
Presidential Visits

	Tucked away in the southeastern corner of the Buckeye State, Ohio University had not seen such excitement since the 1960 football team won the College Division National Championship with a 10-0 record.
	The hill country surrounding Athens and the university sat in the economically disadvantaged region of Appalachia, no better setting for a speech delivered by the President of the United States centering on the recently declared War on Poverty.
	Word spread quickly through campus. Lyndon Baines Johnson on the West Portico of Memorial Auditorium at noon on May 7, 1964 – two days after my twenty-first birthday by the way. For three or four days prior to the big event 
men with military style haircuts who looked uncomfortable in their casual dress sat in bars and restaurants on the lookout for any talk of disruptive activities. Secret Service agents for sure.
	On the morning of May 7, Air Force One landed at Lockbourne Air Force Base near Columbus and the President and his party transferred to helicopters for the 75-mile trip to Athens where they landed on the grass at Don Peden Stadium.
	A motorcade brought the President to campus where an audience of several thousand students, faculty and townies awaited. The crowd was so thick at least one onlooker brought a ladder to better view the President.
	LBJ spoke for a half hour, his speech interrupted several times by applause. While I was interested in his words, I could not help but notice the black sheets covering the wrought iron railing along the balcony of Memorial Auditorium. 
	
	A professor who was involved in the arrangements later told me there were weapons and other paraphernalia behind the sheets. I figured as much because there were several Secret Service agents surveying the crowd from their vantage point on the balcony. I recognized Rufus Youngblood, best known for using his body to shield then-Vice President Johnson during the November 1963 assassination of President Kennedy in Dallas. 
	Little did I know that balmy Spring day I would again cross paths with the 36th President.
***
	Fast forward to a few days before Christmas 1967. I was an Air Force journalist, my three stripes denoting the rank of sergeant, and assigned to Tan Son Nhut Air Base on the outskirts of Saigon, capital of the Republic of South Vietnam.
	I barely had time to finish a morning coffee when Major Ed Johnson, the second ranking officer of the Combat News Division of the 7th Air Force Directorate of Information told me and Sergeant Steve Sprague to pack a bag for a few days out of country.
	When we boarded a C-141 Starlifter aircraft, Major Johnson outlined the mission: The President of the United States was stopping at Cam Ranh Bay up the Vietnamese coast before heading to Korat Air Base, Thailand to deliver a Christmas message and present medals to Air Force aircrew members. We would cover the Korat visit, reporting the President’s remarks, interviewing medal recipients and making sure the ubiquitous hometown news release forms were completed.
	“Get some rest,” the major advised, “because Air Force One arrives around 3 a.m. and we need to be on the flightline by 2.”
	Sure enough, Air Force One arrived on time. I found myself in the center of a U-shaped formation of military journalists and others assigned to greet LBJ. Before I knew it, the President – all six feet four of him – stood before me. A hand the size of a first 

baseman’s mitt thrust outward.  Instictively, I reached out and we shook hands like two old friends who had not met for some time. 
	The President looked at me, determined my rank, and this conversation ensued.
	“Where y’all from, Sergeant?”
	“New York, sir.”
	“New York...New York, mighty fine state. I’m from Texas, you know.”
	“Yes sir, I’ve heard that.”
	The President moved on, asking the same question of the next fellow down the line...and probably the next and the next...

***
	Fast forward again, this time about 45 years. During a visit to Austin, my cousin Ellen took me to the Johnson Ranch. Ellen, myself, a young couple and a park ranger were the only people at the ranch that morning. I had told Ellen the story of my conversation with LBJ and she insisted I tell the others.
	I did and they were impressed by the 24 words exchanged between the President and me, a snippet forever deposited in the memory bank of my mind.








