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            ‘If the United States does not lead, there will be no leadership. If the US instead turns inward, there will be a price to be paid later.’

            George H. W. Bushvi
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This is an affectionate portrait of a great President, at the time a friend, from whom a great deal could be learned today. George H. W. Bush and his sons were ‘One Nation’ Republicans seeking to unify rather than divide their country. He was a staunch opponent of the right-wing demagogues within his own party and sought to uphold very high standards in public life, banning his campaign team from making any personal attacks on Bill Clinton, with whom he formed a friendly relationship.

         In foreign policy there is, in my opinion, much to be learned from the way in which Bush dealt with the Chinese leadership post-Tiananmen Square and from the extraordinary care, patience and sensitivity with which he dealt with the collapse of the Soviet Union. He had the unique good fortune to find himself dealing with Mikhail Gorbachev as its leader. But without his efforts at every stage to help, to avoid making things more difficult for the Soviet President and, especially, to avoid any American triumphalism, the Gorbachev reform process might well have ended sooner than it did.

         There followed the exceptional political courage he displayed in leading the campaign to evict Saddam Hussein. His Secretary of State, James Baker, and Vice-President, Dan Quayle, at one point xasked each other if they would have been prepared to risk their presidency to save Kuwait, the answer being almost certainly no.

         This book examines his attitude to the dramatically different presidency of his son, George W. Bush, and the extent to which a failure to follow Bush Senior’s example in dealing with Russia contributed to the crisis in Ukraine. It was at the point when George W. was pressing for the admission to NATO of Georgia and Ukraine that, as his Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, put it, ‘Moscow’s patience finally snapped.’

         Obama’s failure to uphold his ‘red line’ against the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian regime and his handover of the problem to Russia sent an unfortunate message to Vladimir Putin, by then planning his first invasion of Ukraine, as did the weakness of the Western response. According to Moscow sources, Putin also saw as a sign of weakness the United States’ chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan, despite the Russians’ own experiences there.

         As his record in office shows, George H. W. Bush would have been unlikely to make these mistakes. Nor would he have permitted relations with the United States’ traditional allies in the Middle East to reach the low point they are at today.

         Yet, as Rice also observed and as the East Europeans warned all along, the fundamental cause of the falling out with Russia rests with Putin and the atavistic Russian desire to recreate a new Russian empire in the ‘near abroad’. Ukraine posed no conceivable threat to Russia. Before launching his attempt to destroy the country, Putin was told that it would not be joining NATO. His campaign to discredit and undermine the alliance has succeeded so far only in strengthening it.

         A myth has developed that George H. W. Bush advised his son against invading Iraq. In reality, because he too was misled by the xiintelligence about Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction, he never did so, though he had other criticisms of that administration. This book describes the debate under George H. W. Bush’s successors as to whether or not the United States should continue to serve as the ‘indispensable nation’ – as he believed it should – and the manner in which that has been turned on its head by Putin.

         After the arguments in favour of doing less in the world by Barack Obama and ‘America First’ Donald Trump, how is it that Joe Biden, not a particularly strong or pugnacious leader, has now pledged America to defend Taiwan against China, to help thwart Russian aggression in Ukraine and, if necessary, to use force to prevent Iran becoming a military nuclear power? Despite the deep and acrimonious divisions in domestic policy, he has been able to do so with strong bipartisan support. Vertiginous sums in support of Ukraine have been approved in both houses of Congress with scarcely any debate.

         In my diplomatic career, I experienced at first hand, over the Falklands and in Bosnia, the validity of George H. W. Bush’s core belief in the ‘indispensability’ of the role the United States has to play in dealing with international crises, most notably in relation to Ukraine today, though also of Churchill’s observation that ‘the United States can be relied upon to do the right thing in the end, having first exhausted the available alternatives’.

         George H. W. Bush was a great believer in personal diplomacy. He would be alarmed by the lack of it today and of private Kissinger-like communications with the United States’ adversaries. He also was an exemplar of the difference one man can make, for without him there would have been no liberation of Kuwait.

         He was an extraordinarily friendly, gentlemanly and approachable person, including as President. I experienced many small xiikindnesses from him, including tiny handwritten notes of thanks whenever we were supporting the US on some issue, leaving me wondering how on earth he had the time to do this. When he invited me to drinks on the White House balcony in summer, he would point out the scorch marks left by Admiral Cockburn and his marines when they burned down the White House and other public buildings in Washington in 1814. I would try in vain to point out that this was in retaliation for the Americans burning down York (now Toronto) in Canada.

         There were many other encounters with him, including joining in some of those with his great friend, John Major. The last was at a forlorn dinner in the White House with some of his staff and friends a few days before Bill Clinton’s inauguration. None of us could really bear to see him go.

         I had by then had a friendly meeting with Bill Clinton and knew the incoming members of his foreign policy team. But it was hardly less painful to have to say goodbye to James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, Dick Cheney, Larry Eagleburger and Bob Gates, knowing how badly we would miss them.

         
            * * *

         

         Anyone writing subsequently about President George H. W. Bush owes an important debt to the exhaustive biography by Jon Meacham, published in the US eight years ago. For those wishing to know more detail about the former President, it is an indispensable resource and I strongly recommend reading it. It includes some quotations from the President’s diaries which have been incorporated in this book.xiii

         Other indispensable sources are the book George H. W. Bush wrote with Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed, and George W. Bush’s A Portrait of My Father. I also have relied on conversations at the time about him with James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, Colin Powell and Alan Greenspan. The Man Who Ran Washington by Peter Baker and Susan Glasser provides an invaluable perspective from James Baker’s point of view.

         My thanks are due to the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library, to James Stephens and Olivia Beattie at Biteback Publishing, to Chase Untermeyer and other associates of George H. W. Bush, to Sir John Major and Charles Powell, and to Marie-France Renwick for procuring the illustrations. xiv

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER ONE

            BORN WITH A SILVER SPOON

         

         The 41st President of the United States was happy to admit that, on 12 June 1924, he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. His grandfather, Samuel P. Bush, grew up in the Midwest. He owned and ran a steel-making company in Columbus, Ohio. A first-class amateur golfer who competed in the US Seniors tournament, he co-founded the Scioto Country Club, which featured a golf course where Bobby Jones won the US Open in 1926 and a young Jack Nicklaus learned to play.

         George Bush’s great-grandfather, James Smith Bush, had started the family tradition of studying at Yale, where George’s father, Prescott Bush, starred in the golf and baseball teams, sang in the Glee Club and volunteered to join the Connecticut National Guard.

         Halfway through his studies, the United States entered the First World War. Reserve Lieutenant Prescott Bush left for France as a field artillery officer in the US forces under the command of General John ‘Black Jack’ Pershing. When Germany surrendered, he served in the occupation forces there.

         After the war, while working in St Louis, Prescott met and married Dorothy, the daughter of George Herbert Walker, who had founded his own investment firm there. Moving his business 2to New York, George Walker merged it with that of W. Averell Harriman, becoming chairman of the combined company. As it prospered mightily, he acquired a yacht, a Rolls-Royce and numerous properties, including eleven acres of land on the shore, which became known as Walker’s Point, in Kennebunkport, Maine, and which served the Bush family as their principal holiday retreat thereafter. An accomplished sportsman and golfer, George Herbert Walker founded the Walker Cup international golf tournament.

         Prescott Bush also joined W. A. Harriman, which merged with Brown Brothers to become, as Brown Brothers Harriman, a major force on Wall Street. Averell Harriman, a future Governor of New York and Roosevelt’s envoy to Churchill, was a Democrat; Prescott Bush a Republican believer in the principle that ‘who governs best governs least’. Following the merger, George Herbert Walker broke away to re-establish his own Wall Street firm, subsequently run by his son, George Herbert Walker Junior.

         George H. W. Bush’s mother, Dorothy, was renowned to be just as competitive at sports, particularly tennis, as the men in her family. The children grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut. The meticulously brought up George earned two family nicknames, one of which was to haunt him later. The first was ‘Have half’, as, when given a treat, that is what he would say when offering to share it with his brother or a friend. The other, used as a term of mockery against him later, was ‘Poppy’. His father being known as Pop, the child, as Pop Junior, was called Poppy. His political opponents and press critics thereafter would make use of the name as a way of suggesting that he was preppy and effete, though the latter charge was singularly inappropriate in his case.

         Along with his elder brother, Prescott Junior, the young George was despatched to the best-known private school in the US, the 3Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. George proved to be in his element there. His academic achievements were not outstanding, but he was chosen by his teammates as captain of the baseball and soccer teams and playing manager of the basketball team. He was elected president of his senior class and described by his tutor as ‘markedly a gentleman’. When a Jewish boy, Bruce Gelb, was being harassed, George intervened to stop the bullying. Gelb later served in the Bush administration as director of the US Information Agency.

         During the Christmas break of 1941, aged seventeen, George attended a dance at a country club in Greenwich. There he encountered an attractive sixteen-year-old brunette called Barbara Pierce. He wanted to ask her to dance but didn’t know how to waltz. They agreed to meet at a Christmas party in Rye, New York. This time, they did manage a dance (not a waltz) and formed an instant attraction. He gave her a kiss which, ever thereafter, she swore was her first.

         
​SHOT DOWN IN THE PACIFIC

         By this time, the world had changed. On Sunday 7 December 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, destroying much of the US Pacific fleet and killing 2,400 Americans. The Andover senior year was addressed by Henry Stimson, an alumnus of the college and Roosevelt’s Secretary for War. He advised the graduating students to go to university. They would have the opportunity to join the military later. Prescott Bush strongly agreed, urging his son to go to Yale and enlist thereafter. Instead, George enlisted for training as a Navy pilot on the first day he could, 12 June 1942, his eighteenth birthday. His father’s permission was required for him to enlist at that age. It was the first time he had seen his father cry.

         4George elected to be trained as a naval torpedo bomber pilot. It was hard to think of any more dangerous occupation in the campaign against the Japanese in the Pacific. His training commenced on an open cockpit Stearman N2S-3 at the US naval base in Minneapolis. The plane was known to the cadets as the ‘Yellow Peril’ because it was painted yellow and could prove dangerous to fly; also as the ‘Washing Machine’, given the number of cadets who did not succeed in their pilot training and were washed out of the programme. George described his first solo flight as ‘one of the greatest thrills of my life’.

         By the time the commanding officer awarded him his flight wings at the Corpus Christi Naval Air Station in June 1943 he had grown two inches since enlisting, bringing him to 6ft 2in. He was not quite nineteen years old, making him the youngest pilot in the US Navy.

         Barbara, meanwhile, was studying at Smith College in Massachusetts. They spent two weeks of his leave together at Walker’s Point in Maine, where they decided to get engaged. Though this was supposed to be secret, their attachment was obvious to everyone. In December 1943, before the commissioning of the aircraft carrier USS San Jacinto for service in the Pacific, their engagement became official, with George writing to Barbara: ‘How lucky our children will be to have a mother like you.’ His mother gave her son a star sapphire engagement ring, which he presented to Barbara, who never failed to wear it thereafter. George wrote to his mother that, unlike his crew mates, he intended to remain celibate until he could marry Barbara.

         From the deck of the San Jacinto, with the aid of a catapult which he ‘was mighty glad worked’, Bush now was flying the single engine Avenger torpedo bomber, carrying four 500-pound bombs. The 5carrier sailed through the Panama Canal to Pearl Harbor, where he saw the wreckage of the US battleships destroyed by the Japanese. Following victories in the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, the US Navy was engaged in the progressive destruction of the Japanese bases across the Pacific. The reality of war hit home for Bush in an encounter with the Japanese forces on Wake Island. The attack was successful, but his roommate and closest friend on the carrier, Jim Wykes, crashed while on patrol. Bush wrote to Wykes’s mother: ‘We have lost a beloved friend.’

         It very nearly was his turn next. As his Avenger took off by catapult from the carrier, the oil pressure failed, obliging him to crash-land the plane tail first on the water. He and the crew climbed out onto the wing, inflated the life raft and paddled away as the bombs exploded beneath them. An accompanying destroyer, the C. K. Bronson, scooped Bush and his crewmates up in a cargo net. Not long after, on deck at night, he witnessed an arriving plane missing the tail hook and crashing into the gun mounting and the sailors having to clean up the remains of the pilot and crew.

         On 2 September 1944, the pilots on the carrier were briefed for an attack on the radio tower on the heavily fortified island of Chichi Jima. Bush flew with his usual crewman, the radio operator John Delaney, but that day, Lieutenant Ted White asked if, to see the weapons system in action, he could replace the usual gunner, Leo Nadeau. Bush agreed, though White was warned that this could be a rough trip, as they had taken heavy fire over Chichi Jima the day before.

         Take-off was at 7.15 a.m., with four Avengers covered by Hellcat fighters flying above them. Bush’s plane was third in line to dive towards the target. As they did so, they encountered a barrage of anti-aircraft fire. They were diving through tracer fire with shells 6exploding all around them. The Avenger lurched as it was hit, the cockpit filled with black smoke and fire ran along the wings.

         Struggling to complete the mission, Bush held the plane steady on its 200-mile-an-hour dive, released the bombs, which he believed hit the target and, with the plane on fire, called on his crew to ‘hit the silk!’ meaning bale out. The other pilots in the squadron heard him give the order. He tilted the plane to try to release the pressure on the crew door, unbuckled his harness, dived out of the cockpit and pulled the rip cord on his parachute.

         In doing so, he gashed his head and tore his parachute on the tail of the plane, hitting the sea hard and submerging. Surfacing with his head bleeding and his lungs full of sea water, he struggled to swim away from the enemy shore. Above him he saw Doug West, another Avenger pilot, tip his wings towards an object floating in the water. This was a life raft dropped by one of the other US planes, which had seen his aircraft crash. He climbed in and started paddling with his hands. The planes above him laid down fire to deter the small boats from the island despatched by the Japanese to capture him.

         For the next three hours, he kept paddling under a baking sun, refusing to give up, with however little prospect of success, until he saw a black object in the water approaching him. To his amazement and relief, this turned out to be the periscope of an American submarine, the USS Finback. The captain of his squadron had alerted the submarine, patrolling to try to rescue pilots who were shot down. He was rescued just before noon. Two sailors hauled him out of his raft with the words ‘Welcome aboard, sir.’

         During his enforced stay on the submarine, he suffered nightmares about the crash. One of his crewmen had been seen to fall from the plane, but his parachute failed to open; the other had gone 7down with it. Bush agonised about the loss of his crew and whether he could have done more to save them, writing to his parents that he felt ‘so terribly responsible for their fate’.

         He wrote anguished letters to their families, telling them how much he wished that he had been able to do more to save them. He received an extraordinary reply from the sister of Jack Delaney, who wrote:

         
            You mention in your letter that you would like to help me in some way. There is a way, and that is to stop thinking you are in any way responsible for your plane accident and what has happened to your men. I might have thought you were if my brother Jack had not always spoken of you as the best pilot in the squadron.

         

         Quietly religious, he never forgot what had happened to his comrades, wondering how he had been saved when they were not. Forty years later, on being elected President, he invited their sisters to a private meeting with him at the White House.

         He spent a month on the submarine before re-joining his squadron. In December, he received a month’s leave. He arrived in Rye, New York, on Christmas Eve, to be welcomed at the station by Barbara. They got married forthwith, with Bush in his naval uniform, on 6 January 1945.

         After a brief honeymoon on Sea Island in Georgia, Bush returned to his squadron, which was preparing for the invasion of Japan, with the prospect of horrendous casualties. Bush and his comrades were spared the high likelihood of being among them when, conventional bombing having failed, President Truman authorised the dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Bush, unsurprisingly, contended ever afterwards that this had been justified.

         8The Japanese surrendered on 2 September 1945. Bush had logged over 12,000 hours in the air for the Navy, flying fifty-eight combat missions and making 126 carrier landings. He was decorated with the Distinguished Flying Cross and Pacific Campaign Medal. To celebrate the end of the war, his family watched him fly over Walker’s Point in his Avenger. On 18 September 1945, over three years after enlisting on his eighteenth birthday, George Bush was discharged from the Navy.

         In 2002, he made a return visit to Chichi Jima. Welcomed by the islanders, he encountered one of the Japanese defenders, who mentioned their amazement that the US Navy should have gone to such extraordinary lengths to save a single downed pilot. His heroism in the Second World War did not prevent Bush later, about to announce his candidacy to succeed Ronald Reagan as President, being pilloried in Newsweek as a ‘wimp’ and described on its cover as ‘Fighting the “Wimp Factor”’. In response to this disgraceful episode of political journalism, Bush’s mild reply was that his combat colleagues hadn’t thought so.

         
​CATCHING THE OIL FEVER

         In November 1945, George Bush enrolled at Yale. Five members of his family had preceded him there. His eldest son, George Walker Bush, later known as ‘W’, was born in the New Haven Hospital on 6 July 1946. Yale was to leave a lasting mark on Bush Senior, who cherished its traditions, including the Glee Club and another singing club, the Whiffenpoofs, members of which in later years he would invite to the White House to entertain his guests.

         He and the many friends he made there found themselves in a student community still predominantly of the same class, though 9half his entry had served in the armed forces. He graduated honourably (Phi Beta Kappa, admission to which required high grades). In reality, as he put it, he majored in baseball and minored in economics. He became captain of the baseball team, won a prize for leadership and was a popular figure on campus. Most importantly to him, he followed his father by being inducted into the secret society, Skull and Bones, admission to which was limited to the leading undergraduates of their year.

         Though he was accused ever after of being very wealthy, this was not in fact the case. He had wealthy connections, but the family ethos was that the male children, having been given a good education, thereafter must go out and make their own way.

         When it came to finding a job, the obvious course was for him to become a banker in the Wall Street firm of his uncle, George Herbert Walker Junior, or at Brown Brothers Harriman, where his father was entrenched. But his war service had reinforced a strongly independent streak in his character. Commuting between Greenwich and New York with a deskbound job did not appeal to him. A friend of his father, Neil Mallon, head of Dresser Industries, which was the main supplier of drilling equipment to the oil industry, told him to ‘head out to Texas and those oilfields’.

         He realised that this would be hard on Barbara but felt that he had ‘hit the proverbial jackpot’ in marrying her. Taking a job with a Dresser subsidiary, they moved with their small son to a town Barbara had never heard of called Odessa, Texas. They rented initially half an apartment connected by a common bathroom, only to find that the other tenants, mother and daughter, were prostitutes, with the bathroom frequently occupied by their clients.

         Bush’s ambition ‘to learn the oil business and make money’ 10caused him to gravitate to the boom town of Midland, Texas. The small house he bought there in what was then still a small, hot and dusty town of 20,000 people, plagued by sandstorms, cost $7,500.

         Having caught the ‘oil fever’, Bush now took a much bolder step, deciding to join a friend, John Overbey, who was one of the myriad small independent operators buying percentages of potential royalty rights from landowners and small tracts of land from the bigger oil companies, which the independents then would drill at their own expense. The challenge was to find investors for their development company, in which they were helped by the US tax code, which, to encourage exploration, allowed all unsuccessful drilling to be written off against taxes.

         Turning down a renewed more formal offer of a position with Brown Brothers Harriman, Bush sought funding for his company in New York and Washington and oil leases wherever he could. He was given a head start by investments from his uncle’s Wall Street firm, G. H. Walker, which co-owned the New York Mets baseball team. He also was helped by the financier Eugene Meyer, owner of the Washington Post and father of Katharine Graham.

         In the 1952 election won by Dwight D. Eisenhower, George’s father Prescott Bush was elected Senator from Connecticut. He had a major influence on his son, who revered him. At a Republican Party meeting in the course of his campaign, Prescott criticised to his face his fellow Republican, Senator Joseph McCarthy. He mock congratulated him for having created a new word in the English language, ‘McCarthyism’, before criticising the methods he was using in his campaign against Communism. He was soundly booed, which left him unperturbed, as he had expected to be.

         When lobbied one way or the other, Senator Bush would listen to the arguments but flatly refuse to declare in advance which way 11he would vote. With his son, George H. W., caught in the middle, he resisted pressure from the Texas oil industry to vote in favour of deregulation. In Washington, he became a regular golf partner and confidant of Eisenhower.

         George and Barbara’s second son, Jeb, was born in Midland in 1953, with the family then suffering a major tragedy, as their three-year-old daughter Robin was diagnosed with leukaemia. She was treated at the Memorial Sloan Kettering Hospital in New York. Barbara decreed that there must be no tears in front of the child, but nothing could be done to save her. George was beyond distraught at her loss, never allowing himself to forget her. Her photo later was kept in his desk in the Oval Office. Asked by a journalist in the 1980 presidential campaign whether, given his privileged upbringing, he had ever experienced any personal difficulty, he might have mentioned being shot down in the Pacific. Instead his reply was: ‘Have you had to watch your child die?’

         The Bush-Overbey firm was merged with that of the Liedtke brothers to form the Zapata Petroleum Corporation, named after the Marlon Brando film Viva Zapata, which was then showing in Midland. The combined capital of the company was $1 million. They had a major oil find on the West Jameson field in Coke County, Texas.

         From the time of Zapata becoming a public company in 1955, George Bush at thirty-one years old had made a modest fortune. The partners then agreed to split the company in two, with Bush managing the offshore assets, with new offshore drilling technology, and the Liedtke brothers retaining the far more profitable onshore business. The Bush family moved from Midland to Houston, centre of the offshore oil business, which, due to the risk of losing multi-million-pound drilling rigs to hurricanes, he found far 12more stressful. At one point a bleeding stomach ulcer caused him to collapse on a business visit to Lloyd’s, the company insurers in London. But, influenced by his father’s example, George Bush was becoming far more interested in politics.

         
​‘RESPONSIBLE CONSERVATISM’

         Prescott Bush was fiscally conservative but otherwise on the more liberal side of the Republican Party. In the formal hearings on the conduct of Senator McCarthy, Prescott Bush denounced him for having ‘caused dangerous divisions among the American people … Either you must follow Senator McCarthy blindly … or in his eyes you must be a Communist.’ He was one of twenty-two Republicans in the Senate (out of forty-four) formally to condemn him. His son deplored the fact that anyone who opposed McCarthy found themselves ‘subjected through the lunatic fringe to all sorts of abuse’.

         For the previous century, politics in Texas had been dominated by conservative southern Democrats. The so-called ‘yellow dog’ Democrats, it was claimed, would vote for a yellow dog rather than a Republican. This began to change when Eisenhower won the state in the 1952 and 1956 elections. In 1961, George Bush worked on the breakthrough election campaign for the Senate seat vacated by Lyndon Johnson when he became Vice-President, which was won by the Republican candidate, John Tower.

         Bush became chairman of the local Harris County branch of the party. This led to a confrontation with the John Birch Society, which he regarded as representing the lunatic fringe of the party. They wanted to withdraw the US from the United Nations, impeach the Chief Justice, Earl Warren, and abolish federal income tax. Bush detested their ‘mean humorless philosophy’. He banned his supporters from calling them ‘nuts’ but, when that didn’t work, 13decided simply to ignore them. He had discovered, he said, that ‘jugular politics, going for the opposition’s throat’ wasn’t his style.

         In 1964, he ran for the US Senate, laying out his case for ‘responsible conservatism’. He won the Republican primary, but Democrat voters far outnumbered Republicans in the state and Lyndon Johnson rallied to the support of the Democratic candidate, Ralph Yarborough. Bush still looked and sounded like an East Coast Ivy Leaguer. His campaign manager was appalled at his use in speeches of words like ‘profligate’, which, Bush was told, no regular Texan would ever use or understand. His Mercedes was replaced by a Chrysler. He had to be dissuaded from campaigning wearing a striped tie. Nevertheless, he won just over a million votes, though he lost the election. Republicans won just one of the 150 seats in the state assembly.

         Two years later, he ran for a newly created congressional seat in Houston. Denounced by his opponent as a carpet-bagger, he described himself as ‘Texan by choice, not by chance’ and there were plenty of new Texans in Houston. Supported in his campaign by Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, he won the seat with 57 per cent of the votes. The secret of his electoral success on this and later occasions was his likeability. He appeared to be reasonable, devoid of malice and eschewing extremism of any kind. Disliked by conservative ideologues, he did well in terms of his perceived trustworthiness with pretty well everyone else.

         When Bush became a Congressman, he sold all his shares in Zapata Offshore and took the then still unusual step of publicly declaring his net worth as $1.3 million. It did not increase much until after he handed over as President. It was not until after he left office that he became more seriously rich, mainly through his speaking engagements.

         14The family moved to Washington, with George W. away at college. As George Senior freely admitted, his son’s behaviour was causing the family a lot of concern at the time. Invited to take Tricia Nixon out on a date, he got drunk, spilling wine. There were plenty of worse episodes, with George W. returning home intoxicated, on one occasion supposedly offering to go ‘mano a mano’ with his father, and his parents making clear how disappointed they were in him.

         In the sharpest of contrasts to his father, George W. found little to like about Yale. He called himself a conservative on the by then liberal campus and was, he felt, looked down upon as coming from Midland, Texas, where he had grown up and gone to school, in stark contrast to his father’s upbringing in Greenwich, Connecticut. At Yale, he reacted by becoming, in James Baker’s words, a ‘delinquent, damn near’, notable for his bouts of heavy drinking and being arrested three times.

         George W. waited thirty-five years, by which time he was President and at war in Iraq, before returning to Yale to receive an honorary degree. Over 200 members of the Yale faculty signed a protest letter at the award being given to such a ‘mediocre man’. In a reference to his earlier escapades, he was, he observed, used to being followed by police with blue lights. To those who had achieved honours, he offered his congratulations. ‘And to the C students, I say, you too can be President of the United States.’

         George Bush Senior, meanwhile, became a popular and hard-working Congressman. He was the first freshman for decades to be appointed forthwith to the powerful House of Representatives Ways and Means Committee. He also was elected president of the Republican freshman class.

         In 1968, Congress voted on the Fair Housing Act, which outlawed 15racial segregation in selling or renting residential property. Bush’s congressional district was 90 per cent white and strongly opposed to the bill. Influenced by having witnessed black and white Americans fighting together in Vietnam, Bush alone among the Texas representatives (twelve Democrats and one Republican) voted for it, overcoming an initially hostile local reaction by explaining why he had done so.

         That year, he was re-elected from his district unopposed. Developing a consistent Bush theme, he urged an inclusive attitude to the Hispanic population. Mexican Americans are ‘essentially law-abiding and family-oriented and yet seem to be forgotten’, he told the Wall Street Journal. He also said that it was ‘too late’ to hide behind states’ rights in matters of race.

         In the Republican Party primaries, he surfaced as a Nixon loyalist, supporting him against Ronald Reagan. He was regarded by the Nixon camp as the coming man for the Republicans in Texas. He was mentioned by the New York Times in a list of possible moderate outsider candidates for the vice-presidency but was too junior to be seriously considered at the time.

         Before deciding whether to run again for the Senate following his first, unsuccessful, bid, he consulted Lyndon Johnson, with whom he was on friendly terms. Johnson told him that the difference between being a member of the Senate and being a member of the House was ‘the difference between chicken salad and chicken shit’!

         So in 1970, with Richard Nixon now President, Bush decided to try again for the Senate. His chances looked good against the liberal Democrat incumbent, Yarborough, and the Nixon White House contributed to his Senate campaign. But the odds worsened dramatically when the Democratic Party primary was won by Lloyd Bentsen, a decorated Second World War pilot, also a former 16Congressman from Texas and a well-known business executive in Houston. With Bush now running against a right-wing Democrat, the Dallas Morning News could not see ‘two cents’ worth of difference in their basic political philosophies’. Bentsen was on his way to becoming an iconic figure in Texas. Bush lost to him in quite a close race.

         Bush had given up his seat in the House of Representatives to run for the Senate. Summoned to the White House to discuss becoming an assistant to the President, Bush suggested to Nixon that instead he should be appointed US Ambassador to the United Nations, an idea that had been suggested to him by a well-connected friend, Charles Bartlett. This, he argued, also would enable him to act as a badly needed spokesman for the Nixon administration in solidly Democratic New York. The appointment came with a seat in the Cabinet.

         The New York Times observed that nothing in his record qualified him for it. But he threw himself into his new post in classic George Bush style, trying to establish close relationships with the other key UN Ambassadors, demonstrating a belief in personal diplomacy that was just as much in evidence when he became President. For these purposes, he and Barbara made the most of the palatial ambassadorial apartment in the Waldorf Astoria hotel.

         The burning issue at the time was whether the Taiwanese authorities or the Communist government should represent China at the UN. On behalf of the Nixon administration, Bush campaigned for dual representation. This position was undercut when the President despatched Henry Kissinger, then the national security advisor, to prepare for the historic Nixon visit to China. The dual representation battle was lost by fifty-nine votes to fifty-five, with several of 17those who had undertaken to vote for it changing their minds as news of the Kissinger mission broke.

         Bush insisted on accompanying the Taiwanese representative as he was obliged to walk out of the UN General Assembly, to a chorus of hisses and boos. He also had to use the US veto for what was then only the second time against a resolution condemning Israeli retaliation for the killing by Black September terrorists of eleven Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympic Games.

         When a journalist included him in a list of the most ‘overrated’ people in New York, Bush’s reaction was to throw a party for all the others on the list, including Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, owner of the New York Times.

         
​‘RESIGNATION IS NOW BEST FOR THIS COUNTRY’

         Following Nixon’s landslide victory in the 1972 presidential election, in which he won every state except Massachusetts, Bush was asked by Nixon to take over from Senator Bob Dole as chairman of the Republican National Committee. He had reservations about doing so, as he felt that this was ‘not a noble calling like affairs of state’. He feared that it would plunge him into the kind of partisan politics he disliked, but as the offer came from the President, he had to accept.

         During the election campaign, five men had been arrested breaking into the Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate Building in Washington. There ensued an increasingly desperate White House cover-up, with Nixon eventually firing the special prosecutor appointed to investigate and his Attorney General resigning. Bush wanted to believe the President’s denials of any direct involvement, though tape recordings from the Oval Office showed Nixon complaining that Bush had been weak in supporting him.

         18Bush was sincere in his belief in Nixon’s protestations of innocence but did not trust the White House staff. ‘This job’, he wrote in his diary, ‘is no fun at all.’ In July 1974, he wrote an agonised letter to his sons noting Nixon’s qualities but deploring his insecurity, poor judgement and disregard for Congress and the amoral way in which he had talked on the released White House tapes. On 5 August 1974, the ‘smoking gun’ tape was published, showing that Nixon had been lying all the time.

         On the following day, Bush told Nixon’s chief of staff, Alexander Haig, that the President would not have the votes to survive impeachment. On 7 August, he wrote privately to Nixon that ‘I now firmly feel resignation is best for this country, best for this President’. If he did so, history would accord his achievements a lasting respect. Bush was criticised for having delayed until this point telling Nixon to resign, but it is difficult to see what else he could have done in the absence earlier of firm proof. On the following day, Nixon announced his intention to resign.

         
​ENVOY TO CHINA

         As Gerald Ford took over as President, Bush was interviewed by him as a possible Vice-President, but ultimately the choice fell on Nelson Rockefeller. Bush was asked by Ford if he wished to be Ambassador to the UK or France. He asked about becoming the White House chief of staff. Instead he was steered towards becoming the head of the US liaison office in Beijing. Kissinger, by now Secretary of State, warned him that from time to time there would be some substantive work, ‘but for the most part you will be bored to death’. A few weeks later, Donald Rumsfeld, another up and coming star of the Republican Party, was appointed White House chief of staff.

         Bush did everything he could to learn about China and, despite 19his defence of Taiwan, already had befriended the Foreign Minister, Qiao Guanhua, from their time together at the UN. But, unsurprisingly, he found that all matters of real importance to do with China were dealt with by Kissinger as Secretary of State. A visit by President Ford gave him the opportunity to meet the by now ailing Mao Zedong and, more importantly, the future leader, Deng Xiaoping. He and Barbara became renowned in Beijing for exploring the capital on bicycles. When he returned to Beijing as President in 1989, the Chinese leaders welcomed him with the gift of a bicycle.

         The easy-going George Bush did not have any personal enemies in his party, but he did have a dangerous rival in the hyper-ambitious Donald Rumsfeld, who also had hoped to become Ford’s Vice-President. Eight years younger than Bush, Rumsfeld had served as a Congressman from Illinois since the age of thirty. Also a former Navy pilot, he had helped Ford in taking over as President and served briefly as the US Ambassador to NATO. As White House chief of staff, he engineered his own designation as Defense Secretary and advised Ford on other key appointments.

         
​‘YOU HAVE GIVEN HIM A POST THAT IS NOT CONSIDERED TO BE VERY GOOD’

         In Beijing, Bush was astonished to receive a telegram from Kissinger saying that Ford wanted to appoint him head of the CIA. Barbara was appalled. The CIA had been engulfed in a tidal wave of criticism from Congress and the media, as it was discovered to have been involved in a raft of illegal activities, including the monitoring of anti-war activists and other dissident groups. Congress was conducting its own investigation through the Church Committee, led by Senator Frank Church. Bush understood that, as the CIA director was supposed to be non-political, the post was a ‘graveyard’ 20in political terms. Even Deng Xiaoping told the visiting Ford, ‘You have given him a post that is not considered to be very good!’‘You’re talking like my wife,’ Bush replied. He told Kissinger that he would not have selected ‘this controversial position’ if the choice had been his. Nevertheless, he accepted the post offered by the President, as he felt bound to do.

         There could hardly have been a less promising time to do so. The Church Committee had revealed details of assassination plots against Fidel Castro and Patrice Lumumba. Congress cut off funding for the help the administration had been giving to the anti-Communist leader Jonas Savimbi in the Angolan civil war. The agency then was accused of involvement in the overthrow and death of President Allende in Chile. Leaks from the congressional inquiry led to the assassination of the CIA head of station in Greece. Frank Church and other Democratic Senators questioned how Bush could possibly be non-political as head of the agency.

         As Nelson Rockefeller was distrusted by the conservative wing of the Republican Party, he had been persuaded by Ford not to stand again for the vice-presidency ahead of the 1976 election. Bush was known to be one of the hopefuls on the list of potential Republican vice-presidential candidates, having presented himself to Ford as someone who might be acceptable to both wings of the party. When, in his hearings before the Senate committee, Bush was asked to confirm that he would not be a candidate for the Republican vice-presidential nomination in 1976, he declined to do so. Instead, to secure Senate approval for his appointment at the CIA, Ford himself promised that Bush would not be his vice-presidential nominee.

         Ford tried to persuade Bush that this was not on Rumsfeld’s advice, a conversation followed immediately by the head of Ford’s campaign telling Bush, ‘Rummy just got your ass!’

         21Having secured Senate approval as CIA director, Bush saw it as his task to seek to restore morale in the agency and enable it to carry on with what he considered to the important work it had to do around the world. He was furious about the many leaks from Congress that were damaging its ability to do so. He found a solid ally in Ford’s national security advisor, Brent Scowcroft. In one year, he was summoned to answer questions in Congress fifty-five times. As the leaks had revealed that a number of American overseas correspondents had been helping the agency for many years, Bush promised to protect the integrity of the press by ending this practice.

         Despite his reservations about being appointed to the post, Bush loved working at the agency. Barbara disliked this period in her life more than any other, in part because her husband did not feel free to talk even to her about his work with the CIA and probably also because of the amount of time he spent with his ‘office wife’. For Bush took with him to the agency Jennifer Fitzgerald, who also had worked with him in Beijing. An attractive 42-year-old divorcee, she became extremely close to him as his scheduler and gatekeeper, often accompanying him on business journeys. However, he knew that ‘she could be difficult’ and was not popular; James Baker could not stand her and nor could Barbara.

         Their closeness led to rumours in the CIA headquarters in Langley that they might be having an affair, for which no evidence has ever been produced. This did not prevent the press having fun at their expense by writing that Fitzgerald had served ‘in a variety of positions under’ Bush. When he became Vice-President, she continued to serve for two years as his scheduler, then as head of his congressional office. When he was elected President, she was moved to the State Department as deputy chief of protocol, where she 22insisted on an inflated salary. An arch-critic of Bush, Ann Devroy of the Washington Post spent two months investigating rumours of the supposed affair, only to report that she could find nothing to confirm them. When Ann Devroy was hospitalised with cancer, disregarding her hostile articles about him, Bush arranged for her to be treated at the M. D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston.

         George W., like his mother, was less forgiving of Bush Senior’s detractors, referring to another incessant critic, Maureen Dowd, who loved calling his father ‘Poppy’ and thought a lot worse of his son, as ‘the cobra’.

         In the event, Ford chose a more senior Republican than either Bush or Rumsfeld, Senator Bob Dole, as his running mate in the 1976 presidential election. During the campaign, Jimmy Carter asked for briefings from the CIA. These were provided to him by Bush personally. When Ford narrowly lost the election, Bush offered his resignation but, having grown to love the role, indicated to Carter that he might be persuaded to stay on. Carter was not interested, thereby saving Bush’s political career. If he had served in the Carter administration, his chances of ever becoming the Republican candidate for the presidency would have been zero.

         
​‘TEAM B’

         Extremely popular within the agency for restoring morale and defending it in Congress, Bush had to deal with fierce criticism from the right that détente had led the agency to be far too complacent about Soviet intentions and their development of ever more powerful inter-continental ballistic missiles. To counter this criticism, Ford and Bush commissioned an alternative assessment by a ‘Team B’, incorporating several of the leading critics. The Soviet expert Richard Pipes and Reagan’s future (successful) arms control 23negotiator Paul Nitze tackled head on the agency’s comforting assessment that the Soviets were not aiming for superiority but ‘sought only strategic parity’ with the US. Essentially, they won the argument about Soviet intentions, with Bush declaring that a new National Intelligence Estimate ‘presents a starker appreciation of Soviet strategic capabilities and objectives’. There followed under Carter the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and admission by Gorbachev that the Soviet Union had indeed been seeking military superiority.24
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            CHAPTER TWO

            ‘COULDN’T FIGURE OUT WHAT THE HELL TO DO’

         

         Following his resignation from the CIA, Bush went back to Houston ‘and couldn’t figure out what the hell to do’. When, to his dismay, his aunt, Mary Walker, felt obliged to sell Walker’s Point, he persuaded her to give him time to raise the money to buy it, his finances having suffered during his years of public service. He found a base at the First International Bank in Houston, joined some other corporate boards and accepted innumerable speaking engagements. He turned down an offer from Ross Perot to run his oil business in Houston.

         His son George W. narrowly lost an election for a Texas seat in Congress. But, to the huge relief of his parents, his wild days were over. He had graduated from Harvard Business School, married Laura Welch, whom his parents adored, and given up drinking. He was starting to make his way in business in Midland and clearly was going to try again in politics.

         In their earlier life in Houston, the Bushes had become close friends with James and Mary Baker. James Baker, a graduate of Princeton who had served in the Marine Corps, was a fast-rising figure as a lawyer in Houston. His family were just as patrician as 26the Bushes. Baker Botts were the leading law firm in Houston, but the youthful Baker had to work for a rival firm because of Baker Botts’s anti-nepotism policy. It was not until after he had served as Secretary of State that he was able to end up working for the family firm.

         Baker’s approach to wooing his wife (‘I have the screaming “A” bomb hots for you,’ he told Mary) would never have been that of George H. W. with Barbara, but the two families became firm friends. George and Barbara Bush then helped him through a major tragedy, as Mary died of cancer before she or Baker was forty. The two families enjoyed playing touch rugby together, but so competitively that it seemed more like the real thing. As Bush and Baker both were tennis enthusiasts, they teamed up to win the doubles tournament twice at the Houston Country Club, Baker being the better player. Baker had tried but failed to get himself elected Attorney General of Texas. Six years younger than Bush, Baker saw himself as the junior of the two, sometimes calling his friend ‘jefe’ (chief).

         What George Bush really wanted to do next, he decided, was to try to run for President, regardless of the fact that, at this time, no one would have given him the slightest chance of succeeding in doing so. All but forgotten, except by party insiders, he had no obvious constituency and no national name recognition. In straw polls, his name did not figure on the shortlist of favourites for Republicans likely to run against Carter in 1980, which then included Reagan, Dole, John Connally and Howard Baker. It was to be found under an asterisk, indicating ‘some votes also for’, in a group of rank outsiders. Bush’s response was to offer to hold a party for the other ‘asterisks’.27

         
​THE FUND FOR LIMITED GOVERNMENT

         Pretty well his first call about his improbable ambition was to his closest friend, James Baker. Helped by Bush’s recommendation, Baker had served as Under-Secretary for Commerce in the Ford administration. He had helped Ford to win the 1976 Republican nomination for President against Reagan and had managed Ford’s electoral campaign against Jimmy Carter. He checked that Ford, who might be running himself, did not object to him helping Bush. Ford had no objection but thought they would have quite a struggle. Baker thereupon agreed to be chairman of the Bush/Baker Fund for Limited Government.

         The Republican Party at this time fell into two main camps. Ronald Reagan, former Governor of California, had taken over the leadership of the conservatives from Barry Goldwater. Discussing the vice-presidency with Gerald Ford, Bush had presented himself as an arch-centrist, acceptable to both wings of the party. In reality, he was far more comfortable with and more highly regarded by the pragmatists, who saw governing as more a matter of stewardship than of offering a new vision for the country.

         This suited Bush’s character and experience and his speaking style. For he freely admitted that he was no great orator and he distrusted oratorical flourishes anyway. In addition to which, he quite frequently misspoke. Ann Richards, the redoubtable Democratic Governor of Texas, was later to describe him as having been born ‘with a silver foot in his mouth’.

         But what Bush remained very good indeed at was projecting his likeability. He had a horror of ever appearing arrogant or self-satisfied. He sought to project in reasonable terms his commitment to limited government and states’ rights and opposition to Democratic 28spending plans. He was an effective critic of Carter’s perceived feebleness in foreign policy. On no issue could he be regarded as being at the extreme end of any spectrum. Nor did he ever make any personal attacks on his opponents.

         Having learned from Carter’s example the make-or-break importance of the two earliest primary contests, in the Iowa caucuses and New Hampshire, he launched an invasion of Iowa. He appeared there far more frequently than any other candidate, attending a host of local events, making a good impression when he did so. Very effective in supporting him was Barbara Bush, who, making brief speeches of her own, had a positive impact in all his campaigns. Their sons Jeb and Neil also joined in.

         This was retail politics with a vengeance, and it paid off. When the polls closed in Iowa, to general surprise, Bush emerged ahead of the favourite, Ronald Reagan, with 30 per cent of the votes, transforming overnight the asterisk into a frontrunner.

         Given his upbringing in New England, he felt confident about his chances in New Hampshire. He then suffered a Reagan ambush. For a debate two days before the vote, the organisers had decided to invite only the two frontrunners, but the other candidates also showed up, demanding to be heard. Reagan insisted that they too should be allowed to speak, pointing out that he was paying for the debate. Bush should immediately have agreed that the others should participate. Having failed to do so, he was left looking completely discomfited. Reagan won 50 per cent of the votes, with Bush coming second. Bob Dole and the Texas former Governor John Connally then dropped out of the race.

         
​‘A PRESIDENT WE WON’T HAVE TO TRAIN’

         Bush would not give up. His campaign slogan was ‘A President 29we won’t have to train’. He annoyed the Reagan camp by labelling his opponent’s plan to cut taxes while still balancing the budget as ‘voodoo economics’. He also kept suggesting that he was ‘the right age’ to be President (fifty-six) and, by implication, that Reagan at nearly seventy was too old. But Reagan then swept Texas. Bush won in Michigan, but Reagan soon needed only to win his home state of California to secure the nomination.

         Baker urged an extremely reluctant Bush to concede before he did irreparable damage to his political prospects. Bush, after quite an argument, withdrew, endorsing Reagan and expecting nothing from the victor. From extremely unpromising beginnings, he had put up a surprisingly strong performance.

         The Republican National Convention in Detroit awaited Reagan’s decision about his running mate. The frontrunner, by a long way, was the former President Gerald Ford. If he could be persuaded to accept the role, this was regarded as the ‘dream ticket’ against Carter. Though pressed by some of his advisers to consider choosing Bush, Reagan had been irritated by the ‘voodoo economics’ charge, by suggestions that he was too far right to win and by Bush harping on about the age difference between them.

         Ford still was reluctant, but Henry Kissinger and Alan Green-span discussed with him the possibility of Ford as Vice-President having a substantial role in policy. For the Reagan team, Bill Casey suggested that Ford could expect to have a major role on the budget and foreign and defence matters. In a crucial TV interview with Walter Cronkite close to the climax of the convention, Ford said that if he went back to Washington, it would not be as a figurehead Vice-President. Cronkite asked whether Reagan would be taking on ‘something like a co-presidency?’ As far as Reagan, watching, was concerned, ‘that did it’.

         30Meanwhile, Bush delivered his speech to the conference and went to bed with no reason whatever to believe that he would be chosen. Reagan called his close adviser Stu Spencer, who earlier had told him that he should choose Bush. Spencer believed that pragmatism always prevailed with Reagan and proved to be right, and he was nothing if not decisive. As Bush put it, ‘I thought we were done, out of it.’ Then, out of the blue, at 11.37 p.m. the phone rang. It was Reagan saying that he wanted to tell the convention the next day that he had chosen George Bush to be his running mate. Reagan checked that Bush had no problems with the party platform. Bush confirmed that he didn’t. Reagan then went over to address the convention at a quarter past midnight, including his plans for Bush. Dining at the 21 Club in New York, George W. Bush was astonished to see the news flash up on a TV screen.

         
​‘WE’RE GOING TO WORK OUR TAILS OFF FOR YOU’

         The Bushes met the Reagans for coffee the next morning. Barbara Bush told Reagan, ‘You’re not going to be sorry. We’re going to work our tails off for you.’

         Bush was asked how he could support a programme that did not endorse the Equal Rights Amendment and envisaged a constitutional amendment to ban abortion, which he had opposed in the campaign. He said that the real issues were the economy and foreign affairs. He agreed with Reagan on the desirability of tax cuts.

         Privately, he regarded the position on abortion as the party’s sop to the religious right. He was in principle against abortion but certainly never intended to ban it. He did not believe that Reagan planned to do so either and proved to be right about that. Barbara Bush, for her part, declared that she supported the Equal Rights Amendment and was pro-choice on abortion. The New York Times 31pronounced favourably that ‘Reagan’s second choice is not second rate … He is a serious, able and likeable man.’

         Bush settled immediately into the role of a loyal and highly supportive deputy to Reagan, which seemed to suit him both politically and temperamentally. At a meeting in San Francisco, Reagan’s closest associate, Caspar ‘Cap’ Weinberger, told Barbara that ‘lots of top Reagan people were not sure about GB and had questioned his loyalty. Now they were thrilled with the choice.’

         In August 1980, Bush made visits to Japan and China. He reassured the Chinese government that, despite Reagan’s pro-Taiwan remarks (and sentiments), there was no intention to depart from the official US policy of recognising only one China, a position upheld by Reagan at a press conference after Bush’s return. Bush by this time was observing that Reagan ‘is such a nice fellow’, in contrast to his feelings about Nixon.

         The presidential race between Reagan and Carter was depicted by the press as neck and neck throughout the autumn, with almost everyone giving Carter the advantage. Opinion polls were not yet highly developed and proved mostly wrong. In the sole debate, Carter was expected to win hands down in terms of his grasp of policy. As the debate opened, Reagan walked across the stage to shake a disconcerted Carter’s hand. What was needed, he said, was to revive the economy and stand up to the Soviet Union. As Carter tried to enmesh him in complicated rebuttals, a far more relaxed Reagan observed, ‘There you go again, Mr President.’ Addressing the TV audience, Reagan asked, ‘Are you better off than you were four years ago?’ A lot of them felt that they weren’t. Bush’s main contribution to the campaign was to keep asserting that Reagan ‘is a decent, compassionate man’.

         Reagan won the election by a landslide, defeating Carter by ten 32percentage points and winning almost every state in the Union. Before the election, Bush had said that, in government, if he won Reagan’s confidence, he would have plenty to do. If not, he would be going to a lot of funerals. Asked about this after the result, Reagan said, ‘He’s not going to be going to a lot of funerals.’

         Bush wrote a sympathetic letter to his Democratic counterpart, Walter Mondale. He wrote to Reagan that he would never do anything to embarrass him politically. He had strong views on issues and people, ‘but once you decide a matter, that’s it for me, and you’ll see no leaks in Evans and Novak’ – nor elsewhere.

         
​‘NOT WORTH A BUCKET OF WARM SPIT’

         It was John Nance Garner, Vice-President for eight years to Franklin Roosevelt, who, finding that he had no influence, warned Lyndon Johnson that the office was not worth a bucket of warm spit and that accepting it was ‘the worst damn fool mistake’ he ever made. George Bush aimed to make more of it than that and Reagan supported him, but he was to find that the role had its own peculiar difficulties.

         Before they took office, the ground rules for Bush’s role vis-à-vis the President were set out in a memo from Reagan’s long-term associate Ed Meese. These were that Reagan and Bush should have a weekly lunch, with no staff and no agenda. Bush would be invited to all presidential meetings. He would receive a copy of all memos going to the President. His office would be in the West Wing. As Bush observed, he could not have asked for anything more.

         A further positive development was in store. Ed Meese had expected to be appointed White House chief of staff. But Meese was famously disorganised. It was said that any document that went 33into his briefcase was never seen again. Meese was told that he was to serve as Counselor to the President. To general astonishment, Reagan appointed James Baker as his chief of staff. His office in the West Wing was next to that of Bush, and Baker had influenced the memo about the Vice-President’s role.

         
            * * *

         

         George Bush saw his role as being to offer Reagan advice, but only in private, while being determined never to allow any distance between them to appear in public. Inevitably, this led him to be portrayed in sections of the media as a servile nonentity while, at the same time, extreme conservatives in the Republican Party suspected him and Baker of conspiring to stop Reagan being Reagan. None of which affected the respect by now he was feeling for Reagan, who, he said, was ‘unthreatened by people or events, a superb person’.

         This mutual respect did not, however, extend to Nancy Reagan and Barbara Bush, who,before long,could not stand one another. As Bush himself put it, ‘Nancy and Barbara just did not have a pleasant personal relationship.’ The fault was primarily that of Nancy Reagan, concerned that the Bushes should be as invisible as possible and alarmed that the down-to-earth Barbara Bush appeared to be more popular than her. But beneath the benevolent grandmother image, Barbara Bush had strong views about everything. She was far less tolerant of his Democratic opponents and press critics than her more easy-going husband. She was notoriously bad at pretending to be pleasant to people she didn’t like. The list of those ranged from Nancy Reagan and her glitzy friends from California to, later, the 34Clintons. The Reagans socialised with their pals from the West Coast; the Bushes with an entirely different group of friends in or visiting Washington.

         But when it came to business, this didn’t matter. The Reagan team of Meese and Mike Deaver, plus Baker, recommended that Bush should be put in charge of the senior-level national security crisis management group.

         The Secretary of State, Al Haig, infuriated by this, made the first of his several threats to resign, but White House sources (probably Baker) said that Reagan felt more comfortable with the calmer and less ego-driven Bush. At Reagan’s seventieth birthday party, he told Barbara Bush that he wanted to be sure that his deputy was doing enough. In case the awful should happen, ‘George should know everything.’

         On 30 March 1981, it very nearly did, as the deranged John Hinckley shot Reagan outside the Washington Hilton Hotel, the deflected bullet missing his heart by an inch. Bush was on Air Force Two about to land in Austin, Texas. Alerted from Washington by Al Haig, he flew straight back to the Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington. Rushed to hospital, where, although in dire straits, he tried to joke to the doctors that ‘I hope you are all Republicans’, Reagan was undergoing emergency surgery.

         The air crew wanted Bush to fly by helicopter from Andrews to land on the South Lawn of the White House, a plan resisted by the secret service on security grounds and vetoed anyway by Bush, who was determined not to appear a ‘showboating Vice-President trying to draw attention to himself … Only the President lands on the South Lawn.’ At the White House, a breathless Al Haig had rushed into the Situation Room to say that the Vice-President was returning to Washington. Meanwhile, ‘I am in control here.’

         35Throughout this chaotic day, Bush remained extremely calm. By the time he reached the White House, he had heard from Meese that Reagan was out of surgery, which had been successful. Bush told his colleagues that ‘the President is not incapacitated and I am not going to be a substitute President. I’m here to sit in for him while he recuperates. But he’s going to call the shots.’

         He addressed the country that evening to say that he was ‘deeply heartened’ by the report from the doctors. Reagan had emerged ‘with flying colours’. The US government was functioning effectively. Officials had been fulfilling their functions ‘with skill and with care’. The last point was included to partly whitewash Haig, who had wanted to put US forces on heightened alert, vetoed by the Defense Secretary, Cap Weinberger. Bush finished the day by going to see Nancy Reagan, whom he found looking ‘tiny and afraid’.
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