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To my husband, Bob, who got me interested in politics



CHAPTER 1

THE FIRSTBORN SON

IN JULY 1946 GEORGE W. BUSH went to his first party. It was the lawn party after his christening in New Haven, Connecticut. He had been born only a few days before, on July 6. That made him a member of the “baby boom” generation, born after World War II.

This baby was the first child of Barbara Pierce Bush and George Herbert Walker Bush. The baby’s father—tall, lean, and good-looking—was a student at  Yale University. The lively, auburn-haired mother had been a student at Smith College. They named their baby George Walker Bush—not exactly George Jr., but very close. They called him Georgie.

Georgie’s father would become the forty-first president of the United States, but not for another forty-two years. However, even in those early days George Bush had already given his son a great deal to live up to. At Andover, a top-rate preparatory school in Massachusetts, he had been a baseball star. In World War II he had been a navy fighter pilot, a war hero.

Both of Georgie’s parents came from families who had done well in business. One of his grandfathers was a Wall Street investor, and the other was the president of a large publishing company. For generations both sides of the family had been influential in politics.

For two years after Georgie’s birth the Bush family lived in a little apartment in New Haven while George finished his degree at  Yale. He was a baseball star in college, as he had been in prep school. Barbara, an enthusiastic sports fan, took her little son to the games to cheer on his first-baseman father.

After George Bush graduated from Yale in 1948, he could have stepped into a comfortable job in the financial world in New York, like his father and grandfather. But George was looking for a more adventurous career, away from his father’s eye. Barbara, who had grown up in the wealthy suburb of Rye, New York, encouraged her husband. She, too, was eager to get away from their families and do something different.

One of the most exciting business opportunities in the country at that time was in the oil fields of Texas. With the new technology developed during World War II, drillers could reach deeper oil deposits. And as the economy boomed, the demand for fuel was skyrocketing.

So in the summer of 1948 George Bush accepted a job in Texas. He was hired by Neil Mallon, a close family friend who headed an oil corporation. Revving the engine of his red two-door Studebaker, a graduation present from his parents, George drove all the way from the East Coast to West Texas.

A week later Barbara and Georgie flew out to Texas to join George. They found a place quite different from green, woodsy New England. Around the working-class town of Odessa the land stretched flat, bleak, and dusty all the way to the horizon. Instead of pine-scented sea breezes, there were hot winds that blew sand and tumbleweeds down the street. And when the wind blew a certain way, there was also the strong smell of oil fumes from the nearby plants.

The Bushes’ living quarters were not inviting either. Despite his wealthy background, George Bush was starting at the bottom in the oil business. The Bushes’ home in Odessa was a two-room apartment, and they shared a bathroom with another family. They were thankful to have a bathroom at all, though, since most of their neighbors used outhouses. And the Bushes had a refrigerator—also unusual in that neighborhood.

But West Texas was a “fabulous place,” as George wrote to a friend the next year. “Fortunes can be made in the land end of the oil business, and of course can be lost.” He spent long hours out in the oil fields, learning the business from the ground up.

Meanwhile, Barbara took care of Georgie and got used to living where people were “Eastern-prejudiced,” as she put it in a letter to her family. She missed her old friends and family. But Barbara was naturally cheerful and good at getting along with all kinds of people, and she had unshakable faith in George. She adored their two-year-old son.

So did George. “He is really cute,” Georgie’s father wrote to a friend in August 1948. “Whenever I come home he greets me and talks a blue streak, sentences disjointed of course but enthusiasm and spirit boundless. He is a real blond and pot-bellied. He tries to say everything and the results are often hilarious. . . . He seems to be very happy wherever he is and he is very good about amusing himself in the small yard we have here.”

George and Barbara hoped to have several children, and they were delighted when a daughter was born in December 1949. They named her Pauline Robinson Bush, after Barbara’s mother, and they nicknamed her Robin. Barbara came home from the hospital with Georgie’s new sister on Christmas Day. That was the same Christmas that Georgie’s grandfather Pierce gave the Bushes one of those new inventions, a television set. It was a hulking thing, with a tiny yellow screen.

The following year, 1950, the Bushes bought a house in Midland, not as close to the oil fields as their first home in West Texas. The house was in a new development, nicknamed Easter Egg Row because each of the little two-bedroom houses plunked down on the dirt roads was painted a different color. Otherwise, they were all exactly the same. The Bushes’ house, on East Maple (there were no actual maple trees, or any other trees), was light blue.

The Bushes’ new neighborhood was full of young families from other parts of the country, all hoping to strike it rich in the oil business. George and Barbara quickly made friends, and so did Georgie. One of his first and best friends was the boy next door, Randy Roden.

Although George Bush was working as hard as ever, he had plenty of energy left over for community life. He and Barbara led the drive to build a community theater in Midland. George and the other fathers started a Little League team, clearing tumbleweeds from the yellow sand to make a baseball diamond. Both he and Barbara taught Sunday school at the First Presbyterian Church.

Barbara also helped organize charities, volunteered at the Midland hospital, and pitched in to start a local YMCA. Among many other activities, the YMCA offered electric-train races for boys and their fathers. A few years later Georgie would get his picture in the Midland Reporter-Telegram for winning first place in the eight-year-old division.

Every weekend backyard barbecues filled Midland’s dry air with the scent of grilled hamburgers. Friends and neighbors milled around the Bushes’ backyard, while little kids ran back and forth. Georgie often wore his beloved cowboy outfit, including hat, boots, bandanna, and lasso. His sister, Robin, was beginning to walk.

Less than a year after the Bushes moved to Midland, George decided to go into the oil business for himself. He and a neighbor across the street formed a company. Now George Bush was busier than ever. But he made a point of spending time with his son, often playing catch in the backyard.

Sometimes Mr. Bush took Georgie and his friend Randy out into the oil fields with him. The oil patch, with its towering derricks, was like a strange forest in that flat, treeless country. At night oil fumes blurred the bright stars of the desert sky, and machinery clanked as the pumps worked around the clock. The boys would sleep in the back of the station wagon while George Bush checked the wells.

During the hottest part of the broiling West Texas summers George, Barbara, Georgie, and Robin took off for the cool coast of Maine. All the relatives gathered at the family retreat on Walker’s Point in Kennebunkport. Sometimes the Bushes stayed with George’s uncle Herbie Walker, who was backing George’s business. Grandfather Prescott Bush was always there, dignified and stern—“scary,” the kids of the Bush-Walker clan called him. But Grandmother Dorothy Walker Bush was kind, and great fun for sports-loving children to be with.

Dorothy “Dotty” Bush and Georgie adored each other. She was just as competitive as he was—maybe more so. There was a Bush family legend about Dotty as a young married woman: When she was nine months pregnant with George’s brother Prescott Jr., she played in a family baseball game. Not only that, but she hit a home run and ran all the way around the diamond—then hastily left for the hospital to give birth.

In 1952, when Georgie was six, the Bush family moved to a three-bedroom house on Ohio Street, not far from the Midland Country Club. Here the streets were paved, and there were even a few oak trees. Georgie and Mike Proctor, his friend across the street, walked or rode their bikes to Sam Houston Elementary School.

The Bushes were still in West Texas, where sometimes tumbleweeds rolled into the yard and stuck to the screen doors, and sometimes sandstorms blew so thick that Georgie couldn’t see the back fence from the window. But to Georgie these were just minor annoyances. Life was mostly wonderful, full of bike races and sleepovers with friends like Randy Roden, and stunts like hanging by his knees from the struts beneath the high school football stadium.

Nineteen fifty-two was also the year that Grandfather Prescott Bush, back in Connecticut, ran for election to the U.S. Senate. He had been defeated in the 1950 race for senator, so the Bush family were especially eager for him to win this time. They were also rooting for General Dwight “Ike” Eisenhower to win the presidential campaign for the Republicans.

George Bush organized a local Republican committee in Midland and campaigned enthusiastically for Ike. But he had to do so, he joked, “making no reference to the word Republican.” Texas, like all Southern states, had been fiercely Democratic since the Civil War.

Dwight Eisenhower won the election, and so did Grandfather Bush. Just a few months later, in February 1953, the Bushes had a new baby, John Ellis Bush. Because of his initials, they called him Jeb or Jebby. Robin was three, growing bigger and more fun for Georgie to play with all the time—although she was still properly impressed with her big brother. George Bush’s business, now named Zapata Petroleum Corporation, was going well. Everyone was happy, especially Georgie.

And then one day in March the happiness fell apart. It began with something strange, but not really frightening at first: Robin didn’t bounce out of bed in the morning like her usual lively self. She told her mother her plans for the day: “I may go out and lie on the grass and watch the cars go by, or I might just stay in bed.”

Her worried mother took her to the doctor, who ordered tests. The test results yielded grim news: Robin had advanced leukemia, a cancer of the bone marrow. There was no cure, the doctor explained to Robin’s shocked parents. She did not have long to live.

But George and Barbara were determined not to give up hope. At least they would get the best possible medical treatment for their daughter. While friends in Midland took care of Georgie and the baby, they flew Robin to a hospital in New York.

For the next six months, Georgie’s mother lived in New York most of the time, spending her days with Robin. Georgie’s father shuttled between New York and Midland, tending to business and keeping an eye on Georgie and Jebby. Every morning he went by the church to pray for Robin. Grandmother Dorothy Bush helped by sending the nurse who had taken care of her boys to stay with Georgie and Jeb.

All this time Georgie knew only that his sister was in New York seeing a doctor because she was sick. When his mother brought Robin home for a brief stay, she seemed like the same old Robin: curly blond hair, funny little smile. But there were bruises on her arms and legs, and Barbara wouldn’t let Georgie wrestle with Robin the way he used to.

One day in October, Georgie was at school as usual. He was carrying a record player back to the principal’s office from his second-grade classroom. He happened to be outside in a covered walkway when he saw his parents’ green Oldsmobile drive up in front of the school. He was sure he glimpsed the top of Robin’s head above the backseat. Setting the record player down, he ran for the car.

But Robin wasn’t in the car. And George and Barbara had to tell their son the bad news they had been holding back since March. Robin had been very, very sick, and now she had died. She was buried in Greenwich, Connecticut, where George had grown up.

“I was sad, I was stunned,” George W. Bush later described his reaction. “Minutes before I had had a little sister, and now I did not.” He cried; his father and mother cried. Georgie couldn’t believe his parents had known for so long that Robin was dying and hadn’t told him. As they drove to their friends’ house to pick up Jebby, Georgie kept asking questions, although he could see how painful it was for them to explain.

The months to come were a strange period for the energetic, upbeat Bush family. “I remember being sad,” said George W. Bush. Susie Evans, a friend at Sam Houston Elementary School, remembered the same thing, “a great sadness.” Georgie missed Robin terribly, and it was hard to watch his parents suffering.

In his seven-year-old way, Georgie did his best to comfort his mother and father. Instead of playing with friends, he would spend afternoons with his mother. Once, at a football game with his father, he said he wished he were Robin. George, shocked at first, asked why. “I bet she can see the game better from up there than we can here,” explained Georgie. To a sports-minded boy, a good view of football plays would be one of the major advantages of being in heaven.



CHAPTER 2

BASEBALL, BUSINESS, AND POLITICS

FOR A LONG TIME AFTER Robin died, Georgie bush had nightmares. And his mother’s glossy auburn hair started turning gray that year, though she was only twenty-eight. The Bush family would never be quite the same.

But gradually the sad time became part of the past. Grandfather and Grandmother Bush gave them a portrait of Robin, and it was hung in the dining room. Georgie and his family began enjoying the many good things in their life again—their friends in Midland, all the oil flowing from the Zapata Petroleum Corporation wells, the new collie puppy.

The puppy, Mark, was given to the Bushes by a friend during Robin’s illness. He grew up as one of the family. Some mornings the collie would follow Georgie to school. He’d have to run home with the dog and then dash back to school just before the bell.

The Ohio Street neighborhood was swarming with children, and Georgie was the leader of the pack. With many of the fathers, including George Bush, away much of the time on business, the mothers all looked out for one another’s children. Barbara Bush, friendly and frank and quick with a funny remark, was a favorite with the neighborhood kids. One of Georgie’s friends, Terry Throckmorton, described later how he felt about Mrs. Bush: “If I had to go talk to somebody about my troubles, it would have been her.”

West Texas public schools weren’t especially good, but Georgie’s school was one of the better ones. The parents of the students at Sam Houston Elementary School were well educated, and they saw to it that their children did their homework. George and Barbara Bush were leaders of a drive to build a library for the school. One year they were cochairs of the Midland PTA.

At school Georgie dressed in a white T-shirt and blue jeans like the other boys. He was intelligent but not at all bookish. In fact, he could be a rascal. Georgie’s third-grade teacher, Austine Crosby, remembered one day of inside recess when he threw a football through a window.

Like his mother, Georgie was quick with a smart remark, and the other children thought of him as a wise guy. One time he entertained his fourth-grade classmates by drawing an ink mustache, goatee, and sideburns on himself. The teacher marched Georgie to the principal, who gave him three spanks with a paddle.

In the spring Georgie and his friends would hurry to school—to play pickup baseball before classes began. The principal would take his coat off and bat some balls for the boys to field. Like most people in Midland, the principal believed that sports were important. When the World Series was going on, Georgie and his classmates were allowed to watch the games during rest period.

This focus on sports seemed natural to Georgie. All the Bushes, including the relatives back East, loved sports—baseball, football, tennis, golf. They watched and played the games enthusiastically. On visits with his grandparents back East, Georgie was taught by his uncle Bucky to root for baseball’s New York Giants. “To this day,” says George W. Bush with a touch of pride, “I can recite the starting lineup of the 1954 Giants team. Willie Mays was my hero.”

Sometimes Grandfather and Grandmother Bush came to visit Midland. The Bushes’ friends were greatly impressed to rub shoulders with a U.S. senator. But they were also nervous, because Senator Bush was so formal in his clothes and manner.

Once, George Bush flew Georgie and his friend Randy Roden to Washington, D.C., where they had lunch at the older Bushes’ townhouse. Georgie was used to his grandparents’ lifestyle, and he knew that you were supposed to dip your fingers politely in the glass bowl in front of your place at the table. But Randy had never seen a finger bowl before. To the Bushes’ surprise, he drank the water from it.

Georgie was unaware, of course, of another man in Washington who had been elected to the Senate at the same time as Grandfather Bush. This man, Senator Albert Gore Sr., had a son, Al, two years younger than Georgie. Almost fifty years later George W. Bush and Al Gore would face each other as rivals for the highest office in the land.

By 1955, when Georgie was nine, George Bush’s oil business was doing better than ever. The family could move to an even bigger house in Midland. They needed more room because they had another new baby, “our third giant boy,” as George Bush jokingly put it. They named him Neil Mallon Bush, after the family friend who had helped George get started in the oil business. Later, in 1956, they had another boy, named Marvin Pierce Bush after Barbara’s father.

Barbara had two black maids, Julia May Cooper and Otha Taylor, to help her with the big house and family. There weren’t many black people in Midland, but the town, like the rest of the South, was nonetheless racially segregated in those days. In the county courthouse there were separate drinking fountains and restrooms, labeled WHITE and COLORED. The Midland bus station had two separate waiting rooms. Neighborhoods and schools were segregated too, by an unwritten code that kept Latino and African-American families separate from white families.

Georgie’s friend Mike Proctor remembered the first time he had an inkling that racial slurs were wrong. It was the time when Georgie, about eight, came out with an expression insulting to black people in front of his mother. Many of the kids at Sam Houston Elementary School used this expression all the time, and Mike thought nothing of it. To his surprise, Barbara Bush dragged her son into the bathroom, washed his mouth out with soap, and gave him a stern lecture.

The Bushes’ roomy brick ranch house had a swimming pool, and it backed up to the grassy stretches of McCall Park. All the kids in the neighborhood seemed to be based at the Bushes’, with Mark, the Bushes’ collie, running back and forth among them. Before long the collie was joined by a new puppy, Nicky, a poodle mix who grew up to look like a lamb.

Georgie was six and a half years older than Jeb, the next-oldest boy in the Bush family. He was too old to spend much time with his little brothers. When Georgie and his friends weren’t playing baseball at the park, they might play sandlot football, or ride their bikes downtown to see a movie.

In April 1955 Georgie’s father wrote to his grandfather Pierce, “He is out for Little League—so eager. He tries so very hard. It makes me think back to all the times I tried out, etc. He has good fast hands and even seems to be able to hit a little. I get as much kick out of watching him trying out as I do out of all our varied business efforts.”

To Georgie’s and his father’s satisfaction, he made the Little League team, the Midland Cubs. For the next several years he spent every possible minute playing baseball. Georgie had been working up to this ever since he was a toddler in Connecticut, watching his father play baseball for Yale. Now his one ambition was to become a Major League Baseball player. Scrappy and fearless, Georgie usually played the position of catcher.

When George Bush was home, he would join Georgie and his friends for practice in the park. They begged him to demonstrate his neat trick of catching fly balls behind his back. Joe O’Neill, one of Georgie’s Little League teammates, once went home with his baseball cap sticking to the scrapes on his scalp. He had been trying, not very successfully, to imitate Mr. Bush.

Georgie had an excellent memory, although he didn’t necessarily apply it at school. He put this talent to use memorizing the statistics of his idol Willie Mays, star slugger and center fielder for the Giants. He memorized the stats of all the Major League Baseball players. His father encouraged him, drilling Georgie and his friends from his large collection of baseball cards.

Georgie soon had his own shoe box full of cards, and he and his friends traded cards and discussed the players and the games endlessly. Terry Throckmorton, whose father was the head of Midland Little League, remembered later how he and Georgie would send baseball cards to the players and ask for their autograph. Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle were among the famous players who signed Georgie’s cards and sent them back.

Although Georgie’s father was often away on business, the father and son spent some special times together. In March 1956 Mr. Bush’s company launched a powerful new high-tech oil rig in Galveston, on the coast of Texas. Almost ten, Georgie stood proudly on the deck of the oil platform beside his father, each of them dressed in a suit with a white carnation in the lapel. In August 1957, when Georgie was eleven, he was the only one of the Bush children to fly to the family retreat in Kennebunkport with his father. Barbara and the three younger children made the long drive to Maine in the car with the two maids, Julia May and Otha.

In the fall of 1958 Georgie began the seventh grade at San Jacinto Junior High School. There he won his first election, to the office of class president. He also played football, a big deal in Midland even in seventh grade. Barbara Bush came to every game to support Georgie’s team.

Years later George W. Bush would describe his childhood in Midland as “a happy blur,” “surrounded by love and friends and sports.”

By the end of 1958 George Bush’s oil business had shifted to Houston, on the Gulf of Mexico, three hundred miles from Midland. The Bushes would have to move. In the spring of 1959 Mr. and Mrs. Bush left for Houston. The boys stayed behind in Midland with a sitter, to finish out the school year.

Shortly after Georgie and his brothers joined their parents in Houston, one more baby was born to George and Barbara Bush. This time it was a girl. They named her Dorothy Walker Bush, after George’s mother, and they called her Doro.

Houston was then the largest city in Texas, much bigger than Midland. It was damp and green in contrast to dry, brown Midland. The Bush family had a nice new house, complete with swimming pool and their own baseball field.

All the Bushes had been sorry to leave their good friends and close community in Midland. But they quickly made new friends in Houston. Georgie easily fit into his eighth-grade class at the Kincaid School, one of the most exclusive private schools in Texas. Good-looking, outgoing, and good at sports, he was elected a class officer.

At home, as the oldest child by almost seven years, Georgie felt close to his mother. And she greatly appreciated his company, with his father away so much of the time. The oil business now took George Bush all over the world—to England, Borneo, Mexico, Kuwait. Meanwhile, Barbara managed the family of five children with a firm hand. She was the parent who broke up fights and enforced rules such as bedtimes, curfews, and acceptable table manners.

Whether George Bush was out of town or at home, the Bushes were just as social as ever. Some of their socializing involved fund-raisers or other events for the Republican Party, which was stronger in Houston than in West Texas. The Bushes were committed to the Republicans, but they were also working toward a goal for George Bush. For a long time the idea of running for public office had been simmering in the back of his mind.

Georgie wasn’t thinking of a future in politics for himself, but he could work a party like an experienced politician. A good friend of Georgie’s was struck by his behavior at the barbecues and other parties. Georgie was only a young teenager like his friend, but he would greet each person in the room when he came in and say good-bye to each person when he left. He would remember each person’s name, even if he had never met him or her before.

Georgie had seen his father socialize this way many times, of course. But he also had his own natural ability to connect with people. “His father had a definite influence on him,” commented his history teacher at Kincaid. “But his general relationship to people was more like his mother’s. He was very intense.”

Up to this point, Georgie’s childhood in Texas had been very different from his father’s childhood in New England. But now his mother and father began to explain that they wanted him to go to Phillips Academy, in Andover, Massachusetts. They felt that it would be good for their son to live on his own, away from the family.

Since the time Georgie was born, his family had expected that he would follow in his father’s footsteps to Andover and then to Yale University. Academically, Andover was far above Kincaid. In fact, it was one of the best schools in the country. Andover had a long, awe-inspiring tradition, including the time George Washington himself addressed the students from horseback.

One afternoon in the spring of 1961, when George W. Bush was fourteen, his mother greeted him with, “Congratulations, George!” His acceptance had come, and he would leave for Andover in the fall.



CHAPTER 3

ANDOVER

FOR GEORGE BUSH, GROWING UP in connecticut in the 1930s and 1940s, New England had been home. But for his son George W. Bush in the fall of 1961, it was a cold, strange land. And Andover itself was a shock to George W.’s system. There were no girls. The dormitories were poorly heated. The younger boys were not allowed to have radios.

The headmaster, John Mason Kemper, was a proud graduate of  West Point. He ran the school with strict discipline and high standards. Life at Andover was a continual round of classes, athletics, required daily chapel attendance—and very little free time. Lights had to be off at 10:00 P.M.

Part of the Andover discipline was the dress code. Jacket and tie were required in chapel, in classes, and at meals. George, an informal Texan and not naturally tidy, pushed the code as far as he could. With the jacket he’d wear a wrinkled shirt, or sneakers with no socks, and his tie would be carelessly knotted. The jacket might even be an army surplus jacket.

In the classroom the competition was fierce. George was used to competition in sports, and he enjoyed it. But he was also used to getting A’s in his classes without trying. At the beginning of his first year at Andover, George was seriously worried about flunking out and disgracing himself and his family.
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