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Author’s Note



A few hours before he died, I was sitting at President Bush’s bedside, holding his hand and talking about nothing in particular. He was not in a coma, but his eyes were closed, and he seemed far away. So I chatted about this and that and kept him company. People had been coming and going, but at this moment in time, we were alone.


Thanks to a small tickle in my throat, I coughed ever so slightly. His eyes flew open, and he squeezed my hand and asked, “Are you okay?”


Those would be the last words George Herbert Walker Bush would say to me. I can think of no better ending to a friendship that had begun twenty-six years earlier when, after he lost his reelection bid, I followed President and Mrs. Bush back to Houston to help her write her memoirs.


The question “Are you okay?” was just so him. He was dying. But as always, he was thinking of the other guy.


I squeezed his hand back and assured him I was indeed okay. And yes, I do think, on a deeper level, the question was bigger than about that cough.


And I really was okay. He was ready. And if he was ready, I was ready.


His was, after all, a life well lived.


Much of it you know. He was shot down in the Pacific during World War II but was rescued by an American submarine; married his sweetheart, Barbara Pierce; graduated Phi Beta Kappa in two and a half years from Yale, where he was captain of the baseball team; moved to Texas to enter the oil business; went into public service, serving as a congressman, an ambassador to the United Nations, an emissary to China, the director of the CIA, and the vice president and president of the United States. When he left office on January 20, 1993, he moved back to Houston with Mrs. Bush to retire, with every intention of staying out of the public eye.


That was not to be.


This book will tell the story of how—after leaving the White House—President Bush rebuilt his life, found a way to continue making a difference, and, by the time he died in November 2018, was revered by his country and by the world.


His post-presidency journey was filled with determination, courage, generosity, love, hope, humor, fun, and always big ideas.


From his partnership with President Bill Clinton to raise money for disaster relief to his very public parachute jumps, the forty-first president never quit living life to the fullest, even after Parkinson’s disease put him in a wheelchair. In between his more public adventures, he devoted himself to a wide variety of causes, including cancer, volunteerism, leadership, patriotism, and to what was his life’s mantra: faith, family, and friends.


And he lived what he preached: “Any definition of a successful life must include serving others.”


And then, of course, two of his sons would become governors of major states, and one the forty-third president of the United States.


How lucky was I to be along for the ride for all twenty-six years, the last twenty-five as his chief of staff? As the daughter of a Missouri farmer who never finished high school; as a graduate of a country high school with a class of only fifty-seven; as a news groupie (brought about by the whole Watergate affair) who wanted nothing more than to be a reporter when she grew up; and who, by the way, grew up a Democrat—you could say it was an unexpected ride. Somewhere along the way my life took a sharp turn. I never once looked back.


Working for George H. W. Bush taught me so many things: to live with joy, think big, be humble, make a difference.


I loved him but was often fearful when he came into my office and said, “Jean, I have an idea.” They were sometimes little ideas—“Let’s go get pizza for lunch.”


But often they were BIG: “I would like to go back to Chichijima, where I was shot down. I need to close that chapter. Let’s go do that soon.”


One thing was for sure: It was never boring.


I am excited to share with you some of my favorite stories about George Bush’s life after the White House. Some will seem like fairy tales, but others range from broken toilet seats to broken hearts.


The stories are based on all the emails, notes, essays, occasional journal entries, and work files I kept over the years. Sometimes I had to rely just on my memory, which as we all know can be tricky. (President Bush once complained that as much as he loved his World War II squadron mates, he hated going to their reunions. “They all remember that we won the war single-handedly.”)


So, when possible, I asked the other players in these episodes—George Clooney comes to mind—if my memory was their memory, just to keep me honest.


Occasionally, I have reconstructed a quote from President Bush, but only if I felt positive that it was almost exactly what he said. Many of the conversations seem like they took place yesterday.


While I did everything possible to make this a fact-based book, I should note that the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum—which contains all of his records and files and some of mine—was closed because of COVID-19 while I was writing this book. (Thankfully, I brought some key files I needed home with me when I closed the Office of George Bush in March 2019.) I assure you I didn’t make anything up, but you might notice that sometimes I am a bit vague. For example, instead of telling you how many campaign events the Bushes did in 2000 for their son George W., I just tell you it was a lot.


I also cannot claim the book is objective. I was and am the biggest fan of George and Barbara Bush. So if you are expecting deep, dark secrets or tabloid gossip, put the book down now. (For the record, I have read both of their diaries. There were no deep, dark secrets.)


But I promise it will be a fun ride.


Since I have shared the last words George Bush said to me, I am fairly sure I remember the first words. It was 1987. He was vice president of the United States and running for president. I was a reporter for USA Today, a junior member of the paper’s election team. I was assigned to travel with the vice president on a trip to South Dakota and had been asking the press staff all day for a short interview. Finally, late at night on the long flight back to Washington, they said I could have five minutes.


I was scared to death. He was by far the most important person I had interviewed, unless you count a phone interview with Billy Joel. I made my way to the front of Air Force Two, introduced myself, and sat across from him with my notebook in hand. He gave me an exhausted—and slightly exasperated—look. “What do you got?” he asked.


And we were off and running…


Jean Becker















Glossary of Names



To help you keep track of some of the recurring characters in the book, here is a list of the people (and some places and things) that pop up more than a few times. The biographical information is as of March 1, 2021.


Family First


Bush, George W.: Oldest son of George and Barbara Bush, he was elected president of the United States in November 2000 and reelected in 2004. He served as governor of Texas from 1994 until 2000, when he stepped down to become president. Before entering politics, he was a businessman and co–managing partner of the Texas Rangers baseball team. Now an author and artist, and an active participant at the George W. Bush Institute in Dallas, he is also an avid mountain biker and golfer. He and his wife, former First Lady Laura Bush, live in Dallas. They have two daughters and three grandchildren:




• Jenna Bush Hager and her husband, Henry, live in New York City with their two daughters and one son.


• Barbara Pierce Bush lives in New York City with her husband, Craig Coyne.





Bush, John Ellis (“Jeb”): Second son of George and Barbara Bush, he was governor of Florida from 1999 to 2007. He is a member of the board of directors of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation and chairman of the foundation’s board of trustees. Active in business and education reform and the author of multiple books, Jeb and his wife, Columba, live in Miami. They have three children and five grandchildren:




• George P. Bush and his wife, Amanda, live in Austin, Texas, with their two sons.


• Noelle Bush lives in Orlando, Florida.


• Jeb Bush Jr. and his wife, Sandra, live in Miami with their three daughters.




Bush, Neil: The third son of George and Barbara Bush, he is engaged in international business development with a focus on Asia. He is active in promoting Bush family charitable legacies, serving as chairman of the board of Points of Light, the George Bush School of Government and Public Service Advisory Board, and the George H. W. Bush Foundation for U.S.-China Relations. He is founder and chairman, with his wife, Maria, of the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation, and a member of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation board of directors. He and Maria live in Houston and are the parents of six and grandparents of two:




• Lauren Bush Lauren and her husband, David, live in New York City with their two sons.


• Pierce Bush and his wife, Sarahbeth, live in Houston.


• Ashley Bush and her husband, Julian LeFevre, live in Los Angeles.


• Lizzie Andrews lives in New York City.


• Pace Andrews lives in Houston.


• Alexander Andrews lives in Houston.




Bush, Marvin: The fourth son of George and Barbara Bush, Marvin is managing partner of Winston Partners, an investment firm in Arlington, Virginia. He serves on the boards of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation and the Virginia Athletics Foundation. He is a past board member of the George W. Bush Presidential Library Foundation and the University of Virginia Alumni Association. He also is a former trustee of the College Foundation of UVA. He and his wife, Margaret, live in Arlington, Virginia, and are the parents of a daughter and a son.




• Marshall Bush lives in Charlottesville, Virginia.


• Walker Bush and his wife, Lora, live in Fort Worth, Texas.




Koch, Dorothy (“Doro”) Bush: Youngest child of George and Barbara Bush, she is the cofounder of BB&R Wellness Consulting; the honorary chairman and a board member of the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy; and a member of the board of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation. She is the author of My Father, My President. She and her husband, Bobby, live in Bethesda, Maryland, and have four children and one grandchild:




• Sam LeBlond and his wife, Lee, live in Washington, DC.


• Ellie LeBlond Sosa and her husband, Nick, live in McLean, Virginia, with their daughter.


• Robert Koch lives in Nashville, Tennessee, and is engaged to Kitty Montesi.


• Gigi Koch lives in Washington, DC.




Friends


Baker, James A., III: He served as secretary of state from 1989 to 1992, and also was Ronald Reagan’s White House chief of staff and secretary of the Treasury. He is the only known person to run five presidential campaigns for three different people. The author of numerous books and chairman of various boards and committees, he is an active participant in the James A. Baker III Institute of Public Policy at Rice University. He and his wife, Susan, live in Houston. Between them, they have eight children and eighteen grandchildren.


Card, Andrew: He served as White House chief of staff under President George W. Bush from 2001 to 2006. He was deputy White House chief of staff under the first President Bush before being named secretary of transportation in 1992. He got his start in politics serving in the Massachusetts House of Representatives from 1975 to 1983. His post–White House career has included serving as acting dean of the George Bush School of Government and Public Service at Texas A&M University before becoming president of Franklin Pierce University in Rindge, New Hampshire, resigning in 2016. He and his wife, Kathleene, live in Jaffrey, New Hampshire, and have three children and six grandchildren.


Gates, Robert M.: He served as the twenty-second secretary of defense from 2006 to 2011 and is the only secretary of defense in U.S. history to be asked to remain in that office by a newly elected president. Gates worked for eight presidents and has been heard commenting that President George H. W. and First Lady Barbara Bush’s White House was the most fun. Before becoming secretary of defense in 2006, Gates was the president of Texas A&M University; before that he served as interim dean of the George Bush School of Government and Public Service at Texas A&M from 1999 to 2001; and before that he was director of Central Intelligence. The author of numerous books, he and his wife, Becky, live in Sedro-Woolley, Washington, and have two children.


Heminway, Betsy: Betsy and her late husband, Spike, were among the Bushes’ closest and oldest friends. They lived in Kennebunkport, Maine, in the summer and Hobe Sound, Florida, in the winter. Betsy still does. Betsy was active in President Bush’s campaigns, serving in Connecticut as co-chair of ’84 Reagan-Bush, and ’88 and ’92 Bush-Quayle. She has one daughter and two grandchildren.


Major, John: Prime minister of the United Kingdom from 1990 to 1997, Sir John was knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 2005. Previously he had served as foreign secretary and chancellor of the exchequer under Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. He was a member of Parliament until he retired in 2001. He and his wife, Dame Norma, live in London and have two children.


McLane, Drayton, Jr.: A businessman and philanthropist, he worked his way up in the family’s wholesale grocery business from the night shift to president and CEO, developing the company into a multibillion-dollar corporation. Following the McLane Company’s merger with Walmart, Inc., in 1990, he became vice-chairman of Walmart while maintaining his position as president and CEO of the McLane Company. He later resigned from Walmart in order to devote more time to the McLane Group, a parent company consisting of family-owned companies operating throughout the world, which until November 2011 included the Houston Astros. He and his wife, Elizabeth, live in Temple, Texas, and have two sons and five grandsons.


Meacham, Jon: A presidential historian, author, and professor at Vanderbilt University, Jon wrote Destiny and Power: The American Odyssey of George Herbert Walker Bush. In 2009, he won the Pulitzer Prize for American Lion: Andrew Jackson in the White House. He and his wife, Keith, live in Nashville, Tennessee, with their three children.


Mulroney, Brian: Elected in 1984 and reelected in 1988, Mulroney was Canada’s eighteenth prime minister. From the Canada-U.S. Acid Rain Treaty, to NAFTA, to the first Gulf War, to the end of the Cold War and the reunification of Germany, there were very few issues of importance upon which he and President Bush did not work closely. He and his wife, Mila, live in Montreal and have four children and fifteen grandchildren.


Scowcroft, Brent (Lt. Gen., USAF, Ret., Deceased): He served as national security adviser to Presidents George H. W. Bush and Gerald Ford—the only person to have held this position twice. He was a 1947 graduate of West Point and received his master’s and doctorate from Columbia University in 1953 and 1967, respectively. His twenty-seven-year Air Force service included postings at West Point; Belgrade, Yugoslavia; U.S. Air Force Academy; Office of the Secretary of Defense; and Joint Chiefs of Staff. He has said that President George H. W. Bush was “one of my dearest friends and the most prepared person ever for the presidency.” He is survived by his daughter, Karen, and granddaughter, Meghan.


Sidey, Hugh: Hugh covered every president from Dwight Eisenhower to Bill Clinton—first for Life magazine and then for Time magazine—becoming a respected observer and chronicler of the presidency. He and President Bush became pen pals in 1993, exchanging letters about current events and their life philosophies, including Hugh’s love for his native Iowa. He died in 2005. He is survived by his wife, Anne, a son, three daughters, and nine grandchildren.


Simpson, Alan K.: He served from 1979 to 1997 as a United States senator from Wyoming. He was elected the assistant majority leader in 1984 and served in that capacity for ten years. He wrote Right in the Old Gazoo: A Lifetime of Scrapping with the Press, which chronicles his personal experiences and views of the Fourth Estate. When asked, “Have you lived in Wyoming all your life?” he replied, “Not yet!” He and his wife, Ann, live in Cody, Wyoming, and have three children, six grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.


Updegrove, Mark: Mark, a presidential historian and author, is president and CEO of the LBJ Foundation. His book, The Last Republicans, about the two Presidents Bush, was released in 2017. Mark lives in Austin, Texas, with his wife, Amy, and their four children.


Personal Aides to President Bush


Appleby, Jim: As a high schooler, he began working as a “summer lad”—President Bush’s job description—for the Bushes in Kennebunkport in 2001. He eventually became President Bush’s personal aide, serving from 2006 to 2012. Today Jim works for Shell in external relations. He and his wife, Lauri, live in Houston with their two children.


Dannenhauer, Michael: Michael first worked for Vice President Bush in 1985 at the age of seventeen, volunteering in the file room. He returned to Washington every summer to work in various vice presidential and White House offices, becoming President Bush’s last White House personal aide, moving to Texas with the Bushes in 1993. He continued as his personal aide for five years, then was his chief of staff for two, followed by a year at the George Bush Library Foundation. Michael returned to Washington to work in the second Bush administration, where he still resides today working as a realtor.


Frechette, Tom: Tom began working for President Bush while in high school as a “summer lad” and then as an intern, then served as President Bush’s aide from 2000 to 2006. He currently is a managing director at Avenue Capital and a member of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation Advisory Council. He lives in New York City with his wife, Jennifer, and their two daughters.


Lapointe, Coleman: After working at Walker’s Point as a “summer lad,” Coleman became the personal aide to President Bush from 2012 to 2015. He joined Governor Jeb Bush on the campaign trail during his 2016 presidential bid. Between 2017 and 2020, Coleman worked at the Pentagon, where he served as the director of travel operations for the secretary and undersecretary of defense. He and his wife, Sarah, now happily reside in Maine where Coleman works for General Dynamics at the Bath Iron Works.


Peressutti, Gian-Carlo: Aide to President Bush from 1996 to 2000, he left in 2001 to join the White House staff of George W. Bush as associate director of the Office of Public Liaison. He currently is director of public affairs at IFM Investors and serves on the advisory board of the George Bush School of Government and Public Service. He lives in Ridgefield, Connecticut, with his wife, Amanda (whom he met on the job in Kennebunkport), and two daughters.


Sisley, Evan: Evan served as President Bush’s personal aide and senior medic starting in 2015, supervising the medical team who cared for President and Mrs. Bush until their deaths in 2018. Evan began working for President Bush as a medic in 2013 after being recruited to the job from a Marine Corps Reserve company in Houston, where he served as a Navy corpsman. During his time in the Navy, Evan was deployed to Afghanistan, Eastern Europe, and Israel. A paramedic for seven years, Evan worked on ambulances in Kentucky, Maine, and Texas. Prior to serving in the military, Evan was a photojournalist who covered national politics, including the presidency of George W. Bush from 2005 to 2008. He is currently working on prerequisite courses in anticipation of applying to medical school, where he hopes to further his medical career and become an emergency physician. He and his husband, Ian Carrico, live in Washington, DC.


Office of George Bush


Lamoreaux, Melinda: Melinda began working as a volunteer for both President Bush and Mrs. Bush in 1994. In 2000, she joined the staff, sharing job responsibilities at the front desk with Mary Sage and taking on special projects. During the funeral, Melinda was in charge of administrative logistics in the Office of George Bush, including heading the phone bank of twenty volunteers. Today Melinda works for the George & Barbara Bush Foundation as the liaison with the Bush Legacy Groups. She and her husband, Scott, live in Houston and have one adult daughter, Leslie.


Lisenby, Nancy: Nancy started volunteering in 1997 and began working as a part-time receptionist the following year. In 2000, she became my assistant, and among her many jobs was to listen to me vent and help me decipher my handwriting. She was my No. 2 on funeral planning and execution. She and her husband, John, live in Houston. They have three children and ten grandchildren.


McGrath, Jim: Jim served as President Bush’s post–White House press secretary and speechwriter and was in charge of all media operations during the funeral. He started at the White House in 1991 in the Office of Presidential Messages and Correspondence, and later served as vice president of the George & Barbara Bush Foundation. He and his wife, Paulina, live in Houston with their three children.


Pears, Laura: After working for the 1990 G-7 Economic Summit and the 1992 Republican National Convention—both held in Houston—Laura joined President Bush’s staff in 1993 when he returned to Houston. Initially a volunteer, she joined the full-time staff in 1995, working on special events and later serving as director of scheduling. She was in charge of the Bush family’s schedule and logistics during the week of the funeral. She lives in Houston with her husband, Dan.


Poepsel, Linda: Linda worked for President Bush for thirty-seven years, having joined his vice presidential staff in 1981. In 1989, she went to the White House to work with Chief of Staff John Sununu and Deputy Chief of Staff Andy Card. She left the White House in early 1992 to serve as executive assistant to Andy, the newly appointed secretary of the Department of Transportation. She followed the Bushes to Houston in 1993, where she served as President Bush’s director of correspondence. She was in charge of invitations and RSVPs for the funeral. She lives in Houston with her husband, Jim, and their three dogs—including Mrs. Bush’s two dogs, Bibi and Mini-Me.


Sage, Mary: A full-time volunteer on President Bush’s 1992 campaign, Mary joined the staff first as a volunteer, then became the part-time receptionist and the office administrator, overseeing technology issues and serving as the liaison with the federal government oversight agency. She oversaw the ticketing system for the funeral and assisted with RSVPs.


Volunteers: You will see many references in the book to the office volunteers. When the office closed, they were, in alphabetical order: Carolyn Anglum, Melza Barr, Danna Burkett, Barbara Comee, Tina McClellan, Caroline Pierce, Meredith Powers, Mickey Schwab, Janis Sullivan, Lorelei Sullivan, and Margaret Voelkel. Longtime volunteers Annyce Duffin and Susan Mowry had retired. President Bush’s great friend Jack Steel was the dean of the volunteers until his death in 1996. Some of the other deceased A-listers: Marjorie Arsht, Betty Baker, Ellie Bering, Dot Burghard, Beverly Chadd, Nancy Crouch, Ida Fahey, Mary Louise Knowlton, Alicia Lee, Willie McCullough, Kerry McGee, Barbara Patton, and Marianne Sawyer.


My Siblings (from oldest to youngest)


Aulbur, Millie: Millie is a teacher turned lawyer. For the twenty-three years prior to her retirement, she was the director of citizenship education for the Missouri Bar, which was the perfect blend of lawyer and teacher. She now does volunteer law work for the Samaritan Center. She is married to Mark, and they have two children and four grandchildren. They live in Jefferson City, Missouri.


Heppermann, JoAnn: JoAnn practiced law for several years in Louisville, Kentucky, where she lives with her husband, Ken. They own, race, and syndicate thoroughbred racehorses. JoAnn is active in Rotary and currently serves as district governor. JoAnn and Ken have two sons and three grandchildren.


Becker, Edward: He practiced law for nearly ten years before entering seminary to become a Catholic priest. Ordained just before his fortieth birthday, he is the pastor of Our Lady of Guadalupe in La Habra, California. His sisters call him Eddie; his parishioners call him Father Ed; President and Mrs. Bush called him Father Eddie and were very supportive of his second calling as a Catholic priest.


Places, Things, and Pets


All the Best: Instead of writing an autobiography, President Bush published in 1998 a book of letters written during his lifetime: All the Best, George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings. The original idea was to do a coffee-table book with some of his more memorable and historically important letters with photos and commentary. But when I started my research to find those letters, I realized he was such a prolific letter writer, we could tell his entire life story, starting from when he was eighteen years old. The book was reissued with a new chapter of letters in 2013.


The Dogs: Millie, Ranger, Sadie, Bibi, Mini-Me, Sully.


Fidelity: The name of President Bush’s powerboat, which he kept in Kennebunkport, Maine. Fidelity 1, the boat he had when he was vice president and president, is now on display at the George Bush Library. The older President Bush got, the faster his boats got. Fidelity 1 was a cigarette boat with two 280-horsepower engines. His last boat, Fidelity 5, was a Fountain boat with three 300-horsepower engines.


The George & Barbara Bush Foundation: Headquartered at Texas A&M in College Station, Texas, the foundation is dedicated to preserving the historic legacies of President and Mrs. Bush by supporting and promoting education and service-oriented programs at the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum and the Bush School of Government and Public Service at Texas A&M University. The foundation is the successor to the George H. W. Bush Library Foundation.


The George H. W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum: Opening in 1997 on the campus of Texas A&M in College Station, Texas, the library and museum are part of the National Archives. All of President Bush’s presidential papers, and most of his personal ones, are housed in the library. The Bushes are buried on the library grounds. In this book, when I talk about the library, I mean this library.


The George Bush School of Government and Public Service: Part of the library center, the school also opened in 1997 and is part of Texas A&M University. The Bush School offers master’s degrees in International Affairs, International Policy, and Public Service and Administration, plus an online executive degree in Public Service and Administration.


Walker’s Point: President and Mrs. Bush’s summer home in Kennebunkport, Maine. It was purchased by President Bush’s maternal grandfather, George Herbert Walker, in 1900. Shortly before he became vice president of the United States, President Bush bought it from the estate of his uncle Herbie Walker, which prevented his widow from selling it to the Howard Johnson hotel chain. Walker’s Point is now owned by the five Bush children.















PROLOGUE



One night in 2012, Margaret Tutwiler—a former ambassador and top aide to former secretary of state James Baker—called me at home to ask if I knew anything about President Bush’s longtime friend, Prince Bandar of Saudi Arabia, being assassinated by the Syrians. There were rumors everywhere, but she could not confirm. She asked if I could “check my sources.”


What she really wanted was for me to call the CIA, which maintained a special relationship with President Bush. After all, he once was the top boss there, and CIA headquarters in McLean, Virginia, is named the George Bush Center for Intelligence.


So I called, and my point of contact told me they were aware of the rumors; they were trying to confirm; they had “boots on the ground,” checking sources.


By noon the next day we had heard nothing. Then Margaret called to update me that the French press was reporting that Prince Bandar had indeed been assassinated.


This was tough news to break to President Bush. Prince Bandar had been the Saudi ambassador to the United States from 1985 until 2003. They were very close, and I knew President Bush would take this news hard.


We were sitting outside President Bush’s office in Kennebunkport, enjoying the weather and going over some work, when I told him. I explained that the CIA had not yet confirmed that Bandar was dead but feared it was true, since no one had seen or heard from Bandar in months.


Then of course he had an idea.


“Did you think about calling him?” he asked me.


The answer would be NO. It never occurred to me to call and ask Bandar if he was dead or alive.


“Well, let’s get him on the phone.”


I hollered through an open window to his aide, Jim Appleby, and asked him to get Bandar on the phone. Jim leaned out the window and mouthed to me, “Haven’t you told him?!”


“Yes, I told him,” I assured Jim. “Ring his cell phone.”


A few minutes later an incredulous Jim leaned out the window again, saying, “Prince Bandar on line one.”


President Bush picked up the phone and literally asked his friend, “Hey, Bandar, dead or alive? Everyone here thinks you are dead.” At some point, he covered the phone’s mouthpiece and whispered to me, “He’s alive!”


Yes, I got that.


As it turns out, Bandar knew the Syrians were trying to kill him, so he was in hiding but safe.


When the call was over, President Bush rang his friends James Baker and Brent Scowcroft and assured them Bandar was alive. Then he turned to me and said, “See, Jean, that’s the best way to figure these things out. If you aren’t sure if someone is dead or alive, call them. And if they answer, they are alive.”


And with that he triumphantly drove off on his golf cart, on his way to the house for lunch. His work here was done.


A few hours later, the very apologetic CIA officer called to tell me they still had been unable to confirm the rumor, but they feared it was true. I took a deep breath and told her Bandar was indeed alive.


“How would you know that?” she asked.


“Because President Bush called him,” I replied. “Bandar confirmed he was alive.”


There was a long pause, and she said, “We have to put that man back on payroll.”


That was the day I knew I had to write a book.















CHAPTER ONE



THE MORNING AFTER


George H. W. Bush once said to a friend who was bemoaning the fact he had been fired: “I know how you feel. I was fired by the American people. It hurt.”


Then he said, “It will be okay.”


As it turned out for the forty-first president of the United States, it really was okay, because he made it so.


Not that it was easy.


President Bush could never really describe how it felt to go, literally overnight, from being the most important and powerful person in the world to a private citizen. You lose not only your power, but also your house, your plane, and a large, devoted staff.


How does it feel when the last strains of “Hail to the Chief” fade away?


The first word that comes to mind is “devastating.”


For President Bush, it did not help that in early 1991, after his successful campaign to free Kuwait from Iraq, his approval ratings hit 91 percent, unheard of for a sitting president. So what happened after Operation Desert Storm ended? How did he lose his reelection bid to Bill Clinton, the governor of Arkansas, who at the beginning of the 1992 campaign wasn’t even a Democratic front-runner?


Depending on whom you ask, the reasons range from the third-party candidacy of Ross Perot; the eleventh-hour Iran-Contra indictments; his breaking the “no new taxes” pledge during the 1990 budget crisis; a momentary economic downturn and credit crunch; and the fact that the Republicans had held the White House for twelve years. Many voters felt it was time for a change.


And of course it didn’t help that President Bush had begun 1992 with the unfortunate incident of throwing up on the prime minister of Japan during a state visit. As it turns out, he had the stomach flu and had tried to power through the dinner. Unfortunately, Mother Nature prevailed.


Determined to leave the office he cherished with honor, President Bush put this handwritten and now well-known note in the top drawer of his desk in the Oval Office:








January 20, 1993





Dear Bill,





When I walked into this office just now I felt the same sense of wonder and respect that I felt four years ago. I know you will feel that, too.


I wish you great happiness here. I never felt the loneliness some Presidents have described.


There will be very tough times, made even more difficult by criticism you may not think is fair. I’m not a very good one to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you or push you off course.


You will be our President when you read this note. I wish you well. I wish your family well.


Your success now is our country’s success. I am rooting hard for you.


Good luck—




George








With that, President Bush returned to Houston and to private life.


The changes were abrupt.


There was no household staff. No coffee waiting in the morning. No meals on the table. No schedule.


No nuclear treaties to negotiate. No crises to solve. No cabinet meetings.


It was a rough beginning.


Mrs. Bush loved telling the story of how one day early on she was attempting to make a vegetarian smoothie for then nine-year-old granddaughter Lauren, when the top came off the blender, and suddenly carrots and tomatoes were dripping from the kitchen ceiling.


Somehow that very same day, she managed to knock over a large jar of spaghetti sauce that President Bush had bought on his first of many visits to Sam’s Club.


They ordered pizza.


Before we go on, I have to share this side note about the Bushes’ love affair with Sam’s Club: They became frequent visitors to the store, and despite the fact it was just the two of them, they bought everything in bulk. (There still may be Cheetos left over from those early visits.) I once went with Mrs. Bush, and as she pushed her flatbed cart around the store, I could tell people were amazed to see her there. I was an eyewitness on that visit to a habit that she developed where she told people who asked if she was Barbara Bush: “No, I am much younger and prettier.”


But the best Sam’s Club story ever, as told by Mrs. Bush, is the day she needed to buy some copies of her autobiography, Barbara Bush: A Memoir, which she had started writing almost as soon as they left the White House and which was published in 1994. A few months after it came out, Mrs. Bush had given away all her copies, so she decided to buy some from Sam’s. There were none in the book section, but the clerk offered to check in the back. Much to Mrs. Bush’s embarrassment, the clerk got on the loudspeaker and said, “Mrs. Bush is here and wants to buy her own book. Do we have any left?”


On January 22, President Bush jotted a note to Senator Bob Dole—once a political rival and now a good friend—thanking him for all his support the last four years. He ended the note with this observation: “Listen, I’m only a two-day expert but private life doesn’t seem bad at all. Barbara can cook and I find I can walk the dogs OK.”


A few weeks later, he wrote this note to columnist Philip Terzian with the Providence Journal, who had just written a very flattering editorial:








February 4, 1993





Dear Philip,





… I am now back in private life keeping my pledge to get active in the grandchild business. I am staying away from the head table, for the most part, and I am out of the interview business. Let history be the judge without my pushing and pulling…


I can’t say [the election] didn’t hurt, but now it’s different. Barbara is way out ahead of me. She is writing away and even though she dropped a $3.00 jar of sauce and splattered it all across our tiny kitchenette she is proving once again to be a fine cook. It’s far better than microwaving it. I am the dish man. I rinse the plates and put them in the washer. Almost simultaneously I load our coffee machine, and then we walk the dogs. And along the way we count our blessings.




GB








President Bush went to work every day in his new office in Houston, mainly to answer the mail that was coming in at the rate of seven hundred letters a day. He started planning his presidential library, to be built on the campus of Texas A&M University in College Station, Texas. He and his former national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, started working on their joint book project about foreign policy, A World Transformed. (President Bush’s draft of chapter 1 was five hundred pages. General Scowcroft’s version of chapter 1 was longer. They hired someone to help.)


He became more active with the University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, agreeing to join the Board of Visitors and eventually serving as chairman; and he became chairman of the Eisenhower Fellowships leadership program.


He and Mrs. Bush were building a house on an empty lot they had owned for many years. For now, they were staying in the house of a friend, just down the street. The neighbors were supportive and excited to welcome the Bushes home, except for one small problem: tourists. When a busload of them got out and tried to take photos of Mrs. Bush walking their dog, Millie, early one morning, everyone had had enough. Without a lot of coaxing, the Texas legislature passed a new law that said in part: Cities can “regulate and restrict access to streets, avenues, alleys, and boulevards in the municipality on which the dwelling of a former president of the United States is located.” In other words, they put up a gate.


Except for those small hiccups, Mrs. Bush was loving some of their newfound freedom. She gave up her Secret Service detail (they would return a few years later, after 9/11) and was driving for the first time in twelve years. President Bush bought her a blue Mercury Sable station wagon to cruise around Houston and surprised her that summer with a dark blue Trans Am convertible in Kennebunkport. She loved it, and said she felt thirty years younger driving around town in what their son Marvin nicknamed the “Batmobile.” There was one small problem: Mrs. Bush couldn’t see out the windows very well. I once was riding with her when we came to a stop sign and stopped. She got out of the car and looked both ways before getting back in and proceeding. Yes, it was terrifying.


The next year, they replaced the Trans Am with a small Chevrolet convertible with better visibility. And a few years later, President Bush bought her a Smart Car.


President Bush started working on his rather lengthy bucket list, doing things like attending baseball spring training with his oldest son, George W., then a co-owner of the Texas Rangers; fishing in Canada; and attending the Kentucky Derby.


He traveled a great deal, both at home and overseas, beginning to give what he called “white-collar crime” speeches. In other words, he received a speaker’s fee.


But for the most part President Bush was adrift. He just wasn’t sure what to do with himself.


Maybe for that reason, he decided being literally adrift was not a bad thing. He checked off another item on his bucket list when in early February he surprised Mrs. Bush with the news they were going on a cruise. They set sail from Miami on February 13 aboard the Regal Princess, which President Bush had seen advertised on TV. They only had to share the ship with sixteen hundred other passengers, all of whom—according to the Bushes—were just a little surprised to see the recently departed residents of the White House on their Caribbean cruise. They were so mobbed the captain invited them to eat their meals in his cabin. But it’s possible the stark reality of their new life didn’t really hit home until early one morning when, after working out and taking a steam bath, President Bush walked out of the sauna stark naked to find a fellow cruiser waiting to take his photo. Thankfully, the wannabe photographer asked permission; the former president said politely but firmly, “Hell, yes, I mind if you take my picture. Do you mind waiting?” (Mrs. Bush had a similar story, which involved buying “personal products” at the drugstore.)


President Bush told this story to friend and author George Plimpton, who interviewed President Bush about a year later for a piece for the New York Times Magazine. President Bush admitted to him it had been a tough year:


“[I miss] the decision-making, the actual involvement and trying to make things happen. I liked that. I liked it a lot. When it’s gone, it takes a while to get over it. You sit there and there are no decisions; nothing to sign; nobody wants to know what you think on this, or that. It was just a cold-turkey shift.”


But those of us who lived through that first year didn’t have to read the Plimpton article to know he was having a hard time. Mrs. Bush wrote in her diary that she was amazed how little he complained, but she knew he was hurting. She especially noted how quiet he was.


All that hurt came pouring out in April when President Bush’s dog Ranger died. He was devastated. Ranger had been one of the puppies born at the White House to Millie. Initially, they had given Ranger to Marvin, but he thoughtfully gave him back to his dad when he realized how attached he was to Ranger.


President Bush admitted, and Mrs. Bush confirmed, he cried more over Ranger than he did when he lost the election, and more than when his beloved mother died a few weeks after the election. His theory was that all his collected grief came pouring out when, on top of everything else, he lost his dog.


While on the cruise, President Bush, in an attempt to put aside his lost feeling and figure out what was next for him, wrote a memo to himself. I saw it for the first time while going through his “personal” files after he died. Here are some highlights from the five-page memo:





Memo on Life after the Presidency


I know I must begin to sort things out.


From the Love Boat here’s my latest thinking:


a. Make some money. BPB has signed up for a lot of money on her book. I want to make enough money so Bar can finish her life without changing her lifestyle. That means so she can keep both K’port and Houston. That she will not be burdened unduly if I have a long illness. I will make that money by giving some speeches…


b. I want to see the Library built and the school of Public Service up and running. The library should showcase our foreign policy success, but it is important that the following domestic areas be properly presented:




Education


Points of Light


Environment Record


Economy—spending caps


Housing—ownership





c. I am very serious about the grandchild business. I want to see them grow. I want to be there, take them places, help them, lift them up. I want to help Jeb and George if they go ahead in politics.


d. Helping others. I want to do something worthwhile. Herbert Hoover, it seems, drove himself and did a lot. I want to select one or two areas and try to really help.


e. I want to stay fit and have fun doing that. Golf, but not on the pro-am name-dropping circuit. Tennis, for as long as my legs hold out. Hunting and yes plenty of fishing.




Things not to do:


Get in the way of Pres. Clinton.


Be a kingmaker or try to. That means turning down a lot of political invitations. It means trying to avoid joint letter signing with former Presidents on some requests.


Cheapen the Presidency. That means avoiding money grabbing.


Trying to influence how history will treat me… I want to avoid the many interviews, appearances, etc. to “set the record straight.”


I was watching all this unfold mostly from the sidelines, having moved to Houston to help Mrs. Bush with her memoirs. My job was to do research and fact-check, read and/or listen to her diaries (most of them were still on tape), and then edit what she wrote. I was a bit of a stepchild in the new Office of George Bush, as I worked on a card table crammed into President Bush’s tiny office kitchen. Despite the cramped quarters, I didn’t mind terribly as I looked out the window at Houston’s picturesque Galleria skyline; and at least a couple of times a day, when he was in town, the former president wandered into his kitchen to make coffee or get a glass of milk.


It was how we became friends.


During the White House years, I was one of Mrs. Bush’s deputy press secretaries—a fun, work-heavy, but low-on-the-totem-pole kind of job. I had never interacted with the president except in photo receiving lines at the annual Christmas party. I did remind him in one of our post–White House coffee sessions in the kitchen that we had met before, not only during the White House years but when I was a reporter at USA Today. He looked at me a little quizzically, and then I reminded him I was the reporter on the campaign trail who asked every single candidate in 1988 this question: If you were an animal, what kind of animal would you want to be? The question became infamous—and not in a good way. (It was my editor’s idea.)


Then, of course, President Bush remembered, and I knew he was wondering how on earth I had ended up at a card table in his kitchen.


(For the record, he wanted to be a hunting dog. And although I’ve never been given credit for this, I do think it’s possible Michael Dukakis lost the election that year because he wanted to be a fish: an Atlantic cod.)


On the other hand, I had gotten to know Mrs. Bush quite well on the campaign trail, since USA Today convinced both her and Kitty Dukakis to write a weekly column for the paper. I was their editor, a task that didn’t thrill me at first but which I learned to love. After the election, I was shocked when I was offered a job in Mrs. Bush’s press office. I wasn’t sure whether I should take it until my father asked me what the hell was wrong with me. As usual, he was right. That began the trail that took me from USA Today, to the White House, to Houston, and then to Kennebunkport in the summer of 1993.


I went with the Bushes to Maine that summer so Mrs. Bush and I could continue working on the book. As nice as it was to escape Houston’s heat and humidity, it was a tough summer.


Certainly, we would do great fun things like go out on President Bush’s famous powerboat, Fidelity. He was rather shocked I had never been on a boat in the Atlantic Ocean, even when I told him I had grown up on a farm in Missouri. My family didn’t even know people who owned boats, I explained. He taught me how to fish, which I never mastered.


But the Bushes were still hurting. Family friend and former staffer Chase Untermeyer remembers visiting and finding the former president really down. When George Plimpton asked him what he did in Maine that first summer, President Bush’s answer was heartbreaking: “I just sat there and watched the tide come in and go out.”


Mrs. Bush also would get down—probably more from worrying about her husband than anything else. Her aide, Peggy Swift,1 and I had to call her best friend, Betsy Heminway, to come over one afternoon after Mrs. Bush locked herself in her bedroom after quarreling with a family member.


One day, when President Bush’s beloved boat broke off its mooring and crashed on the rocks during a big storm, I jotted down in my sporadically kept journal exactly what he told us: “I lost the election, my mother died, my dog died, and my boat crashed. There’s not much else left that can happen to me this year.”


As for the staff,2 we tried to be there when we were needed but also wanted to stay out of the way since we worked on Walker’s Point. My and Peggy’s office was a tiny guestroom; Michael, Rose, and Linda worked downstairs from where the housekeeper lived upstairs in the old caretaker’s cottage. Sometimes it was hard to figure out where we should be when. (It didn’t help that I was unhappy with where I was living—the upstairs of a small cottage owned by a woman who was a little crazy, made more so when she broke her arm and I literally was helping her in and out of her bra every day.)


We seriously thought about getting T-shirts made that said: “I survived the summer of 1993.”


Years later, in 2000, President Bush put into writing more of his thoughts about that first year out of office. He wrote a piece called “10 Rules for Former Presidents” for his former speechwriter and good friend, author Christopher Buckley. Chris—or Christo, as President Bush called him—occasionally asked President Bush to write an essay for Forbes FYI magazine, a supplement to Forbes.




1. Get out of Dodge—fast. You’re history on that cold January day. So be pleasant about it all. Smile a lot. Try not to wave to the huge inaugural crowd too much. They’re there to see the new guy…


2. As you fly back home on Air Force One look around. Take a shower… Grab a few napkins and some notepads and Life Savers with the Presidential seal on them… Lie down on the bed in the President’s cabin because 34E on the commercial airlines is quite different…


3. When you get off Air Force One wave from the top of the steps. A TV camera from the local station will probably be there. “How does it feel to be home?” [the reporter] will ask. “Great to be back!” And you look ahead and you try not to think what it used to be like just four or five hours before. You’ll hurt a little but that will go away—sooner than you might think.


4. … Don’t try to shape history by writing op-ed pieces all the time or by criticizing your successor. If you really want to make news and get back on TV you’ll find the best way to do that is to criticize your successor… Don’t!… If you really feel strongly about something, drop your successor a line but don’t leak it to the press. The important thing is to quit worrying about your legacy. It’s up to others to decide that.


5. When you’re out walking your dog, try not to argue when you see the guy down the street who always insists on giving you his views on every issue. Oh, you’ve got to listen, but it is better to nod silently and not disagree when he says, “You should’ve invaded Cuba and gotten the CIA to knock off Saddam Hussein”… smile pleasantly and try to keep moving.


6. Play some golf but resist telling everyone what it was like to play with Jack [Nicklaus] or Arnie [Palmer] at the course near Camp David… And no one wants to know how many times you had the legends of sports to the White House. (They didn’t really love you. They just wanted to see the White House.)


7. Be nice to all autograph seekers and tourists and people who interrupt your dinner. After all some of them probably voted for you, and those who didn’t will swear they now wish they did.


8. Remember the five “stay” rules:


a) Stay out of the way, out of Washington, out of the news, away from press conferences, off TV.


b) Stay away from bashing the national press, even those that knocked your socks off when you were President.


c) Stay away from most of those yellow pad think tank events—the ones where the conference proceedings are carefully written then printed, never to be read by anyone ever again. You might want to consider the occasional world peace seminar in Bermuda but be sure the organizers get you a tee time.


d) Stay away from saying “here’s the way I did it.” You had your chance…


e) Stay well. And when you get older, resist telling everyone about which body part hurts. Drink bulk stuff, exercise, stretch, keep younger people around you. Smile a lot. Feel young at heart.


9. Always count your blessings. Quietly remember the wonders of the White House. Never forget the many people that helped you get there or those that worked in your administration or the dedicated civil servants who treat the White House with such respect and dignity while making those who live there feel “at home.” Remember the majesty of the Oval Office. And as the years go by, give thanks to God for your family, your true friends, and for having given you the chance to be President of the greatest country on the face of the earth.


10. Hug your grandkids. If you don’t have any, get some. And if by chance you have a son or daughter who has [a] chance to be President of the USA ask yourself, “Might this really come true? Only in America!”





Footnotes


1. Now Peggy White, who lives in Chicago with her husband, Brian.


2. Besides Peggy Swift and me, that included President Bush’s aide, Michael Dannenhauer; and Chief of Staff Rose Zamaria, who switched out after a few weeks with Linda Poepsel, head of President Bush’s correspondence team.















CHAPTER TWO



BACK IN THE SADDLE


When Mrs. Bush’s book was finished in March 1994, I prepared to return to journalism and began exploring job possibilities. President Bush called me into his office one day to tell me that his chief of staff—a woman named Rose Zamaria, who had come with him from the White House—was retiring. Rose was a bit of a legend in Bush World—she had been around since President Bush’s congressional days and was also a bit of a curmudgeon. Well, a lot of a curmudgeon.


She very proudly told the story about Lesley Stahl calling to ask President Bush to come on 60 Minutes. When Rose said, “No way,” Lesley pushed back: “Doesn’t the president realize we have the largest TV audience every week?”


Rose’s response: “Don’t you realize he doesn’t give a damn about that anymore?”


President Bush had no idea who could replace Rose and asked me to stay on a bit until he figured it out. He also admitted that it was Mrs. Bush’s idea.


I told him I didn’t know how to be a chief of staff. I had never been anyone’s boss; I had never done a budget; I had never really been in charge of anything.


He replied that he just needed a “seat warmer” until he found a permanent replacement. His winning argument was it would mean another summer in Kennebunkport, so I agreed to stay until Labor Day and would do the best I could to keep the office running.


We never talked about it again. Well, not for twenty years we didn’t.


By the time I became his chief of staff, President Bush’s first-year malaise had worn off. Among other reasons, I think he had just gotten bored with being down. Now he was off and running into his post-presidency with almost an idea a day on what to do next. There was too much work to do to revisit old conversations.


(Years later—maybe about five years before he died—I teased him about that conversation. I told him I had lived in fear for twenty years that he would walk into my office one day and say, “Oh, Jean. I have found a chief of staff. You can get on with your life.” He did not remember that my job began as a temporary arrangement; I am not sure he believed me.)


I was not terrified, but maybe mystified. I really had no idea what I was doing. Rose, God rest her soul, left me only one file, which was some old paperwork on presidential funerals; and the only advice she gave me was to make sure there was toilet paper in President Bush’s bathroom.


What made me the most nervous in the beginning was that often when I ran a meeting or was part of a conference call, everyone assumed I knew what I was doing: “Okay, if that is what Jean thinks, that must be right.” They should have taken my first title, “acting chief of staff,” more literally.


Nevertheless, I had no choice but to jump in with both feet. I slowly began to realize that maybe the best way to really teach someone how to swim is to throw them into the deep end.


How deep was the water? At the end of 1994, Mrs. Bush was curious about how much speaking and traveling her husband had done just that year. She knew it had been a whirlwind, but she wanted proof. So the office compiled the statistics: He gave 111 speeches, campaigned for forty-eight different candidates for the midterm elections, visited twenty-two foreign countries—two of them twice—and set foot in at least half the states.


In between his travels, he hosted lunches and dinners for everyone from heads of state to old friends; became involved in the building of his presidential library; played golf and tennis and hunted; attended baseball and football games; welcomed visitors to his home and his office; made dozens of phone calls; and wrote hundreds of notes and letters. And he had ideas.


He was back.


I found a file of old memos that reminded me just how “back” he was. I should explain that long before BlackBerrys and then smartphones made long-distance communication easier, I often faxed President Bush long “this is what is happening” memos while he was traveling, or I would have a memo with attachments waiting for him the moment he landed, putting them either in the car so he could catch up on the way home from the airport or on his bed.


In one such note from 1995, I reported the following:




• General Scowcroft, Senator Bob Dole, Representative Newt Gingrich, President Ford, and General Colin Powell had all called to talk to him about Bosnia.1


• The National Security Council was sending someone to brief him on Bosnia.


• His lunch with the president of Angola was set.


• There would be a work session for him and General Scowcroft on their book during an upcoming trip to Washington, DC.


• He still needed a fourth for golf on December 18.


• The date was set for the annual office Christmas get-together.


• David Frost wanted to talk to him about an idea.


• The husband of one of his cousins had died.


• Marlin Fitzwater checked in.


• While he was gone, we had programmed his home phone for speed dialing. (In retrospect, this was a mistake on my part.)




Yes, he was busy. And for the most part, he loved it.


Politically, it had taken some coaxing to get him back into the game. He still thought of himself as the man who had lost and questioned the sanity of any candidate who asked for his help. But there was one area in which he could help a lot: raising money. He never liked doing it for himself but enjoyed doing it for others, especially for friends. So as he would say, he suited up.


Two candidates were of more interest than the others: his two oldest sons.


George W. was running for governor of Texas, Jeb for governor of Florida. Both were running against incumbents: Ann Richards was the popular governor of Texas who took to calling George W. “shrub” during the campaign; and in Florida, Jeb was running against Lawton Chiles, who seemed more vulnerable.


The day George W. told his parents that he was running, Mrs. Bush infamously told him he could not possibly beat Ann Richards.


The Bushes campaigned their hearts out for their sons, bouncing between Florida and Texas. President Bush especially focused on private fund-raising events, as his sons wanted to run for office outside of their father’s very long shadow. Mrs. Bush did a lot more public events, often with her sons, and it was during this campaign that George W. began to tell audiences, “I have my daddy’s eyes and my mother’s mouth.”


Having his sons running for governor played a big role in healing President Bush’s wounds from 1992. He knew in his heart that if he had been reelected, they would still be on the political sidelines, waiting for their dad to exit the stage. His loss had opened the door for them. As always, he managed to find that silver lining.


As the election neared, George W. was surging in the polls, but Jeb ran into a big problem the week before the election: Approximately 750,000 Florida senior citizens received robocalls falsely claiming that Jeb Bush would cut Social Security. It later came out that the call was organized by Governor Chiles’s supporters, for which he apologized and claimed no knowledge. But the election was over.


I was traveling with President Bush on a campaign swing for other candidates when Jeb’s campaign manager, Sally Bradshaw, called to tell President Bush the bad news about the robocalls. We had just landed in Oklahoma City after doing five events in two days. This would be number six, his last. I watched him sitting on a folding chair backstage, waiting to be introduced into a large arena in Oklahoma City, and I worried there was absolutely no way he could go out there. He was devastated and exhausted. I had never seen him look that way and was convinced he had nothing left to give. My heart was breaking as I tried to figure out how to handle the situation.
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