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Foreword

BY CALVIN TRILLIN




While George W. Bush was running for president in 2000, I wrote a poem entitled “A Scientific Observation on the Speaking Problems That Seem to Run in the Bush Family”:


He thinks that hostile’s hostage.

He cannot say subliminal.

The way Bush treats the language

Is bordering on criminal.

His daddy had the problem:

He used the nounless predicate.

Those cowboy boots can do that

To people from Connecticut.



If we subject this poem to close textual analysis—something, I must admit, that nobody has ever bothered to do with any of my poems before—we can see clearly that it makes two points. For one, the mangled syntax that has made George W. Bush, the forty-third president of the United States, a laughingstock in some quarters and has made Jacob Weisberg, the editor of these enormously popular books of Bushisms, a billionaire several times over, is shown to exist in at least two generations of the Bush family. Since no one questions the intelligence of George H. W. Bush—who was, after all, elected to Phi Beta Kappa—this amounts to a refutation of the theory that the younger Bush speaks the way he does because he’s not smart enough to speak any other way. That theory has always had strong proponents, particularly after details of George W. Bush’s academic record and his business career began to leak out, but, speaking personally, I am happy to be rid of it. I think it’s dispiriting to discuss whether or not the president of the United States—what used to be called the leader of the Free World until the Patriot Act and Guantanamo Bay made that phrase sound sarcastic—is simply a doofus.

The second point is hinted at by the word “scientific” in the poem’s title. Rereading that title a few years after it was written, I realized that I had postulated what scientists call a hypothesis—the hypothesis that cramming the feet of high-born Eastern-seaboard preppies into cowboy boots can lead to speech difficulties. Far-fetched, you say? It isn’t so far, in fact, from the hypothesis that forcing a naturally left-handed child to become right-handed can lead to stuttering or, for that matter, from the hypothesis I concocted some years ago to see if I could cause a brief panic on Wall Street—that wearing red suspenders instead of a belt can lower the sperm count.

Once I realized that my cowboy-boots breakthrough was a hypothesis, I was surprised that there had been no significant response from the scientific community. As I have always understood the scientific method, once someone postulates a hypothesis, researchers test it through such devices as laboratory experiments, longitudinal studies, and—in this case, I would assume—extensive interviews with a significant sampling of boot salesmen in places like Lubbock and Wichita Falls (“Yes, sir, when he first came in here—walked in wearing some of them Docksiders, they call ‘em, with no socks—he was talkin’ away just as pretty as you please….”) I know that President George W. Bush himself has spoken out vigorously for thoroughness in scientific investigation—global warming and evolution are just two of the areas where he has indicated that there is considerable work left to be done before the verdict is in—and yet there has been no sustained effort to test my hypothesis.

I had assumed that, at the very least, some of those hotshot Washington reporters would use my poem as a takeoff point for the sort of probing questions they like to trot out for televised press conferences. Is it true, for instance, that those members of the Bush clan who remained in what the geopolitical types might call “the Greenwich Country Day sphere of influence” express themselves with great fluidity, except for those who keep their teeth tightly clenched in the high-WASP delivery sometimes referred to as Locust Valley lockjaw? Or is a breakdown in sentence structure a widespread Old Money affectation, like frayed button-downs and peeling paint? Could it be that one of the secret rituals of Skull and Bones is foot binding? If cowboy boots have no effect on behavior or syntax, why do western ranch hands refer to a visitor from the East as a tenderfoot? Where does the penny loafer stand in all of this?

When it comes to the answers to these questions, I am willing to let the chips fall where they may. I’m aware that some people will say that I am making too much of the effect cowboy boots could have on what I think could be fairly described as effete feet. They will argue that although a drastic change of footwear could conceivably affect pronunciation and fluidity, it could never cause the sort of thought process that brings George W. Bush to utter a sentence like “Free societies will be allies against these hateful few who have no conscience, who kill at the whim of a hat,” or the sentence that inspired the subtitle of this book: “Our enemies will never stop searching for new ways to harm our country, and neither will I.”

But footwear is symbolic of a much broader cultural dislocation suffered by the Bush family. These are people who switched rather suddenly from finger sandwiches to fried pork rinds, and then switched back again every summer when they returned to Kennebunkport. These are people who grew up listening to pleasant Episcopalian vicars sermonize on the need to be kind to one’s servants and now find themselves locked in a partnership with preachers like Jerry Falwell, who believes that God calls up hurricanes to  smite those who demonstrate a tolerance of The Homosexual Lifestyle.

What must have been the most wrenching switch came in 1980, when, after decades of being prominent supporters of Planned Parenthood and other pro-choice efforts, the entire Bush family became militantly antiabortion in about thirty seconds—the approximate amount of time it took George H. W. Bush to decide that he would be willing to reverse his deeply held views on the issue as a condition for becoming Ronald Reagan’s running mate. And, in common parlance, what would be one way to describe the abruptness of that change? That’s right: so fast it left you speechless.
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