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			Early Praise for 41

			“A good and decent man—part of the Great Generation that saved civilization in World War II, then came home to make the American Century and win the long struggle against the Soviet Union—gets his due in this brisk, bright, insightful volume.”

			—Karl Rove, The Wall Street Journal

			“Jurdem ably studies the character of George H. W. Bush, a one-term chief executive who accomplished more than most presidents do in two terms. The book traces Bush’s political origins, reaching back to Teddy Roosevelt, Colonel Stimson, Eisenhower, and definitely Senator Prescott Bush. In addition to recounting Bush’s extraordinary international leadership—in German unification, the peaceful end of the Cold War in Europe, and the coalition that liberated Kuwait—Jurdem fills a gap by pointing to Bush’s domestic accomplishments: the Americans with Disabilities Act; major amendments of the Clean Air Act; and his selfless budget deal that cut deficits into the ’90s. He also points to Bush’s role in shaping America’s post–Cold War future through negotiations for continental free trade and the liberalization of global trade. Bush’s life was defined by his character, friendships, and competitive drive to serve his country. This book explains the wellsprings of that presidential leadership.”

			—Robert B. Zoellick, former secretary of state and White House deputy chief of staff, author of America in the World: A History of U.S. Diplomacy & Foreign Policy

			“A lot has been written about the life of the 41st president of the United States, but by examining who were the major influencers and inspirations in George H. W. Bush’s life, author Laurence Jurdem’s new book manages to give the reader a fresh and fascinating insight into who and what made George Bush...well, George Bush. It’s a timely and inspirational read.”

			—Jean Becker, author of The New York Times bestseller The Man I Knew: The Amazing Story of George H.W. Bush’s Post-Presidency

			“In 41, Laurence Jurdem masterfully chronicles the individuals and events that shaped the character of our 41st president, George H. W. Bush. I thought I knew most of what there is to know about President Bush but was proved wrong in reading this book. I highly recommend it.”

			—David Q. Bates Jr., former assistant to the president and secretary to the Cabinet

			“Laurence Jurdem has done a remarkable job researching and explaining the origins and influences on George Bush’s life, that shaped an American leader’s heartbeat and resulted in the wise leadership and character of President George H. W. Bush.”

			—Thomas J. Collamore, longtime aide and senior government appointee to George H. W. Bush, current senior advisor to the George and Barbara Bush Foundation

			“Laurence Jurdem has written an insightful account of the forces and personalities that shaped the nation’s 41st president. Despite coming from a privileged background, George H. W. Bush was a man of great humility with a remarkable capacity to grow and to learn. This is a terrific read about an underappreciated president whose decades of public service did the nation proud. It is also a moving glimpse into a time when presidents honored their oaths and served the nation with dignity and integrity.”

			—Stephen F. Knott, author of The Lost Soul of the American Presidency

			“A good and decent man…gets his due in this brisk, bright, insightful volume.”

			—Karl Rove, The Wall Street Journal

			“Bush’s life was defined by his character, friendships, and competitive drive to serve his country. This book explains the wellsprings of that presidential leadership.”

			—Robert B. Zoellick, former secretary of state and White House deputy chief of staff, Author of America in the World: A History of U.S. Diplomacy & Foreign Policy

			“A timely and inspirational read.”

			—Jean Becker, author of The New York Times bestseller The Man I Knew: The Amazing Story of George H.W. Bush’s Post-Presidency

			“I thought I knew most of what there is to know about President Bush but was proved wrong in reading this book. I highly recommend it.”

			—David Q. Bates Jr., former assistant to the president and secretary to the Cabinet

			“Laurence Jurdem has done a remarkable job researching and explaining the origins and influences on George Bush’s life.”

			—Thomas J. Collamore, longtime aide and senior government appointee to George H. W. Bush, and currently senior advisor to the George and Barbara Bush Foundation

			“This is a terrific read about an underappreciated president whose decades of public service did the nation proud. It is also a moving glimpse into a time when presidents honored their oaths and served the nation with dignity and integrity.”

			—Stephen F. Knott, author of The Lost Soul of the American Presidency
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			President Bush speaks to King Fahd of Saudi Arabia via telephone from his suite at the Catto Ranch in Aspen, Colorado regarding Iraq’s Invasion of Kuwait. August 2, 1990.

			

			August 2, 1990

			Just after 10:20 a.m., the twin-engine Gulfstream IV, en route from Andrews Air Force Base in suburban Maryland to Aspen, Colorado, hit its maximum cruising speed of over five hundred miles per hour. With its sleek blue-and-white exterior and small American flag on its tail wing, the aircraft sliced through thick clouds, leaving behind the oppressive humidity and heat of the East Coast as it soared toward the cooler, more temperate air of the American West.1

			In the aircraft’s tight main cabin, President George H. W. Bush sat engaged in intense conversation with National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft and White House Chief of Staff John Sununu. While many viewed the sleek, elegant craft as a luxurious way to travel, neither the president nor his team viewed it as ideal. The cramped space made any work difficult, and handling multiple phone calls proved a challenge.2

			Months earlier, Bush had accepted an invitation to deliver an address to the Aspen Institute. As the prominent think tank celebrated its fortieth anniversary, the organization had invited the president to discuss the strategic implications on the Western alliance of the Soviet Union’s collapse. But in the past twenty-four hours, the importance of the speech had shifted dramatically from a topic of casual interest to one of critical international significance.3

			At 8:20 the previous evening, Brent Scowcroft briefed the president that 120,000 Iraqi troops had crossed into Kuwait. The man behind the invasion, the ruthless dictator President Saddam Hussein, had ruled Iraq since 1979. Notorious for authorizing the execution of political opponents, Hussein had used chemical weapons to quell dissent within his own country. After his 1988 sarin gas attack on the city of Halabja, it came as no surprise when US News & World Report labeled him “The Most Dangerous Man in the World.”4

			As Bush prepared for his Aspen appearance, he received word that the Iraqi military had not only occupied Kuwait’s capital but also seized control of the nation’s vital oil fields. When questioned by the media about the administration’s response, the president stated that various options were under consideration. However, beneath his confident exterior, Bush recognized the limited means available to compel Hussein to halt his aggression.5

			Bush had other concerns besides Iraq’s violation of Kuwait’s sovereignty. The president also had the responsibility for the safety of twenty-
five hundred Americans stationed in the Emirate. Additionally, the president recognized the threat Hussein posed to Saudi Arabia’s vast oil reserves. If the Iraqi military advanced southward and seized control of Saudi oil fields, Hussein would dominate 45 percent of the world’s oil market, significantly shifting the balance of global power.6

			The president’s concerns about a potential Iraqi incursion into Saudi Arabia also led Bush to consider the possibility of a wider conflict. With Iraq’s military possessing greater offensive capabilities than its southern neighbor, he remained uncertain about Saudi Arabia’s ability and willingness to resist Iraqi aggression. “God knows…whether they’ll stand up,” Bush wrote in his diary. As the crisis deepened, he feared that if Saudi Arabia yielded to Iraq, Hussein might set his sights on the next target in the Arab world.7

			As the plane continued its journey, the president tapped into his extensive international network, built over more than two decades in government, to assess the impact of Hussein’s invasion on the Middle East. His first call went to his longtime friend, King Hussein of Jordan. According to a 1990 article by The Washington Post’s David Hoffman, the two had first become acquainted in the 1970s when Bush served as director of the CIA. The Jordanian leader—who had ruled from the Hashemite throne since 1952 and served as an American intelligence asset since 1957—shared many common interests with Bush, including a love of speedboats and a deep engagement with the complexities of Middle East diplomacy.

			When Bush called, King Hussein was in Alexandria, meeting with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak. During their conversation, the king informed Bush of his plans to visit both Saudi Arabia and Iraq, hoping to resolve the crisis by working with Saddam to establish “a foundation for a better future.” Bush, however, found the king’s approach troubling. Taking a conciliatory approach with a leader with little regard for human life or international law would only risk escalating the crisis. Bush remained firm in his stance; Saddam had to withdraw his forces from Kuwait immediately. “I told the king that the world would not accept the status quo now, and that it was unacceptable to the United States.” Bush also made sure the Arab leader understood his position clearly, adding, “I’m sure Saddam Hussein knows this, but you can tell him that from me.”8

			Upon arriving in Aspen, the president headed straight to a meeting with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. Thatcher, invited to deliver the conference’s closing address, had scheduled the meeting with Bush to coordinate their remarks. However, just that morning, as she prepared to meet with the president, British diplomat Charles Powell informed her of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.9

			Gathering at US Ambassador Henry Catto’s stone cottage, set on 128 acres just outside Aspen in Woody Creek, Colorado, the two leaders discussed the gravity of Iraq’s aggression against its Arab neighbor. Both Bush and Thatcher were shaped by the turmoil of the 1930s, when isolationism had prevented Europe and the United States from responding decisively to Adolf Hitler’s growing threat. The vivid lessons of that era led them to the shared conclusion: They could not allow another megalomaniacal dictator to endanger global stability. “If Iraq wins, no small state is safe. They won’t stop here,” Thatcher warned the president.10

			Reminiscing about her conversation with Bush years later, Thatcher recognized that the lessons of history resonated deeply with the former World War II naval aviator. “I had no doubt what you had to do to deal with an aggressor. My generation, as indeed President Bush’s, knew a terrible world war—which had been caused because we didn’t deal firmly enough with Hitler in the early stages, and of course, the Japanese came into Pearl Harbor, so we knew the importance of stopping it quickly and then reversing it,” she recalled. As the crisis unfolded, it became clear to Thatcher that Bush saw Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait as equivalent to Hitler’s annexations of Austria and Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939.11

			When President Bush addressed the media at the White House on August 5, three days after his meeting with Thatcher, his firm declaration, “This will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait,” reaffirmed his determination not to repeat the mistakes made by the international community in underestimating figures like Adolf Hitler half a century before. As Bush prepared to address the American people on August 8 regarding the crisis in the Persian Gulf, memories of Western retreat remained at the forefront of his mind. “I tightened up the language to strengthen the similarity I saw between the Persian Gulf and the situation in the Rhineland in the 1930s,” Bush recorded in a memoir of his administration’s foreign policy. His reference was to Hitler’s March 1936 decision to send twenty-two thousand German troops into the industrial community on the Franco-German border, a direct violation of the Treaty of Versailles, imposed on Germany by the Allied powers after its defeat in World War I. “This time, I wanted no appeasement,” Bush said.12

			***

			George Bush’s deep understanding of history played a crucial role in his decision to launch a campaign to drive Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait. That experience also included his extensive knowledge of the Middle East and the strong relationships built with world leaders through decades of experience in the oil business and government. These assets enabled him to forge a broad thirty-five-nation coalition that resulted in a swift, decisive military campaign that restored the Emirate’s sovereignty in just under five days. The victory testified to Bush’s skill in personal diplomacy as well as contributing to the restoration of the nation’s confidence in the American military, whose morale and stature had been deeply shaken by the United States’ humiliating defeat in Vietnam fifteen years earlier. The victory over Saddam Hussein also affirmed Bush’s belief that the success of any grand strategy required the active participation of the United Nations, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and other key governmental organizations that had historically supported the United States in its role as leader of the free world.13

			The American success in the First Gulf War represented one of several key foreign policy accomplishments during President Bush’s administration. Most significantly, Bush used his diplomatic skill and steady temperament to guide the nation through defining moments that marked the end of the Cold War, including the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and Germany’s reunification in 1990. He also fostered a strong working relationship with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, culminating in the 1993 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START II), through which both countries agreed to reduce their nuclear stockpiles by more than one-third. Bush’s achievements in global affairs highlighted his aptitude for personal relationships and his strong belief in supporting an international system developed by the United States and other members of the Western alliance following World War II.14

			Bush believed the United States had a duty to serve as a beacon of freedom for the world. In this regard, he served as a direct link to Secretary of War Henry Stimson, a Republican who had served in the Democratic administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt, and to other statesmen who shaped American foreign policy throughout the twentieth century. During the era, an insular group of patrician financiers, who attended elite educational institutions like Harvard, Princeton, and Yale, held key government positions as they advised presidents from FDR to Ronald Reagan on navigating the complexities of the Cold War. These figures included Secretary of Defense Robert A. Lovett, Ambassador W. Averell Harriman, and diplomat John J. McCloy, who together had long-standing ties to what became known as the American Establishment.15

			On March 21, 1989, Secretary of State James A. Baker III delivered a eulogy on behalf of President Bush at McCloy’s funeral. A man of remarkable energy and achievement, McCloy served as both president of the World Bank and US high commissioner for Germany. As Baker addressed McCloy’s family and a distinguished audience at New York’s Brick Church—including Ambassador Vernon Walters, who worked with Presidents Truman and Eisenhower, and the widow of Secretary of State Dean Acheson—the words used to honor McCloy’s legacy seemed equally reflective of George Bush himself. “He never flagged in pursuing the public good in the many private trusts he held. His energy and interests were boundless. So were his accomplishments.” The expertise and dedication McCloy and his contemporaries exhibited in shaping US foreign policy reflected the very qualities Bush admired and embodied throughout his own distinguished career, culminating in four challenging years as president of the United States.16

			Bush and his patrician class held a distinguished place in American society. Historian Geoffrey Kabaservice described the Protestant establishment “as society’s guardians: modern leaders of the country’s institutions, who had national responsibilities and tried to take a national perspective.” Like earlier statesmen such as Lovett, Harriman, and Acheson, Bush and many of those who served in his administration shared similar pedigrees and traditions.17

			Bush and Baker, as well as Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady and Commerce Secretary Robert Mosbacher, came from privileged backgrounds rooted in communities like New York City; Greenwich, Connecticut; and Houston, Texas. Educated at prestigious Eastern preparatory schools such as Phillips Academy, St. Mark’s School, Choate, and The Hill School, all were instilled with a strong sense of duty to uphold the principles of fairness, equality, and service to the common good. Through distinguished careers in oil, law, and banking, each man developed a deep appreciation for the importance of process and attention to detail. Their broad networks across business, philanthropy, politics, and sports also taught them the value of listening to diverse perspectives and engaging with differing points of view.

			As they transitioned into public service, Bush and his closest advisors brought with them a shared commitment to advancing American economic prosperity and promoting global stability. Like many senior figures in the administration, Baker, Brady, and Mosbacher had long-standing personal ties with Bush, developed during his years at Phillips Academy, his post–World War II years at Yale, or his early business ventures in Texas during the 1950s. These enduring relationships reflected not only Bush’s gift for friendship and loyalty but also his belief in surrounding himself with steadfast defenders of America’s democratic ideals that promoted economic and political freedom, as well as the conviction that the United States had a duty to lead on the world stage.18

			Descendant of a prominent WASP family that amassed its fortune through industry and banking, George Bush’s upbringing blended deep-rooted familial values with the conviction that opportunities were not simply given but earned. As former speechwriter and Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan reflected after Bush’s passing in 2018, “The lesson of that life was clear: He worked for it, he poured himself into it. He gave it everything he had. He made sacrifices to be who he was.”19

			With twenty-five years of experience across all branches of government, Bush developed the deep expertise necessary to lead the United States through the final stages of the Cold War. He restored the sovereignty of a nation threatened by an aggressive Arab dictator, and he championed domestic legislation that broadened access to the American Dream for immigrants, individuals with disabilities, and communities of color.

			Rising through the ranks of politics and public service, Bush benefited from the connections established by his father, Prescott Bush, a liberal Republican who served two terms as a US senator from Connecticut. During his time in the Senate from 1952–1963, the elder Bush played a key role as a bridge between President Dwight D. Eisenhower and conservative Republican Senate Majority Leader Robert A. Taft. Known for his friendly demeanor and talent for bringing together differing perspectives, Prescott Bush supported many of Eisenhower’s initiatives, such as the 1956 Federal Highway Act, which led to the creation of the interstate highway system. Eisenhower held Bush in such high esteem that when making a list of those he believed should succeed him in the presidency, the former World War II general placed an “A” beside Bush’s name. The senator’s friendships with those such as Eisenhower and Richard Nixon also provided his son, George, with the opportunity to build relationships with these prominent Republicans and other nationally recognized leaders. Launching his career in local Texas politics, the younger Bush strategically leveraged these connections into a series of high-profile public roles that ultimately led him to the White House.20

			These positions included congressman, ambassador to the United Nations, chairman of the Republican National Committee, head of the US Liaison Office to the People’s Republic of China, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and vice president of the United States. From 1967 to 1989, the former oil executive and World War II veteran cultivated relationships with Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Ronald Reagan, experiences that honed his skills in diplomacy and leadership. As a result, George Bush emerged as the most prepared chief executive the nation ever produced.21

			While Prescott Bush’s professional network proved critical to his son’s rise, he and his wife, Dorothy Walker, also schooled him in the values of fairness, humility, and a strong sense of duty to engage in charity and public service. They emphasized that success did not come by seeking attention or capitalizing on the family name, but rather through hard work and discipline. While George Bush remained steadfast in these principles, his political career occasionally forced him to reconcile his aversion to self-promotion with his ambition to win elected office. That tension was particularly evident in his 1988 campaign pledge not to raise taxes—a promise he later reversed, prioritizing what he saw as sound fiscal governance over what The Washington Post’s Bob Woodward described in 1992 as “his sacred word.”22

			Although Bush believed that effective governance required building consensus to address the nation’s challenges, he entered Republican politics in the 1960s as the party began shifting away from moderation toward ideological rigidity. At the same time, national disillusionment with government deepened in the wake of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, followed by the decision in 1965 of his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, to increase American involvement in the Vietnam War. The disaster that resulted from the nation’s involvement in Southeast Asia led many Americans to conclude that allowing an insular, socially privileged group of men, united by their experience at Eastern prep schools and Ivy League universities, to shape national policy was both problematic and contrary to the meritocratic principles on which the nation was founded.23

			In addition to losing credibility over their handling of the Vietnam War, those who preceded Bush as the leaders of the American establishment faced growing criticism for their lack of empathy toward the daily struggles of black Americans, Jews, and other ethnic minorities. However, as elite educational and professional institutions increasingly opened their doors to a more diverse population based on merit, the continued exclusivity and insularity of those among the Eastern elite created the impression that, despite holding positions at the highest levels of government, many remained disconnected from the lives and concerns of the ordinary voter.24

			Although President Bush appointed more women and minorities to his cabinet than any previous Republican president, his establishment background, formal demeanor, and emotional reserve caused many Americans to see him as the embodiment of a ruling class that had held power for far too long. The perception became amplified during the 1992 presidential campaign when The New York Times reported that Bush seemed surprised by a supermarket checkout scanner: a technology widely in use since the early 1980s. Although it was later clarified that the president had been shown a more advanced model, the incident nonetheless reinforced the impression of Bush as a patrician figure, seemingly oblivious to the economic struggles of everyday Americans.25

			Ironically, the decline of the WASP patrician class was driven by the very meritocratic ideals upon which the United States was founded. As Ross Douthat of The New York Times argued in 2018, the exclusive network of elite prep schools, Ivy League universities, top law firms, investment banks, and social clubs began to open to a broader range of talent. The same institutions that had once molded leaders like George Bush and his forebears became pathways allowing a more diverse and competitive generation to rise, ultimately reshaping the American elite.

			President Bill Clinton, who came from an exceptionally modest background, benefited from that change by being accepted to Georgetown University as well as Yale Law School. Despite Clinton’s impressive political and oratorical skills, as well as his substantial experience as a four-time governor of Arkansas, he lacked the extensive résumé and vast professional network of George Bush. Clinton’s predecessor had participated in multiple White House transitions, gaining valuable insight into the types of expertise and knowledge required for success.

			In contrast, Clinton’s choice to surround himself with close associates from Arkansas—such as his first chief of staff, Thomas “Mac” McLarty, along with a group of young, intellectually talented progressives—showed little deference or interest in the advice of veterans from previous administrations. That refusal to learn and listen from members of the Eastern establishment created difficulties for Clinton in building strong relationships with members of Congress and other long-
established Washington institutions. The limitations of equating achievement in the classroom with political effectiveness are aptly captured by Wall Street Journal essayist Joseph Epstein in 2013, who wrote, “having been a good student…is no indication of one’s quality or promise as a leader.”

			Epstein is also right to highlight that a president like Harry S. Truman, despite little formal education other than high school, achieved a great deal of success. Truman’s strength, like that of George Bush, lay in his humility and his understanding of the importance of surrounding himself with experienced advisors such as Acheson, Harriman, and Lovett. These men and others of similar pedigree and experience offered the Missouri-bred Truman valuable counsel—not only on the controversial decision to drop two atomic bombs on Japan but also in shaping key postwar initiatives, like the Marshall Plan in 1948 and the formation of NATO in 1949.

			In addition, Bush entered the presidency with a reputation for a sterling character, shaped in part by his service as a combat pilot during World War II. Bush also had a stable personal life and a history of being devoted to his wife and children. In contrast, Bill Clinton, who emerged from a dysfunctional family, came of age during the deeply divisive Vietnam War. His decision to defer military service to attend Oxford University on a Rhodes scholarship became a point of controversy during the 1992 campaign and continued to polarize opinion throughout his presidency. Further complicating Clinton’s public image were criticisms of his personal conduct, particularly an affair with a White House intern and a series of other alleged extramarital relationships. These scandals, as writer Peter Beinart described in The Atlantic in 2018, contributed to a “crisis of legitimacy” that plagued his tenure in office.

			Like President Clinton, Barack Obama gained admission to prestigious institutions such as Columbia and Harvard. However, despite having one of the smoothest White House transitions in recent memory, Obama assumed the presidency with one of the thinnest résumés in modern history, having served in the Illinois State Senate and only briefly in the US Senate. Yet, the differences between the forty-first and forty-
fourth presidents go beyond their political experience.

			Whereas Bush was known for his ease in building relationships across the political aisle, Obama—despite holding Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress during his first two years in office, from 2009–2011—was viewed as distant and intellectually aloof, even by members of his own party. His limited political networking, combined with a progressive agenda and the persistent racial and cultural anxieties held by some on the right, including conspiracy theories about his birthplace, also contributed to a deeply adversarial relationship with the Republican Party.26

			Obama’s reluctance to engage with opposing viewpoints, particularly in his interactions with Republican members of Congress, highlighted how his limited political experience hindered his ability to build effective relationships on Capitol Hill. Despite his humble origins and early work in underserved communities, Obama’s tendency to criticize and lecture others, including the United States itself for failing to meet the ideals he championed, led Washington Post columnist and former George W. Bush speechwriter Michael Gerson to describe the president in 2010 as an “intellectual snob.” In contrast, despite George Bush’s privileged background, his genuine respect for people from all walks of life reflected the familial values that helped shape him into both an admirable man and an effective president.

			While those who served in the Clinton and Obama administrations were ethnically diverse—much more socially inclusive and often more professionally and intellectually accomplished than in the past—many also lacked the expertise, as well as the same sense of selflessness and reverence for institutional processes, that Bush and his circle saw as essential to effective governance. As commentator David Brooks observed in The New York Times during the Obama presidency in 2010, those administrations that followed George Bush after his defeat in 1993 were less concerned with pursuing a gradualist approach to policy, and more focused on the constant struggle to maintain public approval. In pursuit of that aim, Clinton, George W. Bush, and Obama pursued bold but controversial initiatives—like promoting members of the LGBTQ community to serve in the military, reforming the health-care system, or advocating a freedom agenda for the Middle East. While George Bush faced a Democratic Congress throughout his four years as president, his innate conservatism and lack of hubris caused him to prioritize legislation that limited national anxiety.27

			Ironically, even as American institutions have become more meritocratic, resulting in the elevation of figures like the Clintons and the Obamas, their policies, coupled with a perceived social arrogance and detachment, have led the public to see them as equally responsible for political polarization and economic inequality as the elites they replaced. As Christopher Lasch argues in The Revolt of the Elites, “Thanks to the decline of old money and the old money ethic of civic responsibility, local and regional loyalties are sadly attenuated today.” The current generation of those in power, unlike George Bush and his contemporaries, often place personal ambition above public service, distancing themselves from the communities and values that once earned figures like Senator Prescott Bush the public’s respect. Although George Bush’s career took him across the nation and around the world, he never lost sight of the values infused in him from an early age.28

			Many Americans elected Donald Trump in 2016 and 2024 out of frustration with well-meaning, well-educated elites who had grown complacent and disconnected from the social and economic struggles facing the lower and middle classes. Trump successfully helped fuel that growing anger among many in the nation’s Rust Belt and Midwest, where people believed that those who had attended Ivy League institutions, followed by lengthy periods in government not only ignored their concerns but had also caused their communities lasting harm. Following the war in Afghanistan in 2001, the Second Gulf War in 2003, and the financial crises in 2008, Americans became increasingly more cynical about government, as well as the value of the Washington leadership class responsible for producing those like George Bush and his contemporaries.

			Despite serious concerns about Trump’s character, voters saw in him a disruptive force: someone who could upend the status quo and push a national agenda that addressed issues the Washington establishment seemed unwilling or unable to confront. However, unlike 2016—when Trump initially surrounded himself with advisors who understood and valued those who had devoted their lives to public service, as well as the international system built by leaders like George Bush and his predecessors—his second term has marked a significant shift. With the coming of “Trump 2.0,” loyalty has taken precedence over expertise, with appointments favoring media personalities more effective at critiquing policies than creating or implementing them.

			President Trump frequently asserts that his administration is made up of some of the most successful individuals in America. While that claim remains debatable, what has become increasingly clear is the administration’s deep distrust of government and institutions that represent a hallmark of education and expertise, coupled with a striking disregard for upholding the standards and practices that were once revered by Bush and other members of the patrician establishment.

			As historian Jon Meacham wrote in The New York Times in 2016, throughout his long life Bush showed little interest in actively making himself the center of attention. Guided by his mother’s advice not to be a “braggadocio,” he consistently avoided behavior that might be seen as self-serving. From declining to “dance on the Berlin Wall” in 1989, to resisting calls for regime change in Iraq after expelling Saddam Hussein from Kuwait in 1991, Bush deliberately chose to dismiss opportunities to enhance his personal popularity, especially when it might have come at the expense of leaders like Mikhail Gorbachev. His restraint reflected a principled and dignified style of leadership, while it also underscored his discomfort with the media-driven nature of modern politics and contributed, in part, to his failure to win a second term.

			Bush and other members of the WASP establishment are rightly criticized for their arrogance and for making compromises to accommodate the rising power of populist conservatism. However, they also upheld a strong commitment to sacrifice and service, qualities that were once fundamental to the nation’s success. Though the WASP elite has seen its influence wane, the competence and steadiness that Bush and other political elites brought to national leadership in the final decades of the twentieth century offer valuable insights for today’s leaders. 

			Bush’s service across multiple branches of government provided him with both a deep understanding of the administrative state, appreciation for consensus-building and the inclusion of diverse perspectives in effective policymaking. Bush and the post–World War II establishment figures who shaped his rise were far from perfect. However, they demonstrated a generosity of spirit, driven by a commitment to serving “a cause greater than themselves.” Their dedication to fundamental values such as honesty and integrity remains vital to the republic’s leadership today. In an era where knowledge is often undervalued and those with experience go unappreciated, examining the experiences that defined George Bush and his era can offer a blueprint for restoring the caliber of public service the nation both needs and deserves.
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			George Bush’s parents, Prescott and Dorothy Walker Bush.

			

			On June 13, 2014, President George Bush celebrated his ninetieth birthday not with a quiet family gathering but by parachuting from a helicopter six thousand feet above Kennebunkport, Maine. Though no longer able to walk, the forty-first president completed the jump with the assistance of retired Sergeant First Class Mike Elliott, a former member of the Army’s elite Golden Knights parachute team. Dressed in a black jumpsuit with red and white trim and bright orange socks, the former World War II naval aviator continued a tradition begun at age seventy-
two and repeated every five years. The quinquennial leap represented one of many moments that exemplified Bush’s lifelong spirit of adventure and his willingness to embrace the unknown.

			As the red, white, and blue parachute touched down on the lawn of St. Anne’s Episcopal Church, the former president couldn’t hide his excitement. “He’s smiling like a kid in kindergarten,” Elliott told the Associated Press after the jump. Much like his hero, President Theodore Roosevelt, Bush’s leap from the helicopter reflected his passion for action. Whether speeding across the waters of Maine in his cigarette boat, Fidelity; rapidly playing a round of golf; or visiting multiple European capitals in a single day during his one term as president, Bush never let age or physical limitation diminish his drive. Even in his later years, when most would have been content to reflect on their accomplishments, Bush remained committed to embodying what Roosevelt famously called “the strenuous life,” a philosophy that pushed one to pursue challenges that were not only personally fulfilling but also contributed to the common good.

			***

			George Bush and other establishment figures who held influential roles in their nation’s institutions often traced their ancestry back to the founding of the republic and, in some cases, even earlier. While many came from families that built significant wealth through industries like textiles, shipping, or finance, others descended from clergymen, academics, and respected professionals who were seen as pillars of their communities. As sociologist Howard Schneiderman observes, these men represented “a moral force within the putatively amoral world of politics and power elites.”29

			Within this close-knit circle, those who upheld the nation’s cultural and political ideals embodied values essential to its continued prosperity. As historian Richard Brookhiser notes, these virtues included a strong sense of “conscience, civic duty, and industriousness.” The point is further illustrated by authors Leonard Silk and Mark Silk, who argue that individuals who reflected these principles were widely respected for their professional integrity and unwavering moral compass, even in the face of external pressures. As influential figures within the establishment, they promoted a broad and inclusive worldview, encouraged open dialogue, and welcomed differing perspectives, believing that such engagement nurtured deeper consensus and contributed to a more unified, harmonious society.30

			Prescott Bush, the father of George Bush, embodied the core values of the American establishment class. Descended from a family that first settled in New England in the seventeenth century, the Bushes took pride in their ancestor Dr. Samuel Prescott, who rode alongside Paul Revere on his iconic late-night ride of April 18, 1775, to warn fellow colonists of the approaching British invasion. Other descendants included Obadiah Bush, who fought in the War of 1812 only to die prematurely as he prepared to seek his fortune during the California Gold Rush in 1851.31

			Obadiah’s son, James Smith Bush, George Bush’s great-grandfather, displayed personal qualities that came to define the future president. As Bush biographer Jon Meacham writes, of James Smith Bush “there was a restlessness, an eagerness to break away from the established order of life, but not so much that one could not return.”32

			Prescott Bush, a respected investment banker, shared a devotion to family as well as a deep sense of civic responsibility, notably serving as the moderator of the Representative Town Meeting in Greenwich, Connecticut, and as a United States senator. Known for his unwavering moral principles—including a commitment to civil rights, opposition to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s tactics to limit intellectual freedom, as well as support for raising immigration quotas—Prescott held himself and his family to the highest standards. 

			He was born into privilege in Columbus, Ohio, in 1895, the son of railroad executive Samuel P. Bush and his wife, Flora. Raised in the disciplined environment of the Victorian era, he believed in balancing professional achievement with personal and spiritual fulfillment. Prescott stood at six feet four, and he had little tolerance for vanity or inappropriate language. As a husband and father, he stressed the importance of a strong moral foundation, emphasizing that wealth should serve a higher purpose rather than simply be accumulated for its own sake.33

			Thrifty and reserved, Prescott Bush brought diligence and discipline to his role as a partner at the investment firm Brown Brothers Harriman. The firm’s leadership epitomized what many considered to be the WASP elite. Like Bush, partners such as W. Averell Harriman and Robert A. Lovett attended prestigious Northeastern boarding schools before continuing their education at Yale University, where all three were inducted into the exclusive secret society, Skull and Bones. The shared experience of enduring the society’s time-honored rituals forged lifelong bonds among them. Moreover, those who passed through these institutions often came from similar backgrounds, sharing commonalities in race, religion, and unified worldview.34

			After leaving New Haven in 1917, Prescott Bush’s strong sense of duty and service led him to join the United States Army. In 1918, during the final months of World War I, he deployed to France where he served as a captain in the 158th Field Artillery Brigade. From September 26–November 11, he took part in the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, a grueling five-week campaign of attrition against the forces of Kaiser Wilhelm II. The battle resulted in devastating losses, with American forces suffering more than 256,000 casualties either killed or wounded.35

			In a letter to his parents, the young artilleryman expressed both enthusiasm and a touch of immaturity by embellishing his battlefield experiences. Impressed by what she saw as her son’s bravery, Flora Bush submitted the letter to The Ohio State Journal, which subsequently published Prescott’s exploits on its front page. There is no record of the incident in his oral history or the reaction of his parents. He either may have thought little of the incident or it may have caused him such embarrassment that he chose not to mention the matter.36

			After relocating to St. Louis, Missouri, to work in sales for the Simmons Hardware Company, Prescott married into a family of greater financial stature than his own. Despite Dorothy Wear Walker’s privileged upbringing, the spirited and athletic daughter of wealthy financier George H. “Bert” Walker was known more for her love of tennis courts and polo fields than for high fashion or elite social circles. The younger of two Walker sisters, she also shared Prescott’s deep commitment to honor, integrity, and leading by example.37

			Dorothy Walker came from a family with a lineage as distinguished as her husband’s. After settling in Maine and later Maryland in the seventeenth century, the Walker family rose to prominence in St. Louis. George Bush’s great-grandfather, David Davis “D. D.” Walker, founded a successful dry goods business. He was named after the family’s first cousin David Davis, a lawyer and key figure in Abraham Lincoln’s 1860 presidential campaign. Dorothy Walker’s paternal grandfather valued moderation, a trait that stood in stark contrast to the temperament of his son, George H. “Bert” Walker.38

			A rebellious, tempestuous character, Bert Walker epitomized the wealth and extravagance of the Gilded Age. The family lived on a lavish estate in one of St. Louis’s most affluent neighborhoods and maintained additional residences on Madison Avenue and Sutton Place in New York City—as well as on the North Shore of Long Island and in Santa Barbara, California, plus an antebellum plantation in Barnwell County, South Carolina. While Bert Walker embodied the era’s opulence, his fierce and unyielding personality also reflected the period’s brutal competitiveness. Known within his family as “a real son of a bitch,” Walker had no compunction about using physical force to assert authority. He often boxed with his four sons, believing that toughening them through physical combat represented the best path to manhood.39

			Despite being regarded as a difficult man in and out of the boardroom, Walker also possessed a certain code he passed down to his children, one remarkably like the values of Prescott’s father, Samuel P. Bush. “Father counts on you to do your best and he knows you will…you are gentlemen and not muckers and that your word is your bond,” Walker wrote to his four young sons in May 1920. While the grandfather of George Bush had a reputation as a wheeler-dealer, he encouraged his offspring to “play fair” and make positive contributions to society.40

			Dorothy Walker deeply admired her father’s determination and ambition. However, his reckless business dealings, ostentatious wealth, and unpredictable temperament prompted her to seek a partner whose values stood in contrast, qualities she found in the thrifty and conservative demeaner of Prescott Bush. Dorothy Walker mirrored her father’s competitive drive, but she also embodied her mother Lucretia Wear’s warmth, kindness, and strong commitment to family and community—qualities that defined George Herbert Walker Bush, born on June 12, 1924.41

			While ambition and drive to succeed were valued, Prescott and Dorothy Bush also imbued in their children the importance of humility and gratitude for life’s blessings, principles that strongly influenced the upbringing of George Bush and his four siblings. Prescott disapproved of gambling, drank only in moderation, and lived with deliberate simplicity. “Dad believed in the old Ben Franklin copybook maxims when it came to earning, saving, and spending. In other ways, too, he and my mother embodied the Puritan ethic,” Bush reflected in his 1987 autobiography, Looking Forward.42

			The qualities that the younger Bush so admired were frequently displayed in the family household. In one recollection, Bush’s sister, Nancy Bush-Ellis, recalled her mother’s outrage when the children left their bicycles out in the rain, resulting in a weeklong loss of bike privileges. The Bush parents also conveyed the value of gratitude through daily Bible readings. While they did not require interpretation of scripture, they hoped its themes of goodwill and the importance of helping others would resonate in their children, grounding within them a strong foundation of faith. However, Dorothy believed that while religion played an important role in life, it had to be combined with initiative. “Prayer is essential. So is taking action,” she once told the woman who managed the family home in Greenwich.43

			The belief that the whole remained more important than the individual was a guiding principle in the Bush family’s code of conduct. During Bush’s childhood, he and his older brother, Prescott Jr., shared a bedroom, not out of necessity, but as a reflection of this value. Despite having ample space for their five children, the Bushes prioritized shared experiences and a sense of togetherness. “We were taught that brotherhood was more important than winning an argument,” William Bush said.44

			Sharing a common space taught the two boys the importance of mutual respect and the necessity of compromise for harmonious living. The spirit of devotion fostered a deep bond among all the Bush children. The same principle applied when one of them misbehaved. Failing to meet their parents’ standards did not simply represent a personal shortcoming but an embarrassment to the entire family, thus reinforcing their collective sense of responsibility. “Knowing that we disappointed our parents. That was the most painful punishment we could get,” William Bush said. The point is underscored by an incident in which George and his older brother, Prescott Jr., played a prank on a neighbor’s daughter, convincing her to run naked through her house. When their father found out, he insisted the boys walk to the girl’s home and apologize to both her and her mother. “It wasn’t a short walk either,” Bush later recalled.45

			That sense of obligation extended to achievement as well. Although the idea of finishing first was rarely spoken aloud, Bush and his siblings understood that excellence was simply expected. “To be a good son, then, meant doing as well as being,” wrote author Jon Meacham. The Bush children knew they were deeply loved, but they also noticed that individual success seemed to brighten their parents’ demeanor. That desire for parental approval helped shape Bush’s relentless ambition. “You have goals, and you want to meet them. Without letting it show through in everyday life,” he said in an interview. Throughout Bush’s rise to political prominence, he relied on his grit and determination to achieve success, persevering through both emotional and physical challenges.46

			For the Bush family, accomplishments were more than simply personal or professional. Prescott and Dorothy viewed themselves and their children as leaders within their community. Each member had an obligation to set an example for others to follow. As a result, any success or failure reflected both on the reputation of the individual and on the broader perception of the family. The Bush children learned early that one’s reputation and family name mattered.47

			That perception also applied to one’s personal behavior. Despite occasional fights between George and his siblings, the fear of provoking their father’s temper kept all five children in line. “We were scared of him when it came to discipline,” Bush admitted. Despite Prescott’s imposing presence, the future president saw his father as a role model, embodying qualities he aspired to emulate. “[My father] was an overwhelming, respected figure that had the respect of everybody he worked with in business and the respect of those with whom he served,” Bush reflected in a 1996 interview with Time’s Hugh Sidey for a documentary on the American presidency.48

			That commanding presence came into sharp focus each evening when Prescott returned from his daily commute to New York. As author J. Randy Taraborrelli describes in his book, Grace and Steel, the family’s maid, Lucy Larkin, “would spring into action” the moment he neared the house. The library—considered a sanctuary for the Bush parents—had to be rapidly prepared. “All of you out of the room this minute!” she would shout at the children. Once George and his siblings had scrambled upstairs, Larkin would straighten the cushions and set out fresh ice for Prescott’s evening cocktail.

			The 1930s were marked by economic and political upheaval. Amid the uncertainty of the Great Depression, the elder Bush, a critic of the New Deal’s expansion of government into private enterprise, would sit in the club car of the New Haven Railroad, traveling from Greenwich to New York City, closely studying the New York Herald Tribune and The New York Times in search of clarity about the nation’s direction.49

			While Prescott loved his children, he remained a deeply formal man, not always present in the everyday life of his family. “He didn’t get down and play with you on the floor. He wasn’t big on vacations and going sight-seeing. He was more formal than that…fathers simply didn’t do that sort of thing back then,” his son William Bush told authors Peter Schweizer and Rochelle Schweizer. That emotional reserve and commitment to social propriety were defining traits of the WASP elite, and they played a significant role in shaping George Bush’s public persona.50

			The stringent refusal to deviate from the rules that defined the Bush household was evident in Prescott Bush’s personal life and in his professional conduct. These WASP values—ingrained in Prescott Bush, Harriman, and Lovett through prep school traditions and university societies like Skull and Bones—shaped their working relationships at Brown Brothers Harriman. This ethos was particularly apparent in the firm’s weekly partners’ meetings, held every Thursday at 9:45 a.m. at its Wall Street offices. A spirit of camaraderie among executives was central to the decision-making process. “This was an organization with no officers, and its smooth functioning depended on the ability of the managing partners to get along easily with each other, without jealousies or anything like that,” Prescott reflected, emphasizing the firm’s collaborative culture.51

			Camaraderie and mutual respect among the firm’s executives fostered an open exchange of ideas. While disagreements occasionally emerged, each of the partners offered diverse perspectives that ultimately enhanced decision-making. The mutual respect Prescott and his colleagues had for one another helped each develop the discipline to set aside personal interests and embrace differing viewpoints. Their shared commitment to prioritizing the long-term goals of the organization over individual ambition proved invaluable as Prescott Bush, Lovett, and Harriman each rose to prominence in public service during the administrations of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, and Dwight D. Eisenhower.52

			Even as Prescott traveled for business or assumed greater responsibilities as moderator of the Greenwich Town Meeting, the household remained disciplined and orderly. “Dad was the commanding general, make no mistake about that, but Mother was the one out there day in and day out shaping the troops,” George Bush recalled to Hugh Sidey. Though she could be firm, Dorothy represented a steady and nurturing presence. As her children grew, she remained a dedicated athlete and an unwavering cheerleader, leading by example and emphasizing in her family the importance of dedication and perseverance.53

			Dorothy Bush’s competitive spirit was legendary. A skilled tennis player who could defeat opponents twice her age, she approached every challenge with determination. President George W. Bush once recalled how his grandmother “swam a mile race in the water off Kennebunkport, Maine’s Walker’s Point.” Given her relentless drive, those who knew Dorothy would not dispute Barbara Bush’s description of her mother-in-law as “the most competitive woman I’ve ever known.”54

			Like Bert Walker, Dorothy Bush also believed that toughness and resilience were essential to success. Throughout Bush’s boyhood, his mother consistently encouraged her children to put forth maximum effort in everything they did. These activities often included spirited competitions, such as seeing who could climb the highest tree. No matter how many mishaps her children endured, Bush remembered, “Mother never seemed afraid.”55

			The point was vividly illustrated one day when the Bush family matriarch took her three-year-old son, Prescott Jr., out for a sail. A sudden torrential storm struck, overwhelming their boat with water. In a panic, her husband quickly rented another boat and rushed out to rescue them. While most people would have been terrified, Dorothy remained calm, later saying the event would give their young son a memorable experience.56

			The spirit of competition and camaraderie also defined the childhoods of Bush and his siblings at the family home on 15 Grove Lane in Greenwich, Connecticut. Prescott and Dorothy encouraged their children to welcome others, regardless of social or economic background. Their large Victorian home, built in 1903 and “surrounded by two and a half acres,” became a lively hub of neighborhood activity, fondly remembered by many. Bush’s mother ensured that the house was always filled with laughter and plenty of food for the constant stream of children engaging in a variety of sports and games. “Whatever your background, if you were a friend, that’s all that mattered,” recalled Fay Vincent, former commissioner of Major League Baseball.57

			Those playdates throughout the year gave the Bush children a comforting sense of routine. “There was a seasonal quality to our lives,” his sister Nancy recalled. Each year, the family spent Christmas at the Walkers’ expansive ten-thousand-acre estate, Duncannon, in northwestern South Carolina. As in their home in Greenwich, the Bush children were surrounded by local friends and filled their days with horseback riding and quail hunting. Nancy’s favorite memories included the daily fires lit by the domestics, which warmed the spacious rooms of the estate. Despite Bert Walker’s intense nature, the family patriarch cherished his grandchildren and gave them complete freedom during these treasured annual visits.58

			The Bushes’ competitiveness, frequently displayed during their stays in South Carolina, continued during the summer at the secluded “Walker’s Point” in Kennebunkport, Maine, which Bush described as “a world apart” from the crowded summer hamlets of the Northeast. Purchased by Dorothy’s father and grandfather in 1902, the eleven-acre property resembled other exclusive coastal retreats, such as Northeast Harbor and Deer Island, which dotted the shoreline of the Pine Tree State.59

			The summer months were marked by spirited competitions that, while intense, cultivated both enjoyment and camaraderie. “You didn’t go to Kennebunkport to spend time alone or curl up for hours with a book,” one biographer observed. The days were devoted to constant activity, from sailing to tennis as well as basketball and baseball. These regimens also gave Dorothy Bush the opportunity to show her athletic form. As historian Herbert Parmet writes, “None of the children, it was said, had really grown up until they had beaten their mother at tennis.” Regardless of who won or lost, the retreat remained a unifying space, strengthening the family’s bonds and reinforcing the values of mutual love and support. “Walker’s Point has always been the anchor to windward. It was always here. Always stable. Long memories. Long on values. Happiness. It just repeats,” Bush told Tom Fiedler of the Miami Herald.60

			Though these competitions were intense, humility in victory and grace in defeat were expected. Throughout their upbringing, Bush’s parents stressed that dignity was essential both on and off the field. “Don’t be a braggadocio,” “give credit to others,” and “make a friend if you can” were guiding principles the future president carried with him throughout his life. “There was never any question about the absolute importance of those values,” Bush wrote in 1985. When Dorothy Bush died eight years later in 1992, The New York Times noted that Barbara Bush believed her mother-in-law “had 10 times more” influence on her son than his father did.61

			George Bush’s character was shaped by his parents’ guiding principles and by their unwavering love and support, inspiring him to excel in every endeavor. “I can’t think what it would be like in life without the strength and the love you get from family,” he reflected in the 2012 HBO documentary, 41. This foundation of unconditional acceptance, coupled with a deep-seated confidence, became the driving forces that propelled him to embrace leadership and helped him navigate the disappointments he faced along the way.62
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