then, though; he was .....

WR: No, he was .....

PB: He was the majority leader of the Senate?

WR: Yes.

PB: Mr. Mayor, ycu mentloned the fact a while ago that after
that first campaign for Congress you became very good
friends with Mr. Johnson, and worked in all his campaigns.
You were the mayor cf a city and of course had some
influence among your compatriocts around here. Tell me
how a man goes about working in a campalgn like that.

WR: Well, the first thing you got to do, you got to organize.
You got to get your committees to working. And there
are all kinds of ways ..... ithe Senator would get on the
telephone and call people cr go see people in person
and contact all the influential people around all over
tne county and they were urged to go cast their votes
for rnim., When they had a good long ticket to vote on,

why, we'd tell them to go down there and vote for Lyndon



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

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

More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://discoverlbj._org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

]
T G, A T A 14 SR B o et Tee,

G Tt e Pl e e oo el eyl aion e

r'vj': "'\"v

Pr: con iU had Lo do everythilng by radlo ov by word of monlh,
It wouwld seem you wer
tnis part of the coun

WR: Fe always carried Bastrop.
resall that he evar lost Paztrop county,

PE: Can you nane sone of ths other prominent supporiars in SYhe
Tenthn Dizbtrict, that you knew?

W3y Oh, yeg, there's a whnole bunch of them around here, YWell,
youi hale whern we had our flsh fry, the ayor fron
Smithville and th=s IMayor from Zlglina, snd dr. Howard Rivers
fenm thie peonls who really had
IR imoin every

PE: MNow you bl hhlas fisnh fry and you bal the re VS
of all th2 ten countlies in thls corvrressional district
Trhere - 2142 T understand  gou to 352y thils wss Suppoesed
o lavnch IMr, Jommson's campalign for the Presidsncy?

Ey Ye thouzbt thalt pozsibly ne 'v.r_r':s".,lzlfl arnounce that ~ight ans
A oaandidate for oreridorty Yoot he 314, A o I



LBJ Presidential Library ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://www.lbjlibrary.org Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781] http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

16

said before, 1t was one of the biggest things in the
whole country that we ever had here. We had fifty acres
cut there all 1it up where they had parking space, we
had the sheriff's posse on horseback to park all the
automobiles. It was one of the biggest things that was
ever in thls country.

PB: Mr. Mayor, when you were out campaigning with the President
and he'd get a bunch of people back in the back end of
the stores as you described a while ago, what would he
say to them? How would he talk to them?

WR: Well, he'd just sit down there and go to talking to them
about everything, about their farming and everything that
was in life, just whatever was coming up in life .....
he very seldom ..... would tell them all, that he wanted
to be elected, and things 1like that, but he didn't go
toc strong on it, he just ..... more making them a
visit, being with them.

PB: Do you think that he really enjoyed contacting people
like that?

WR: I know he did. I know he did. And as I said before,
when he was cut campaigning and making those trips all
cvar the country and come on back to my house here and
piile up in bved with his shces on and sleep til my wife

got him something to eat, and then he'd lie down again.
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PR: You mean you sort of worked out of .....
Y\N’R : Ye S .

PR: ..... out of your house. I don't imagine your wife
appreciated him putting .....

WR: She was glad to have him, We thought lots of him.
Still do.

PB: Well, no man puts his shoes on your bedspread; that
ain't so good.

WR: Well, she didn't fuss much then.

PB: Mr. Mayor, I understand that when the telephone company
changed over to the dial system fcor long distance you
had a very interesting telephone conversation. Can you
tell us about it?

WR: Yes. At that time I called the ..... I believe he was
still Senator. I called him long distance and made the
first call over long distance after the system went over
to the new dial system.

PB: Did he answer the call himself? Did'you get him on the
line? ’

WR: Yes, I talked to him myself. I talked to him in person
myself.

PB: How long did that conversation last? The man is known
for long conversations, isn't he?

WR: It wasn't too long, because neither one of us had mcney

to pay for it.
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PR: By the way, you made a comment a while agc beflcre we
started taping about ..... well, you were talking about
the things you got for Bastrop as mayor with the
assistance of the Congressman. How 'bout your remunera-
ticn? Does the mayor of Bastrop get a salary?

WR: At that time, yes. We were getting a nice salary,
we were getting $25 a month.

PB: And all these telephone calls that you had to make to
the Congressman and to his successors as well, .....

WR: I never called the Congressman, not the ..... President
Johnson or Homer Thornberry or any of the rest of them
collect. I paid for every call that I ever put in.

PB: Looking back at your long association with Mr. Johnson,
how would you sum up the character of this man? I know
yvou think a great deal of him because he's been your
friend over a great many years. But we would like to
have your summary of what sort of a man he is.

WR: As I said a few minutes ago that I guess I always thought
that I knew Lyndon about as'well as any man in Texas,
and we were very, very close together. And I think that

Lyndon is a good deal like I am. He enjoyed doing some-

<t

hing for somebody else and helping somebody else. And

-

nally, I don't see how anyone, especially in Texas,
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3 vote against him., PBecause he's done everything
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that was pcssible to be done that he could do for the
people, and not himself. And I think he's one of the

outstanding men, and I think I know him.
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