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 JFK & LBJ: A Time for Greatness  

Reveals President Johnson’s Pivotal Role in the  

Passage of Two Landmark Bills 

Tuesday, August 4 at 9 pm on PBS 

 
THIRTEEN’s documentary marks the 50th anniversary of the  

Voting Rights Act of 1965 

 

Excerpts from secret White House recordings show historic 

partnership between President Johnson and  

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 
 

For many, President Lyndon B. Johnson is chiefly remembered for escalating the 

United States military involvement in Vietnam.  But his legacy is much more than his 

role in the Vietnam War.  In fact, Johnson engineered the passing of two of the most 

important laws Congress ever approved: the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965. 

 As we celebrate the 50th anniversary of President Johnson's signing of the 

Voting Rights Act on August 6, 1965, JFK & LBJ: A Time for Greatness airing 

nationally, Tuesday, August 4, 2015 from 9-10 p.m. on PBS (check local listings), 

examines how Johnson meticulously worked behind the scenes to outwit the 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Southern segregationists who were determined to maintain the racial divide. He 

cajoled, flattered, wheeled and dealed, using all the tricks he had learned as a long-

serving Senator, to ultimately transform America.  

Narrated by Morgan Freeman, JFK & LBJ is from the team that produced 

JFK: OnePM Central Standard Time which aired on PBS in commemoration of the 

50th anniversary of the assassination of President Kennedy. The dramatic events are 

told through rare archival footage and reenactments with actor Mark Murphey as 

Johnson and Dené Hill as Geraldine Whittington, who Johnson hired, the first 

African American secretary to the President.  

Featured in the documentary are Whittington’s school friend Alma Cropper 

and cousin Gladys Holt Peevy who reflect on the significance of Whittington’s hire to 

the African American community.  

 Excerpts from secret White House tapes show that just a few hours after 

Kennedy’s funeral, when Johnson assumed the presidency, he called Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. 

  

Johnson: “I’ve been locked up in this office and I haven’t seen it but I want to 

tell you how grateful and how worthy I want to try to be of all your hopes.”  

 

Dr. King: “Well, thank you very much.  I’m so happy to hear that and I knew  

that you had just that great spirit and you know you have our support and 

backing…I think one of the great tributes that we can pay in memory of 

President Kennedy is to try to enact some of the great, progressive policies 

that he sought to initiate.” 

 

Johnson: “Well, I’m going to support them all and you can count on that.”  

 

This exchange, like others in the film, seamlessly position Murphey with the 

actual recorded voice of the historical figure.  

Two days after Kennedy’s burial, Johnson delivered a speech that made 

known to America how he would ensure Kennedy’s legacy. “No memorial oration or 

eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy’s memory than the earliest 

possible passage of the Civil Rights bill for which he fought so long.”  

 The Civil Rights Act of 1964 is considered one of the crowning legislative 

achievements of the civil rights movement, but the Voting Rights Act that followed 

the next year changed the country forever. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

JFK & LBJ details how the Selma to Montgomery marches coupled with 

Johnson’s historic, nationally televised “We Shall Overcome” speech before a joint 

session of Congress on March 15, 1965, led to the passage of the Voting Rights bill 

protecting the rights of minorities. 

 “That was the first time hearing an American president using the theme song 

of the Civil Rights movement,” said U.S. Representative John Lewis for Georgia’s 5th 

congressional district, who is featured in the documentary. “I looked at Dr. King. 

Tears came down his face. He cried. And we all cried a little. And he said: ‘We will 

make it from Selma to Montgomery. And the Voting Rights Act will be passed.’ And 

he was right.” 

How did a man like Johnson – raised, as the film demonstrates, with the 

racial prejudices of his time – became a champion of equality?  

The documentary chronicles Johnson’s extraordinary moral journey through 

interviews with those closest to him and those involved in these historical events, 

including Senior Presidential Aide Joseph Califano, Civil Rights adviser Harris 

Wofford, and principal speechwriter Richard Goodwin (the man who penned 

Johnson's famous 'We shall overcome' speech).  

Also featured in the program are former CBS News correspondent Roger 

Mudd, who was sent to cover the Civil Rights debate each day; historian and Johnson 

biographer Doris Kearns Goodwin; author Todd Purdum (An Idea Whose Time Has 

Come); U.S. Rep. John Lewis; and Johnson’s daughter Luci Baines Johnson. 

Among his other accomplishments, Johnson sent a signal to America to end 

Jim Crow segregation by walking into The Forty Acres Club, a totally white club, with 

Whittington on his arm; appointed Thurgood Marshall to the Supreme Court, the 

Court's first African-American justice; instituted the programs of the Great Society 

(i.e., public broadcasting, Medicare, Medicaid, environmental protection, aid to 

education, the abolition of poverty) and more.  

JFK & LBJ: A Time for Greatness is a Colonial Pictures Production. 

Producer and director for Colonial Pictures is Alastair Layzell. Executive in charge for 

WNET is Stephen Segaller. Executive producer for THIRTEEN is Steve Burns. 

Coordinating producer for THIRTEEN is Stephanie Carter. 
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About WNET 
As New York’s flagship public media provider and the parent company of THIRTEEN 
and WLIW21 and operator of NJTV, WNET brings quality arts, education and public 
affairs programming to more than 5 million viewers each week. WNET produces and 
presents such acclaimed PBS series as Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, 
PBS NewsHour Weekend, Charlie Rose and a range of documentaries, children’s 
programs, and local news and cultural offerings available on air and online. Pioneers in 
educational programming, WNET has created such groundbreaking series as Get the 
Math, Oh Noah! and Cyberchase and provides tools for educators that bring compelling 
content to life in the classroom and at home. WNET highlights the tri-state’s unique 
culture and diverse communities through NYC-ARTS, Reel 13, NJTV News with Mary 
Alice Williams and MetroFocus, the multi-platform news magazine focusing on the New 
York region. WNET is also a leader in connecting with viewers on emerging platforms, 
including the THIRTEEN Explore App where users can stream PBS content for free.  
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