
  myth america                                             by martin zamyatin                         

   

      Inside Pissing Out 
  It’s probably better to have him 

inside the tent pissing out, 
than outside the tent pissing in. 

Lyndon B. Johnson on J.Edgar Hoover

A LTHOUGH IT WAS WELL KNOWN 
that he despised John F. Kennedy, that didn’t 
stop Lyndon Johnson from agreeing to be 
his vice presidential running mate in 1960.
   Johnson (widely known as ‘LBJ’) was 
reported to have pointed out to confidents 
that “one in four presidents dies in office,” 
referring to the odd fact that every president 
between 1840 and 1940 elected in a year 
ending in zero had died in office—and 1960, 
of course, fell into the fatal sequence.    
   Some historians suspect LBJ may have 
blackmailed JFK into putting him on the 
ticket by threatening to expose JFK's 
scandalous sex life using dirt provided by 
powerful FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover.

Hoover had files on virtually everyone of 
consequence in Washington—including LBJ 
—who retained him as FBI director, 
preferring to have him as a potential ally 
rather than an enemy.
  LBJ was known for forcing subordinates 
into humiliating situations, exposing his 
genitals and frequently conducting face-to-
face conversations with aides while 
urinating in the sink or sitting on the toilet. 
While these incidents may seem petty or 
salacious, they provide insights into LBJ’s 
outsize ego and an underlying insecurity. 
His penchant for juvenile pranks may have 
been a not-so-subtle way of ‘marking his 
territory’ and keeping potential foes in line. 
   Ironically, while he could be arrogant, 
crass, and at times politically unscrupulous, 
LBJ was also capable of immense personal 
charm, especially when lobbying backstage 
for votes on his legislative agenda.



   While Kennedy was an idealist, LBJ was 
pragmatic and cunning, the consummate 
political animal. A Southern politician with 
the skill to manipulate, cajole, or otherwise 
sway other politicians around to his position, 
he once remarked, “I want real loyalty…
someone who will kiss my ass in Macy’s 
window, and say it smells like roses.”
As one seasoned political observer wrote, 
“Kennedy promised. Johnson delivered.”  
   While personally bigoted and having risen 
to power through an openly reactionary 
stance on race and labor rights (in private, 
he called the Civil Rights Act of 1957—
which he helped get passed as Senate 
majority leader—the “nigger bill”), LBJ 
nonetheless championed groundbreaking 
civil rights and anti-poverty legislation. 
   Despite all the evidence indicating that 
LBJ was motivated purely by political 
opportunism (he allegedly stated to two 
governors, “I’ll have them niggers voting 
Democratic for two hundred years.”), 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965 remain his greatest 
achievements as president. However, much 
of his ‘Great Society’ program—which 
included Medicare, Medicaid, and the Food 
Stamp Act—later came to be viewed by 
many as ‘governmental overreach.’
   Ironically, LBJ’s skill at advancing his 
domestic agenda was of no use—even 
counter-productive—in guiding his foreign 
policy. (His notorious comment to the Greek 
ambassador in regard the issue of Cyprus 
was characteristic of LBJ’s bullying tactics: 
“Fuck your parliament and your constitution. 
America is an elephant…Greece is a flea.”)
   Despite his early legislative successes, 
LBJ’s popularity was in steep decline by 
1968, with antiwar protests and race riots 
breaking out throughout the country.   

In addition, the assassinations of Robert 
Kennedy and Martin Luther King 
contributed to a widespread impression that 
the country was rapidly falling apart. 
   LBJ confided to aides on taking office that 
he knew the Vietnam War—which he called 
his “bitch mistress”—was unwinnable, but 
he “wasn't going to be the first American 
president to lose a war.” Shortly after he 
remarked to a meeting of business leaders, 
“Make no mistake about it …We are going 
to win,” the CIA staged a phony attack in the 
Gulf of Tonkin to justify a U.S. invasion.   
   Troops escalated to a peak of 500,000 
during eight years of illegal, undeclared 
ground war. After enemy troops occupied 
neighboring Laos and Cambodia, the U.S. 
secretly dropped two million tons of bombs 
on the neutral countries—more than it had 
dropped in all of WWII—killing 350,000 
civilians in what one outraged reporter 
called “the most appalling episode of 
lawless cruelty in [American] history.” 
   Facing a rising tide of protest, LBJ 
casually dismissed the demonstrators, 
remarking coldly, “If you've got ‘em by the 
balls, their hearts and minds will follow.” 
But after hearing popular news anchor 
Walter Cronkite say the war was unwinnable, 
he told advisors, “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve 
lost middle America,” and announced that 
he wouldn’t run for reelection. 
   Seeking solace in retirement, LBJ 
returned to old habits of chain-smoking and 
drinking. He suffered his third heart attack 
and died in January, 1973 at the age of 64—
ironically, almost to the day on which he 
would have left office, had he run for a 
second term and won.
   LBJ was buried on his Texas ranch, now a 
national historic landmark. The nearest 
toilet stall is about a mile down the road. ◾


