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To John and Sandy

friends . . . colleagues . . . mentors


There’s not going to be any question about who’s in charge. Decisions are going to come to my desk, and I’m going to be the one making them. I am THE DECIDER.

GEORGE W. BUSH



Preface



Rarely in the history of the United States has the nation been so ill-served as during the presidency of George W. Bush. When Bush took office in 2001, the federal budget ran a surplus, the national debt stood at a generational low of 56 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), and unemployment clocked in at 4 percent—which most economists consider the practical equivalent of full employment. The government’s tax revenue amounted to $2.1 trillion annually, of which $1 trillion came from personal income taxes and another $200 billion from corporate taxes. Military spending totaled $350 billion, or 3 percent of GDP—a low not seen since the late 1940s—and not one American had been killed in combat in almost a decade. Each dollar bought 1.06 euros, or 117 yen. Gasoline cost $1.50 per gallon. Twelve years after the Berlin Wall came down, the United States stood at the pinnacle of authority: the world’s only superpower, endowed with democratic legitimacy, the credible champion of the rule of law, the exemplar of freedom and prosperity.1

Eight years later the United States found itself in two distant “wars of choice”; military spending constituted 20 percent of all federal outlays and more than 5 percent of the gross domestic product. The final Bush budget was $1.4 trillion in the red and the national debt was out of control. The nation’s GDP had increased from $10.3 trillion to $$14.2 trillion during those eight years, but a series of tax cuts that Bush introduced had reduced the government’s revenue from personal income taxes by 9 percent and corporate taxes by 33 percent. Unemployment stood at 9.3 percent and was rising; two million Americans had lost their homes when a housing bubble burst, and new construction was at a standstill. The stock market had taken a nosedive, the dollar had lost much of its former value, and gasoline sold for $3.27 a gallon.2 The United States remained the world’s only superpower, but its reputation abroad was badly tarnished.

Was Bush responsible? Perhaps not for the housing bubble or the disastrous collapse of high-risk investments in derivatives, except that he equated the American dream with home ownership and loosened oversight of the securities industry. Otherwise the answer is a resounding yes. Unprepared for the complexities of governing, with little executive experience and a glaring deficit in his attention span, untutored, untraveled, and unversed in the ways of the world, Bush thrived on making a show of his decisiveness. “I’m not afraid to make decisions,” he told a biographer. “Matter of fact, I like this aspect of the presidency.”3 But his greatest strength became his worst flaw. His self-confidence and decisiveness caused him to do far more damage than a less assertive president would have.

The critical turning point came on September 12, 2001. Al Qaeda’s attacks on the United States on 9/11 violated the universal norms of civilized society, and the immediate global outpouring of empathy for the U.S. was unparalleled. Accordingly, September 12 was a defining moment in American history: the United States was not only an economic powerhouse and a military superpower but also enjoyed unprecedented moral authority. Bush could have capitalized on that support but instead he squandered it. He strutted around like a cowboy and then picked a fight with Iraq.4

By conflating the events of 9/11 and Saddam Hussein, Bush precipitated the deterioration of America’s position abroad, led the United States into a $3 trillion war in Iraq that cost more than four thousand American lives and an unwinnable conflict in Afghanistan, promulgated an egregious doctrine of preventive war, alienated America’s allies, weakened its alliances, and inspired young Muslims throughout the world to join the jihad.5 If Saddam and his secular regime had remained in power, the so-called Islamic State of Iraq could not have been created and the ISIS we know today would not exist. Domestically, the hysteria unleashed by his administration undermined civil liberty, eroded the rule of law, and tarnished respect for traditional values of tolerance and moderation.

“I am the war president,” Bush once boasted, asserting sophomoric delight in military braggadocio.6 Neither Dwight Eisenhower nor Harry Truman would have called themselves “the war president,” even though a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union could at any moment have taken 150 million lives in a few hours.7 George W. Bush had lived in his father’s shadow all of his life: at Andover and Yale, in the oil business, and in politics. To crush Saddam Hussein, which George Herbert Walker Bush had declined to do, would afford him the rare opportunity to succeed where his father had failed.

George W. Bush’s legacy was a nation impoverished by debt, besieged by doubt, struggling with the aftereffects of the worst recession since the Great Depression, and deeply engaged in military conflicts of our own choosing. His tin ear for traditional conservative values, his sanctimonious religiosity, his support for Guantánamo, CIA “renditions,” and government snooping have eroded public trust in the United States at home and abroad. For eight years Bush made the decisions that put the United States on a collision course with reality. To argue that by taking the actions that he did, the president kept America safe is meretricious: the type of post hoc ergo propter hoc analysis that could justify any action, regardless of its impropriety. The fact is, the threat of terrorism that confronts the United States is in many respects a direct result of Bush’s decision to invade Iraq in 2003.

Bush was the decider. But he did not wrestle with the details of policy, particularly foreign policy. By contrast, FDR and Eisenhower determined every nuance of America’s global stance. Roosevelt had no foreign policy adviser. Harry Hopkins was the president’s personal emissary with foreign leaders, and Secretary of State Cordell Hull was relegated to diplomatic housekeeping. Under Eisenhower, the director of the NSC staff was merely an assistant to the president, not the national security adviser, and Ike always kept Secretary of State John Foster Dulles on a short leash.

Bush took a different view of the chain of command. Not since the days of Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover—the Republican hands-off-the-ship-of-state trinity of the 1920s—had a president been so detached from the detailed, day-to-day determination of policy alternatives. Bush saw issues in terms of black and white. There were no subtleties and no shades of gray. The war in Iraq was a biblical struggle of good versus evil—something from the pages of the Book of Revelation. His decision to bring democracy to Iraq was equally arbitrary and unilateral. Bush’s religious fundamentalism often obscured reality. And he expected his cabinet to fall into line, not debate possible alternatives.

Bush was supported by a phalanx of subcabinet appointees, conservative in outlook, crisply articulate, and powerfully motivated to provide the intellectual justification for policies the president had decided upon: men like I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, Paul Wolfowitz, Elliott Abrams, and Douglas Feith. Never before in American history has an administration come to power with a subcabinet echelon of like-minded ideologues, friends over the decades, dedicated to a common purpose, and armed with a game plan ready to be implemented. All had served in the administration of George H. W. Bush, and during the Clinton years formed a veritable government in exile. Their seminal policy statement had been drafted in 1991 by Wolfowitz and Libby, then serving as Secretary Dick Cheney’s deputies in the Department of Defense, calling for American military superiority, emphasizing the power of the president to act unilaterally “when international reaction proves sluggish,” and advocating preemptive attack against rogue states seeking to acquire weapons of mass destruction.8

In 1997, they, along with Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, founded the Project for the New American Century, dedicated to increasing defense spending, challenging “regimes hostile to U.S. interests and values,” and explicitly advocating regime change in Iraq. Had it not been for 9/11, their manifesto would have been little more than a footnote in intellectual history. But with the terrorist attack, the administration’s second echelon dusted off their agenda, Bush signed on, and the direction of the administration was defined. When George W. Bush left office in 2009, the U.S. defense budget exceeded the combined defense budgets of every major country in the world and was clearly unsustainable.9

But the Bush administration was not without its accomplishments. Because of his Texas roots and his admirable freedom from racial prejudice, Bush was far more sympathetic than Clinton or his father to the plight of illegal immigrants, particularly those of Hispanic origin, and he pioneered the nation’s first prescription drug program for seniors. No Child Left Behind may not be a perfect solution, but it reflected the president’s concern to improve the nation’s schools. And Bush led the international fight against AIDS and malaria. On the other hand, the Bush administration turned a blind eye to the growing environmental problems confronting the country and the globe, showed little interest in improving the nation’s infrastructure, and downgraded federal regulatory activity, particularly in relation to Wall Street, noxious emissions, and mine safety.

This book relates the life of George W. Bush—his family heritage of investment banking and public service, his childhood in Midland, Texas (which by the late 1970s had the highest per capita income of any city in the United States), Andover, Yale, Harvard Business School, the Air National Guard, oil business, and the Texas Rangers baseball team. At Andover, George was a Big Man on Campus, and at Yale a solid fourth-quartile student. “We need good men in the bottom quartile,” an Ivy League dean of admissions once said. “Men who won’t jump out of a window if they get a D, and who might leave the university five million dollars.”10

Bush’s personal life was at times unglued. Out of college and at loose ends, he often drank too much and was no stranger to prohibited substances. A premature and unsuccessful run for Congress in 1978 caused him to hesitate about entering politics. His marriage to Austin librarian Laura Welch in 1977, and his reentry into life as a born-again Christian in 1985, led him back to the straight and narrow.11 Bush’s embrace of evangelical Christianity helped anchor him in the fundamentalist culture of contemporary Texas, and facilitated his effort to distance himself from his New England origins and Ivy League education. “The biggest difference between me and my father,” George W. was fond of saying, “is that he went to Greenwich Country Day and I went to San Jacinto Junior High.”12

Bush flaunted his Texas roots while profiting from his family’s establishment connections. For a dozen years he struggled to make a go of it in the oil business, and then struck pay dirt as the public face of the Texas Rangers. Dressed in cowboy boots and blue jeans, chewing tobacco and speaking with a West Texas twang, Bush became the J. R. Ewing of the American League West. In 1994 he rode his public prominence into the governor’s mansion, defeating incumbent Democrat Ann Richards in a banner year for Republicans across the country.

The Texas governorship is primarily a ceremonial post with virtually no executive responsibility—scholars of government consider it the weakest in the nation—and Bush thrived as a consensus builder and state cheerleader. Reelected overwhelmingly in 1998 in what had become the second most populous state in the nation, Bush was poised to seek the Republican presidential nomination in 2000. In 1930, Franklin Roosevelt’s overwhelming reelection as governor of New York, then the nation’s most populous state, made him the odds-on favorite for the Democratic nomination in 1932. Bush’s victory in Texas served the same purpose. After overwhelming John McCain in the primaries, he was nominated virtually without opposition on the first ballot at the Republican convention in Philadelphia. Vice President Al Gore received the Democratic nomination in Los Angeles two weeks later, also on the first ballot.

The election was Gore’s to lose. The nation enjoyed unprecedented peace and prosperity, and Bush’s slogan of “compassionate conservatism” initially fell on deaf ears. The country suffered Clinton fatigue, exacerbated by the Monica Lewinsky affair, but the president had survived impeachment efforts, and the issue seemed to be fading. If Gore could mobilize the Democratic base, he seemed a shoo-in.

Whether it was overconfidence or incompetence, the Gore campaign got off to a shaky start. The selection of Connecticut’s neoconservative Joe Lieberman as the party’s vice presidential nominee found little resonance among African American and Latino voters, and Gore’s failure to protect the party’s left flank allowed third-party candidate Ralph Nader to siphon off almost three million traditional liberal voters. On the campaign trail, Gore appeared as lifeless as a wooden Indian. He refused to appear on the platform with President Clinton, and muffed his three debates with Bush.

Even with Gore’s miscues and an almost flawless campaign waged by Bush and vice presidential nominee Dick Cheney, the election was a cliffhanger. When the dust settled, Bush won thirty states with 271 electoral votes, although Gore enjoyed a slight plurality in the popular vote. In Florida, which Bush ultimately won by 537 votes out of the almost six million that were cast, the Democrats were again asleep at the switch.

It was evident on election night that the Florida vote totals would be contested. The Republicans rushed more than one hundred lawyers to the state and spent over $12 million in legal fees. The Democrats made do with $3 million. The decision was fought out in the courts, and ultimately the Republicans prevailed. Given the complexities of the American electoral system, there can be no question that George W. Bush was legitimately installed as the nation’s forty-third president. What is less clear is why President Clinton did not step in—as Ulysses Grant had done in the contested Hayes-Tilden election of 1876—to organize a special electoral commission to determine the electoral vote from Florida. It would have been a political solution to a political question and would have removed the taint that the Bush administration initially suffered from.

I was not permitted to interview George W. Bush for this book. Vice President Cheney set up an interview for me with the former president, but just before it was to take place I received a telephone call from Logan Walters, Bush’s personal assistant. “The president does not wish to see you,” said Walters. “You have written a book critical of his father, and because of that he does not wish to see you.” Walters was correct. In 1992, I wrote George Bush’s War, highly critical of George H. W. Bush’s decision to commence the first Gulf War.I

Ironically, in 1997 the University of Toronto decided to award George H. W. Bush an honorary degree for his role in ending the Cold War. This decision was highly unpopular in Toronto, largely because of Bush’s earlier role as head of the CIA, and over a thousand demonstrators appeared on campus to protest the award. Our university president, Rob Prichard, said, “Jean, you’re going to introduce Bush at the convocation because you wrote a book about him.”

“But the book is critical,” I replied.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Prichard.

So I introduced former president Bush at the ceremony, and two dozen of my faculty colleagues stood up and walked out. That evening at dinner at the university president’s house I gave Bush a copy of my book. He read it on the plane back to Houston, and several days later I received a two-page single-spaced letter from him. “I have read your book,” said the former president. “Having done that I must tell you that I am surprised you were able to be so darn pleasant to me there at Toronto University . . . Your introduction negated the charges of ‘murderer’ heard outside and set a positive tone for my remarks.”13

Jean Edward Smith



I. Jean Edward Smith, George Bush’s War (New York: Henry Holt, 1992).



CHAPTER ONE

The Wilderness Years



It’s great to return to New Haven. My car was followed all the way from the airport by a long line of police cars with slowly rotating lights. It was just like being an undergraduate again.

President George W. Bush

Yale Commencement, 2001

George W. Bush was born in New Haven, Connecticut, July 6, 1946. His father, George, known to the Bush family as Poppy, had just completed his freshman year at Yale. His mother, Barbara, then twenty-one, had cut short her studies at Smith to marry George. She described herself as a housewife. “I play tennis, do volunteer work and admire George Bush.”1 She also worked part-time in the Yale Co-op to pay for her cigarette habit.

At this point, the Bush family was not involved in politics. Prescott Bush, George W.’s grandfather, the family patriarch, lived in Greenwich, Connecticut, and was managing partner of Brown Brothers Harriman, the prestigious New York investment firm. Prescott and his wife, Dorothy, were staunch Republicans but watched from the sidelines. Prescott hated Franklin Roosevelt and Dorothy felt the same about Eleanor. Yet their partisanship was tempered by a commitment to public service. For more than a decade Prescott had been moderator (presiding officer) of the Greenwich Town Meeting and a major fundraiser for charitable causes. After Pearl Harbor he headed national drives to raise money for the USO—the United Services Organization, which was charged with boosting the morale of the armed forces—and the American Birth Control League. (Birth control was illegal at the time in Connecticut.I) In 1947, he became treasurer of the first national fundraising campaign of Planned Parenthood. He also headed the United Negro College Fund in Connecticut, and was a member of the Yale Corporation (the university’s governing body) from 1944 to 1956. An avid golfer, he had served as president of the United States Golf Association (USGA) in 1935.
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In 1950, four years after George W.’s birth, Prescott Bush yielded to entreaties from Republican leaders in Connecticut and agreed to contest the United States Senate seat held by Democrat William Benton. Bush’s role raising money for Planned Parenthood was used against him effectively during the campaign in Catholic precincts, and the election came down to the wire. When the votes were counted, Benton won by a mere 1,102 votes out of the more than 860,000 cast, a margin of .13 percent.2

Two years later Prescott Bush ran as an Eisenhower Republican for the vacant Senate seat of the late Brien McMahon. His Democratic opponent was Hartford congressman Abraham Ribicoff, described by Time magazine as “the best Democratic vote-getter in the state.”3 But Ike’s coattails were remarkably long in 1952. Bush accompanied Eisenhower when he campaigned in the state, and introduced him to a crowd of six thousand at Yale wearing a raccoon coat, an Eli boater, and leading the audience in a rousing rendition of “Boola, Boola,” the Yale fight song.4

When Senator Joseph McCarthy, then at the height of his popularity, visited Connecticut to campaign for the Republican ticket, Bush, as the head of the ticket, was dragooned into introducing him at a major GOP rally in Bridgeport. To his eternal credit, Prescott Bush did not succumb to the hysteria of the moment. After a few perfunctory remarks, Bush told the crowd that “in all candor, I must say that some of us, while we admire his objectives in his fight against Communism, we have very considerable reservations sometimes concerning the methods which he employs.” Bush’s remarks were greeted by a crescendo of boos and hisses. The state’s GOP national committeeman rebuked him, and the Hartford Courant reported the story with a banner headline, “GOPs Boo Bush’s Anti-Smear Stand.”5

Prescott Bush was a man of principle—a fact the Eisenhower campaign did not forget. Ike carried Connecticut easily, and Bush beat Ribicoff by almost thirty thousand votes.6 In Washington, Prescott Bush voted consistently with the liberal wing of the Republican Party. He was stalwart on civil rights and a staunch advocate of repealing the discriminatory provisions of the McCarran-Walter Immigration Act. Prescott Bush also became a favorite golfing partner of Ike (Bush was the better golfer), was reelected easily in 1956, and retired from the Senate in 1962. He died ten years later, when George W. was twenty-six.

Poppy Bush, George W.’s father, graduated from Yale in 1948. Like most returning servicemen, George H. W. Bush—who served as a Navy pilot during World War II—had followed an accelerated schedule and finished his studies in three years. Before the war at Andover, Poppy was a mediocre (C+) student, but excelled at athletics and in leadership: captain of the soccer team, captain of the baseball nine, president of the fraternity council, and president of his senior class. “George was not an intellectual, or even intellectually curious,” said his roommate George “Red Dog” Warren. “He was more of an achiever, a doer.”7

The commencement speaker at Poppy’s Andover graduation was Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, an Andover old boy, president of the board of trustees, the epitome of public service. Secretary of state under Herbert Hoover, secretary of war under William Howard Taft, and a lifelong Republican, Stimson had returned to Washington in 1940 to become FDR’s secretary of war in Europe’s darkest hour. Pearl Harbor was now six months past, and the military situation looked grim. Secretary Stimson focused on the war, but urged the boys graduating to complete their education before undertaking military service. The country would call them when they were needed, said Stimson. Poppy long remembered the elderly secretary’s admonition that a soldier should be “brave without being brutal, self-confident without boasting, part of an irresistible might, but without losing faith in individual liberty.”8

Poppy ignored Stimson’s advice to wait. He had already been accepted at Yale, but four days after commencement, on his eighteenth birthday, he went to Boston and enlisted in the Navy. By the end of the year, sixty-eight of his Andover classmates had entered the service, but Poppy had been the first to join.9 On August 6, 1942, George H. W. Bush reported for duty at the Navy’s preflight training center at Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Ted Williams, the baseball immortal, was in the same flight class. Bush was commissioned an ensign and went into the Navy’s air arm. He was assigned to the carrier USS San Jacinto in the Pacific, part of Admiral Marc Mitscher’s Task Force 58. Bush flew Avenger torpedo planes from the flight deck of the San Jacinto, saw action off Marcus and Wake Islands, was shot down over Chichi-Jima near the Japanese home islands, and was rescued by an American submarine. Altogether, Poppy Bush flew fifty-eight combat missions and won the Distinguished Flying Cross, the Navy’s second highest combat decoration.



[image: Images]
George H. W. Bush as a Navy fighter pilot, 1943.





The San Jacinto returned to the West Coast for refitting in December 1944, and Poppy spent his Christmas leave with the family in Connecticut. He and Barbara had been “secretly” engaged for a year and a half, but as he later wrote it was “secret to the extent that the German and Japanese high commands did not know about it.”10 They were married on January 6, 1945, in the Rye Presbyterian Church in Rye, New York. After the honeymoon, Bush reported to Norfolk and spent the remainder of the war on stateside training assignments. He was discharged September 18, 1945, and entered Yale as a freshman with the class of returning servicemen at the beginning of November.

Poppy and Barbara set up housekeeping in New Haven, and shared a house with two other families. The veterans on campus—there were eight hundred on the G.I. Bill in George’s class—were intent on making up for lost time, and Bush was no exception. Majoring in economics and sociology, he finished in the top 10 percent of his class and graduated Phi Beta Kappa. But it was in athletics where Bush excelled. He led Yale to the NCAA College World Series championship games in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in both 1947 and 1948. (Yale lost to the University of California in 1947, and USC in 1948.) Poppy played first base, and according to the Yale Daily News, was “one of the flashiest fielding first basemen in collegiate circles.”11

Franklin Roosevelt is alleged to have said that his greatest disappointment in life was not being invited to join Porcellian as a Harvard undergraduate, Porcellian being the most prestigious of Harvard’s final clubs.12 George H. W. Bush suffered no similar disappointment at Yale. While Skull and Bones is not precisely the same as Porcellian, admission to the secret society is considered by many to be the ultimate distinction for a Yale undergraduate. Bush, in fact, was tapped last of the fifteen men inducted into Skull and Bones in May 1947, making him the leader, or “king,” of his class, after the biblical injunction that the last shall be first.II

George W.’s maternal forebears hail from backgrounds similar to the Bush family. His grandmother Dorothy, Prescott’s wife, was the daughter of George Herbert Walker, a legendary Wall Street tycoon (G. H. Walker and Company), a millionaire many times over, and the financial enabler of the Bush family, much as Joe Kennedy was for several generations of Kennedys. Walker was a bare-knuckles competitor (Senator Harry Truman once castigated him for “rampaging greed”), and he passed that competitiveness on to his offspring. Walker’s Point in Maine bears his name, as does the Walker Cup in amateur golf. An avid sportsman, Walker owned a stable of race horses, and preceded Prescott as president of the USGA in 1920. His daughter Dorothy, a graduate of Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, and a postgraduate year mingling with European society in Paris, was a natural athlete and a gifted tennis player. Her uncle, Joseph Wear, was captain of the U.S. Davis Cup teams in 1928 and 1935, and Dorothy was runner-up in the first National Girls’ Tennis Championship played in Philadelphia in 1918. She and Prescott were married at the Walker estate in Kennebunkport, Maine, in 1920, and lived a relatively modest life in Greenwich, raising five children.13
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“We were well-off, but we weren’t considered rich. Not by Greenwich standards,” said George W.’s uncle, Prescott Bush, Jr. “Mother was a stickler for saving,” Jonathan Bush, another uncle, remembers. “They sold Cokes at the tennis club, but we weren’t allowed to buy any there. We had to get ours at home because they were cheaper.”14 Dotty, as she was called, was also fervently religious and began each morning by reading personal devotions to her family at breakfast. “These were little moral stories, three to five minutes, about how to live your life,” said “Bucky” Bush, Dotty’s youngest son. “Every Sunday, the whole family went to church [Episcopal]. It wasn’t an option.”15
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George W. Bush at nine months with his parents in New Haven.





When Prescott died in 1972, Dorothy wrote a tribute for his funeral. “When he stood at the altar 51 years ago and promised to ‘Keep thee only unto her as long as you both shall live,’ he was making a pledge to God that he never forgot, and gave his wife the most joyous life that any woman could experience.”16

Barbara Pierce Bush, George W.’s mother, was cut from the same cloth: competitive, outspoken, direct, and devoted to her husband and family. Barbara was the third of four children of Marvin and Pauline Pierce, and grew up in the affluent Indian Village section of Rye, New York. Her father, Marvin, was a senior executive on his way up at the McCall Publishing Company (McCall’s and Redbook)—and would soon become president. He was a distant descendant of Franklin Pierce, the fourteenth president of the United States. Her mother, Pauline, was the daughter of an Ohio Supreme Court justice and an aspiring New York socialite who raised prize-winning lilies for the Garden Club of America. Barbara was a self-described tomboy growing up, large-boned, athletic, scarcely as ladylike as her mother would have preferred. “I was five feet eight at the age of twelve and already weighed 148 pounds.”17 Before entering Smith, Barbara attended Ashley Hall in Charleston, South Carolina, played soccer and tennis, and was known to be able to hold her breath for two laps while swimming underwater. George (Poppy) met Barbara at a Christmas dance at the Round Hill Club in Greenwich during his senior year at Andover. They were drawn to each other immediately. “George recognized the type of person Barbara was when they first met,” said his friend Fitzhugh Green. “He had seen the same characteristics in his mother: a woman of strong character and personality, direct and honest, one who cares about the outdoors and people, especially children, and is oriented to home life. Anyone who has met both mother and wife can see they belong in the same category.”18

George W. Bush was two when the family moved from New Haven to Texas. When Poppy had indicated that he did not want to follow his father and maternal grandfather into the investment business in New York, Prescott Bush approached his Yale classmate and fellow Bonesman Neil Mallon (“Uncle Neil” to the family) to secure a trainee position for him with Dresser Industries—an oil conglomerate controlled by Brown Brothers Harriman, which Mallon headed. Prescott Bush not only sat on the board of Dresser Industries but was Mallon’s chief adviser and consultant.19 When Prescott asked, Mallon quickly found a trainee position for Poppy at the International Derrick and Equipment Company (Ideco), a Dresser subsidiary in Odessa, Texas. In 1948 the oil boom was just beginning, and Odessa, in the heart of the Permian Basin, was the epicenter. Dresser Industries and its subsidiaries were the nation’s leading supplier of oil-drilling equipment, and Mallon saw Poppy as his protégé and possible successor. Poppy would be exposed to every aspect of the oil business from the bottom up, and Odessa was the best place to begin. “I’ve always wanted to live in Odessa, Texas,” Barbara deadpanned when Poppy told her of his assignment.20

George H. W. Bush was scarcely starting from scratch in the oil business. He might be a trainee at Ideco earning $375 a month ($3,530 currently), but he was going to Texas with the full support of the Bush family network. “My stay in Texas was no Horatio Alger thing,” Poppy later acknowledged, “but moving from New Haven to Odessa just about the day I graduated was quite a shift in lifestyle.”21

The Bushes remained in Odessa for less than a year. Poppy worked long hours doing manual labor in Ideco warehouses, and in the spring of 1949 was transferred to California to learn the sales end of the business. The family lived in makeshift quarters in Whittier, Ventura, Bakersfield, and Compton, and George sold drill bits for Security Engineers Company, another Dresser subsidiary. Later he claimed he drove a thousand miles a week peddling his wares.

After a year in California, Bush was ordered back to West Texas, this time to Midland, where he worked for Ideco as a salesman, calling on oil companies headquartered in the city. Odessa was the blue-collar capital of the Permian Basin, the place where oil companies set up their warehouses and workshops—“the hardscrabble, hard-drinking, honky-tonk underbelly of West Texas” in the words of one knowledgeable observer.22 Midland, thirty miles to the east, was where the company headquarters were located, where deals were signed and men had deep pockets—a white-collar oasis populated by geologists, engineers, doctors, lawyers, and young men from elite East Coast backgrounds who had come to make a fortune in the oil business. The average age in Midland in the 1950s was twenty-eight. Poppy later wrote that it was like “Yuppieland West.”23

Using an FHA loan of $7,500, the Bushes bought a small frame house in a new housing development known as Easter Egg Row—so labeled because each of the houses was painted a different color. The Bush house was light blue, with a small yard, adjacent to two dozen similar houses all occupied by eager young couples with small children more or less the same age as George W. It was a time of optimism and financial speculation, and in late 1950 Poppy “caught the fever” as he called it. He resigned from his salaried job at Ideco and formed a partnership with his Easter Egg neighbor John Overby to buy oil leases on undeveloped West Texas property. “I really hate to see you go [from Dresser Industries],” Neil Mallon told Poppy, “but if I were your age, I’d be doing the same thing.”24

The concept behind the Bush-Overby Oil Development Company was simple enough. Bush-Overby would lease the mineral rights on property adjacent to land where someone was planning to drill. If the drilling company struck oil, the value of the leases held by Bush-Overby would increase exponentially.25 Overby was a West Texas veteran who knew land, and Bush undertook to raise the capital that would be necessary to purchase the leases. Back east, the Bush family endorsed the scheme. Herbert Walker, Jr., Poppy’s uncle, rounded up $300,000 for the enterprise, Prescott kicked in an additional $50,000, as did Washington Post publisher Eugene Meyer.

The Bush-Overby partnership rocked along for three years, never making much money but never losing much, and in late 1953 Poppy and Overby threw in with Hugh Liedtke, a fellow Navy veteran—Amherst, University of Texas Law School, Harvard Business School—to found Zapata Petroleum Company and actually drill for oil. Liedtke, who would eventually found Pennzoil, was sometimes called the “boy genius of West Texas Oil.” He believed that a vast reservoir of oil lay untapped in Coke County, some seventy miles east of Midland. It was an all-or-nothing gamble. Bush undertook to raise the $850,000 necessary to lease an eight-thousand-acre tract in what was known as the West Jameson field, and Liedtke handled the drilling. The results were spectacular. By the end of 1954, Zapata had drilled seventy-one wells in Coke County without hitting a dry hole. The field averaged 1,250 barrels a day, and eventually there would be 130 producing wells. The price of a single share of Zapata Oil went from 7 cents to $23. Poppy and Barbara were now on easy street.

The Bushes moved to a more desirable subdivision, and then in 1955 to an imposing, custom-built three-thousand-square-foot home with the first residential swimming pool in Midland. The house bordered on Cowden Park where the children played Little League baseball and soccer. George W. was joined by a sister, Robin, in 1949 (she died of leukemia at the age of four); a brother John Ellis (Jeb) in 1953; a second brother, Neil Mallon, in 1955; and a third, Marvin Pierce (named for Barbara’s father), eighteen months later. George W.’s sole surviving sister, Dorothy, or Doro as she was called, was born in 1959. “Those were comfortable, carefree years,” wrote George W. Bush. “On Friday nights, we cheered on the Bulldogs of Midland High. On Sunday mornings, we went to church. Nobody locked their doors. Years later, when I would speak about the American Dream, it was Midland I had in mind.”26
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The Bush family in Houston, Texas, in 1964. Neil, Jeb, and George W. behind. George H. W., Doro, Barbara, and Marvin sitting.





As Zapata Oil prospered, Poppy was increasingly on the road pushing Zapata’s interests. Raising the children became Barbara’s responsibility. “Dad wasn’t at home at night to play catch,” Jeb remembered. “In a sense, it was a matriarchal family.”27 Barbara doled out the rewards, administered the punishment, and taught the children how to behave. In August 1959, with Zapata heavily engaged in offshore drilling, the family moved to Houston to be closer to the rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. George was enrolled at the nearby Kinkaid School, one of the most generously endowed prep schools in the South, and would complete the eighth and ninth grades there. Summers were spent at the equally upscale Longhorn Camp in the lake district northwest of Austin. George was popular at school, said Charles Sanders, a longtime faculty member at Kinkaid. “He was very good looking—he wasn’t what I would call incredibly handsome, but he was popular.”28

When it came time for high school, Poppy and Barbara decided that George should go to Andover. “I don’t think George chose to go to Andover because his father went to Andover,” his cousin John Ellis recalled. “I think George went to Andover because his parents said, ‘You should go to Andover, that’s a good school, that’s a good place to go.’ ”29
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George W. as head cheerleader at Andover.





Andover was a shock to George W. The Kinkaid School had not prepared him for the academic rigor of one of the world’s leading preparatory schools, and growing up in the openness of life in Texas had not readied him for the snooty, buttoned-up attitudes of an exclusive all-male school like Andover. Students wore coats and ties, class attendance and daily chapel were mandatory, schedules were rigid, meals were spartan, and competitive athletics provided almost the only emotional outlet. “Going to Andover was the hardest thing I did until I ran for president almost forty years later,” George W. wrote in his memoirs.30

At Andover, Bush struggled academically and lacked his father’s athletic prowess. “He used his audacity and chutzpah to entertain us,” said his classmate Torbert Macdonald, son of a Democratic congressman from Massachusetts. “He was gregarious, verging on goofiness. Very sarcastic but without malice. He did not have a lot of respect for authority, so he was not afraid to mouth off. We called him ‘The Lip.’ There was a small party everywhere he went.”31

Another classmate, Bill Semple, a star hockey player from Grosse Pointe, Michigan, recalled that George rose to a certain prominence in the class “for no ostensible reason. He was an attractive guy, very handsome, he had a presence to him, he had a cool look. He had a way about him, and he fit easily in. You know the cool guys. . . . He really came on as ‘to the manor born.’ ”32

As at Groton and Exeter, athletics were mandatory at Andover. There were varsity teams in seventeen sports and students were expected to go out for everything whether they were talented or not. “George and I played junior varsity basketball together and spent a lot of time warming the bench,” said Conway Downing. “He could only dribble with his right hand, so he was useless on the court and I wasn’t much better. And as a baseball player, unlike his father, George always seemed to have his foot in the bucket . . . and football . . . well, forget it.”33

To compensate for his athletic ineptitude, Bush became a cheerleader and by his senior year was head cheerleader, which was something of a leadership position at Andover. Dwight Eisenhower, after he injured his knee playing football, became head cheerleader at West Point, Ronald Reagan was head cheerleader at Eureka College, and Franklin Roosevelt, who was a world-class sailor and gifted golfer but hopeless at baseball and football, was head cheerleader at Harvard his senior year. For Bush, it was a prestigious position at Andover, but not something he talked about back in Houston. Going to an all-boys school was already suspect to many of George’s Texas buddies, said Randall Roden, a childhood friend from Midland. “They would have had a field day had they known he was head cheerleader. In Texas a cheerleader is a girl with big hair, a twirly skirt, and pretty legs.”34

George graduated from Andover in June 1964, near the bottom of his class. Once again, he was popular among his classmates—the senior yearbook called him a BMOC (Big Man on Campus)—but his admission to university hung by a thread. His SAT score (1206) was unimpressive, his grades were poor, and he was not the outstanding athlete his father had been. So shaky were his credentials that Andover’s dean of students suggested he not bother applying to Yale. Bush ignored the advice. He was a legacy many times over, and as the grandson of Prescott Bush his admission was more or less assured. (In 1964, few Yalies stood higher in New Haven than Senator Prescott Bush—who was often referred to as the “Senator from Yale.”) George W. assumed he was entitled to admission.III He told his classmate Robert Birge that what irritated him about “Ivy League Liberals” was their sense of guilt about being born to privilege.35 And Bush was indeed admitted that spring, along with twenty-nine of his classmates. Forty-nine were off to Harvard, twenty to Princeton, and a smattering to Columbia, Dartmouth, and Brown. “Leaving Andover,” said Bush, “was like ridding myself of a straitjacket.”36

Yale was scarcely more congenial. A rough-edged Texan among preppies, and a privileged preppy among the highly motivated young men from the nation’s high schools who had been admitted to Yale, Bush found intellectual life a burden. He took gut courses, coasted by with gentleman Cs, and earned a reputation as a hard-drinking, good-time guy who loved to raise hell. Later he would tell family members that he didn’t learn “a damn thing at Yale.”37 After graduation he never looked back. He did not attend class reunions, did not contribute to Yale’s annual alumni fund drives, and in 1993 submitted only his name and a post office box address for his twenty-fifth reunion yearbook. He did not return to the campus in New Haven until 2001 when his daughter Barbara graduated and he was awarded an honorary degree.

George W.’s cultivated anti-intellectualism stems in many respects from his four years at Yale. He detested what he considered the “intellectual snobbery” on campus and placed himself at the center of those who sought to make the college years enjoyable. “George was a student of people, not subjects,” said his classmate Robert McCallum. “He knew everything about everyone and you could see him making a conscious effort to learn about others. He decided pretty early on to be people smart, not book smart.”38

In his sophomore year, George pledged Delta Kappa Epsilon, one of six fraternities at Yale, and was elected president his junior year. DKE was regarded as a less-than-sober jock house with the longest bar in New Haven, possibly in Connecticut, and its parties on football weekends were legendary. But fraternity life was in serious decline at Yale by the mid-1960s. Less than 15 percent of the student body belonged, and unlike the frat houses at most universities, students did not live there.39 Bush was also among the fifteen members of his class tapped for Skull and Bones, which was also in decline, but he was never immersed in the society as his father and grandfather had been. Each member of Skull and Bones was given a special nickname. George’s was “Temporary.” “I didn’t take it all that seriously,” he later told Walter Isaacson of Time magazine.40
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On campus, Bush developed a reputation for coasting, not because he was less bright than his classmates, but because he cultivated a disdain for scholarship. His habitual smirk is a by-product. In a story George W. often told on himself, Calvin Hill, the great running back for Yale and the Dallas Cowboys, who was a DKE fraternity brother, once spotted him at the beginning of the school year shopping for courses. “Hey! George Bush is in this class,” Hill shouted to his teammates. “This is the one for us.”41

The 1960s were years of change on university campuses, and Yale was no exception. Women were admitted to the all-male bastions of the Ivy League, admission standards were tightened, the number of legacies drastically reduced, and for the first time preppies became a minority at Princeton, Harvard, and Yale. Culturally it was a time of Woodstock, long hair, and student protest. “When we were freshmen,” one of Bush’s classmates recalled, “we would ask seniors to buy liquor for us. When we became seniors, we would ask freshmen to buy marijuana for us.”42

The spring of 1968, George’s senior year, was a time of unprecedented turmoil. On March 31, following the Vietcong’s Tet Offensive, Lyndon Johnson shocked the country by announcing he would not seek reelection. Johnson also said he had halted the bombing of North Vietnam.43 Several days later Dr. Martin Luther King was assassinated in Memphis. Demonstrations swept the country. In Los Angeles and Washington, D.C., the demonstrations turned violent. On college campuses students took to the streets. Yale was in the forefront, except that in New Haven student protest focused on the death of Dr. King and the war in Vietnam. Unlike student unrest at Berkeley, Columbia, and Cornell—where the issues pertained primarily to internal university matters—the demonstrations at Yale were triggered by events in the nation at large. The assassination of Dr. King was the precipitating factor, but the war in Vietnam was in many respects the root cause.

For the Class of 1968 the issue of Vietnam was particularly acute. Their student deferments would soon expire and the reality of combat was upon them. “If you didn’t get into the Reserve or the Guard, or get a deferment, or become a conscientious objector, or go to Canada, then you were headed for downtown Da Nang,” said George W.’s classmate Mark Soler.44

Like all of his classmates, Bush had registered for the draft when he turned eighteen, and had been classified II-S, the normal student deferment. At Yale he mostly avoided discussions about Vietnam, did not participate in student demonstrations, and kept his views on the war to himself. In Houston, during the vacation between his junior and senior years, he often talked with friends about what would happen when his student deferment expired. As his friend Doug Hannah recalled, “George and I used to talk all the time that there has to be a better alternative than being a lieutenant in the Army.”45 On the other hand, Poppy Bush had just been elected to Congress from Houston, and was a staunch supporter of the war effort. George W. was torn. As his DKE fraternity brother Roland Betts put it, “he felt that in order not to derail his father’s political career he had to be in military service of some kind.”46

Looking back on that period thirty years later, Bush summarized his feelings as follows—an insight that is particularly pertinent given more recent history. “I knew I would serve,” he wrote in 1999. “Leaving the country was not an option for me; I was too conservative and too traditional.” Bush said his inclination was to support the government and the war until that cause was proven wrong, “and that only came later, as I realized we could not explain the mission, had no exit strategy, and did not seem to be fighting to win.”47 [Emphasis added.]
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The record of George W.’s military service is murky and controversial. What is clear is that at Christmas of his senior year his father suggested the Texas Air National Guard as a possible option. There was a waiting list of over 100,000 men hoping to get into the Guard and over 150 pilot applicants for the Texas unit. Nevertheless, Poppy told George W. to consult with his friend from the oil industry Sid Adger, a former pilot well connected with the Guard. Adger was a mover and shaker on the Houston social scene and the first stop on an underground railroad that quietly moved the sons of privilege from the Selective Service system to safe havens in the Texas Guard.48

George W. followed Poppy’s advice and told Adger of his interest in flying, at which point Adger placed a call to Ben Barnes, speaker of the Texas House of Representatives, the second stop on the underground railroad. Barnes, although a Democrat, required little coaxing. When told that Congressman Bush’s son needed a spot in the Texas Air National Guard, he promptly called Brigadier General James M. Rose, who commanded the Air Guard, who in turn called Lieutenant Colonel Walter Staudt, commander of the 147th Fighter Group at Ellington Air Force Base in Houston—stations three and four on the underground railroad. According to the later testimony of Major General Thomas Bishop, who was the overall commander of the Texas National Guard in 1968, the Guard was full at that time and there were no vacancies.49 Nevertheless, a place was found for George W. in the 147th. There is no question that Bush received preferential treatment. There is also no question that Poppy did not contact anyone on his son’s behalf. He knew how things worked in Houston and simply left it to others.

George W. was not alone in receiving preferential treatment. The 147th Fighter Group was known locally as a “champagne unit” because of its privileged roster. In addition to Bush, the unit included the sons of Senator John Tower and Governor John Connally, two sons of future senator Lloyd Bentsen, two of oilman Sid Adger, and a grandson of billionaire H. L. Hunt. Clint Murchison, Jr., the owner of the Dallas Cowboys, placed seven of his players in the unit to avoid Vietnam. Admission to the 147th, as one scholar of the period has written, “was like getting into Yale as a legacy.”50 IV

George W. Bush’s brief military career provides a case study in preferential treatment. After completing six weeks of basic training at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio in August 1968, he was discharged as an enlisted man in the Air Guard and immediately recommended for a direct commission as a second lieutenant and for flight training to commence in November. In the interim he was granted a two-month leave of absence to work in the Florida senatorial campaign of Congressman Edward Gurney, a close friend of Poppy. It was the military equivalent of a trifecta. Direct commissions in 1968 were reserved primarily for doctors because the Air Guard needed flight surgeons. To become a second lieutenant ordinarily required either completion of Officer Candidate School (OCS), eighteen months of prior military service, or four years of ROTC in college—none of which Bush had. Assignment to flight training, which was expensive, was normally reserved for those with prior experience or who had a background in navigation, mathematics, physics, and electronics. On the Air Force qualifying exam, Bush had scored in the 25th percentile for pilot aptitude—the absolute minimum for acceptance. And to receive a two-month furlough at the height of the war in Vietnam to work on a political campaign in Florida was truly extraordinary.

When Bush reported for flight training at Moody Air Force Base in Valdosta, Georgia, on November 25, 1968, he was the only guardsman in his class. The other sixty-four members of the Consolidated Pilot Training Program were experienced fliers from the Air Force and the Navy, as well as a sprinkling of military men from NATO allies. “Basically we knew George was there on a special deal,” said his classmate David Hanifl. “It was unheard of that a taxpayer would be paying that much to train someone. Normally you don’t send someone who is totally green.”51

Despite his preferential treatment, George W. did well in flight training. “Everybody knew who he was and who his father was,” said Norman Dotti, a fellow officer. “They knew he was there from the Texas Air National Guard. If anybody felt negative about that, nobody said anything. He was certainly competent. He didn’t put on airs.”52 Ralph Anderson, another classmate, told the Los Angeles Times that Bush was “a real outgoing guy, a good pilot, and lots of fun. He was a leader. He took things on and got them done. I liked him a lot.”53 Jim Wilkes, his flight instructor, agreed. “I gave then-Lieutenant Bush two of his check rides, including his final instrument and navigation check,” said Wilkes. “He was an excellent pilot and so graded.”54 Colonel Maurice Udell, who later taught Bush to fly jets, said much the same. “I would rank him in the top five percent of the pilots I knew,” Udell told author Kitty Kelley. “And in the thinking department, he was in the top one percent. He was very capable and tough as a boot.”55

There is no question that Bush stood out during his year of flight training at Valdosta. When President Richard Nixon dispatched an Air Force plane to fly George W. to Washington for a date with his daughter Tricia, it was evident that he was moving in different circles than his classmates. George and Tricia did not hit it off. “We went to dinner,” Bush told The Dallas Morning News many years later. “It wasn’t a very long date.”56

When George W. graduated from flight training in December 1969—only twenty-eight of the original sixty-five members of his class made it—the commencement speaker was his father. Poppy was billed as a former war hero and Navy pilot, and his record in Congress as a staunch supporter of the administration’s policy in Vietnam was widely advertised. After speaking to the assembly, a beaming George H. W. Bush pinned the silver wings of a pilot on the uniform of his son.

Following completion of his year of flight training at Moody Air Force Base in Valdosta, George W. returned to Houston for an additional six months of active duty learning to fly F-102 interceptors, a top-of-the-line fighter jet. Bush proved a gifted pilot and became a poster boy for the Texas Air Guard. After his first solo flight in an F-102 in March 1970, the Guard issued a glowing press release with a dazzling photo:

George Walker Bush is one member of the younger generation who doesn’t get his kicks from pot or hashish or speed. Oh, he gets high all right, but not from narcotics. . . . As far as kicks are concerned, Lt. Bush gets his from the roaring afterburner of the F-102.57

Bush completed jet training on June 23, 1970, and was released from active duty at that point. He would become a weekend warrior in the Guard, reporting for drill once a month, and spending two weeks each summer on active duty. His final performance report, written by his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Jerry B. Killian, called Bush “a dynamic, outstanding young officer. He clearly stands out as a top notch fighter interceptor pilot. Lt. Bush is possessed of sound judgment, yet is a tenacious competitor and an aggressive pilot. . . . He is a natural leader with outstanding disciplinary traits and an impeccable military bearing.”58

After his release from active duty, Bush went to work in his father’s 1970 senatorial campaign against Democrat Lloyd Bentsen (Bentsen had defeated incumbent Ralph Yarborough in the Democratic primary). George W.’s principal duty was to serve as Poppy’s surrogate at lesser speaking engagements around the state. “The funniest part of the whole thing was watching George try to be his father,” said his friend Doug Hannah. “Talk like him, picking up the mannerisms. He ultimately did it perfectly.”59

Freed from his military duties, George W. moved into a one-bedroom apartment at the hilariously named Chateaux Dijon, an exclusive, garden-style apartment complex with 353 units fanning out around six swimming pools. The Chateaux was the favorite playground for Houston’s upwardly mobile young professionals. “The scene around the pool was awe inspiring,” a friend of Bush told U.S. News & World Report. “Lots and lots of great-looking girls and people barbecuing and drinking beers.”60 Bush drank heavily and partied heavily, but no more than anyone else. “It was our social niche,” said another friend, like a college campus without classes or deans or proctors.61

Election day in November 1970 was a day of profound disappointment for the Bushes. Lloyd Bentsen, whose World War II combat record rivaled that of Poppy, won handily with 53.5 percent of the vote. Like Yarborough six years earlier, Bentsen nailed George H. W. Bush as an Ivy League import out of touch with the concerns of ordinary Texans. Richard Nixon, who had encouraged Bush to run, later said that Poppy was a poor campaigner. “You can see it all over him. It’s not that he doesn’t like people; it’s just that he is not very comfortable out there on the stump trying to connect with them.”62

Nixon rescued Poppy by appointing him United States ambassador to the United Nations, and elevating him to cabinet rank. Bush and Barbara moved to New York, took up diplomatic quarters at the Waldorf-Astoria, and flourished in the cosmopolitan setting. “I would pay to do this job,” Barbara told a reporter for the Washington Evening Star.63

Poppy’s defeat and his move to New York marked the beginning of George W.’s descent into the wilderness, what he later called his “nomadic years.” He applied for admission to the University of Texas Law School but was rejected. “I am sure young Mr. Bush has all the many amiable qualities you describe,” the dean informed one of the VIPs who had recommended George, “and so will find a place at one of the many fine institutions around the country. But not the University of Texas.”64 George W.’s free pass had expired, his entitlement lapsed, and his life cratered. “I don’t think he was used to not doing what he wanted to do,” said his mother.65 With no job and no school, George idled his time around the pools at Chateaux Dijon, living off the residue of the educational trust fund his grandfather Prescott had established for him. “There are some people who, the minute they get out of college, know exactly what they want to do,” Bush said later. “I did not. And it didn’t bother me. That’s just the way it was.”66

As the saying goes, the devil finds work for idle hands, and George W. was no exception. He began to drink too much, smoke substances other than tobacco, and party too often. Alcohol, drugs, and unprotected sex can cause a myriad of problems, and Bush suffered accordingly.V His flying skills deteriorated and his girlfriend became pregnant. Using his connections once again, Bush arranged for her to have a D&C [dilation and curettage]—often a euphemism for an early-term abortion—at Houston’s Twelve Oaks Hospital, and broke off the relationship.VI According to friends, he did not visit the young woman in the hospital and never saw her again.67

By the late spring of 1971, Poppy and Barbara were sufficiently concerned about the dissolute life George W. was leading at the Chateaux Dijon that they convinced him to move to more modest quarters in a garage apartment behind the house of family friends in a residential neighborhood of Houston. They also arranged for a roommate who could keep an eye on him: Donald Ensenat, a Yale classmate of the younger Bush who had worked on Poppy’s senatorial campaign.68

George W. also needed a job, and Poppy convinced another old friend, Robert H. Gow (Yale ’55), to hire him as a management trainee at Stratford of Texas, a global agricultural firm that Gow headed. Gow had succeeded Poppy as president of Zapata Off-Shore Drilling, and had founded Stratford in 1966. The family ties between the Bushes and the Gows were deep, going back to Yale, where Gow had roomed with Bush’s cousin Ray Walker. And like the Walkers and the Bushes, he was also Skull and Bones. Stratford of Texas was located in downtown Houston’s financial district and George W.’s duties were vague. “I’m now wearing a coat and tie and selling chicken shit,” he joked to friends.69 Bush remained at Stratford for almost a year, but quit abruptly in early 1972 saying he was bored. Later he called it a “stupid coat-and-tie job” that he considered beneath him.70

Bush was also having trouble in the cockpit. He continued to report for scheduled drills at Ellington, but on several occasions was unable to land his F-102 on the first attempt. In February 1972 he was relieved from flying the sophisticated F-102 and shifted back to a basic T-33 training jet. His last recorded flight was April 17, 1972. After that date, George W. Bush dropped from the Guard’s radar screen. It has been suggested by more than one writer that Bush’s abrupt departure from flying coincided with the Air Force’s introduction of drug testing for flight crews.71

Once again the senior Bush came to the rescue. Winton Blount, Nixon’s postmaster general, had resigned from the cabinet to run for the Senate in Alabama against Democratic incumbent John Sparkman, who had been Adlai Stevenson’s running mate in 1952. Blount’s campaign was being run by Poppy’s former aide and political assistant Jimmy Allison. Bush called Allison from his office at the United Nations and asked him to put George W. to work. “He’s killing us in Houston,” Poppy said. “Take him down there and let him work on the campaign.” As Allison’s wife, Linda, recalled, the tenor of Poppy’s message was, “George W. is in and out of trouble seven days a week, and would you take him down there with you.”72

Bush departed for Alabama in early May 1972. He was hired by the Blount campaign for $900 a month as a campaign coordinator, and was told to stay in contact with the Republican campaign managers in each of Alabama’s sixty-seven counties and distribute campaign material. Fellow campaign workers remember him as someone who would come to work around noon, prop his cowboy boots on a desk, and start bragging about how much he had drunk the night before. “He just struck me as a guy who really had an idea of himself as very much a child of privilege,” remembered Blount’s nephew, C. Murphy Archibald. “He wasn’t operating by the same rules as everyone else.”73

In September Bush applied for a nonflying transfer from his Reserve unit in Houston to the 187th Tactical Reconnaissance Group in Montgomery. His request was approved, yet there is no record that George W. ever reported for duty. “I’m dead certain he didn’t show up,” Colonel William Turnipseed, who commanded the 187th told The Boston Globe. “Had he reported in, I would have had some recollection and I do not. I had been in Texas, done my flight training there. If we had a first lieutenant from Texas I would have remembered.”74 Other than the approval of his transfer to the 187th, neither the Texas nor the Alabama Guard has any record of George W. Bush reporting for duty in 1972.

In November, Nixon carried Alabama with 72 percent of the vote, while Sparkman trounced Blount by almost the same margin. Ticket splitting in the South was now a common phenomenon. After the election, George W. returned to Houston, but again there is no record of his reporting back to the Texas Air Guard as he was required to do. On his annual efficiency report covering the period from May 1, 1972, to April 30, 1973, his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel William D. Harris, noted that “Lt. Bush has not been observed at this unit during the period of this report.”75

Following his reelection that autumn, President Nixon asked George H. W. Bush to leave his post at the United Nations, where he had performed ably, and assume the chairmanship of the Republican National Committee in Washington. The Watergate scandal was unfolding, and the president needed a fresh face to head the party. Poppy and Barbara moved to Washington, and the children joined them for Christmas. One evening, George W., who was twenty-six, took his sixteen-year-old brother, Marvin, with him to visit the Allisons, who also lived in Washington. The Christmas cheer flowed freely and the two were soon intoxicated. Driving home erratically, George W. mowed down a neighbor’s garbage cans before turning into his parents’ driveway. He staggered into the house drunk and boisterous, and was confronted by his father. When Poppy began to chastise him, George W. challenged him to a fight. “You want to go mano a mano right here?”76

Tempers cooled, but Poppy recognized that W needed help. Friends of the Bushes say the family’s frustration with George W. was no secret. “I remember the old man saying he didn’t ever think young George would get it together,” said syndicated columnist Cody Shearer.77 For the third time since W’s graduation from Yale, Poppy intervened, this time placing a call to his friend John White, the former tight end of the AFL champion Houston Oilers. White and his Oiler teammate the legendary Ernie Ladd had founded an inner-city youth program in Houston designed to mentor underprivileged boys. Known by its acronym PULL (Professional United Leadership League) the organization brought leading professional athletes to blighted neighborhoods to provide examples for minority kids. George H. W. Bush had been a major fundraiser for PULL, and in 1973 served as the organization’s honorary chairman. “John White was a good friend of [George H. W.] Bush,” said Muriel Henderson, a senior counselor at PULL. “He told us that the father wanted George W. to see the other side of life. He asked John if he would put him in there.”78

Bush commenced work at PULL in January 1973 and remained for seven months. He was thrust into the heart of Houston’s black belt, working daily with underprivileged kids seventeen and under. “My job gave me a glimpse of a world I had never seen,” he wrote many years later. “It was tragic, heartbreaking, and uplifting all at the same time. I saw a lot of poverty. . . . I saw children who could not read and were way behind in school. I also saw good and decent people working to try to help lift their kids out of their terrible circumstances.”79 By all accounts Bush acquitted himself admirably. “He was a super, super guy,” Ernie Ladd recalled. “Any white guy that showed up on McGowen Street was going to get caught in some tough situations . . . but he handled it well. He had a way with people. They didn’t want him to leave.”80

Various authors, including Kevin Phillips, have suggested that George W.’s stint at PULL was in part a plea bargain that Poppy negotiated with a sympathetic magistrate in Houston.81 Rather than face charges for possession, it was agreed that W would do community service in the ghetto. PULL was located in the headquarters building of the probation office for Harris County (Houston), and according to Althia Turner, John White’s administrative assistant, “George had to sign in and out. I remember his signature was a hurried cursive. But he wasn’t an employee. He was not a volunteer either. John [White] said he had to keep track of George’s hours because George had to put in a lot of hours because he was in trouble.”82 Fred Maura, a close friend of White, confirmed as much to the Knight Ridder news service in 2004. “John didn’t say what kind of trouble 43 was in—just that he had done something and he [John] made a deal to take him as a favor to 41 to get some funding.”83

In the spring of 1973, George W. received word that he had been admitted by Harvard Business School for the class entering in September. Bush had applied just prior to Christmas in the normal manner but did not inform his parents. In the early 1970s, Harvard Business School accepted only one in four applicants, and he did not want to be embarrassed if he was turned down. Before accepting Harvard’s offer, George W. discussed the matter with John White, who had become somewhat of a mentor. “John encouraged me to go,” Bush recalled. “ ‘If you really care about these kids as I think you do [said White], why don’t you go and learn more and then you can really help.’ ”84

Before matriculating at Harvard in September 1973, Bush requested a discharge from the Texas Air National Guard. His request was approved on September 18, and he received an honorable discharge one month later. There is no evidence that he received preferential treatment in the approval of his discharge. On the other hand, there is also no evidence that he fully complied with his statutory obligation to serve six years in the active Reserve.

George W. Bush brought the same swagger to Cambridge that he had carried to New Haven. “He was trying to figure out what to do with his life,” said his classmate Al Hubbard. “He was there to get prepared, but he didn’t know for what.”85 Bush habitually wore cowboy boots and a flight jacket to class, and lived off-campus in a one-bedroom bachelor pad near Central Square in Cambridge (in the vicinity of MIT). Professors remember him as an unpretentious, good middle-of-the-road student, but without gravitas.86 Professor Yoshi Tsurumi remembers that George W. was exceptionally opinionated. “This has nothing to do with politics,” said Tsurumi. “Most business students are conservative [but] unlike most of the others in class, George Bush came across as totally lacking in compassion, with no sense of history. Even among Republicans his kind was rare. He had no shame about his views, and that’s when the rest of the class started treating him like a clown . . . I did not judge him to be stupid, just spoiled and undisciplined.”87

George W.’s record at Harvard was uninspiring. “He had fifty-three job interviews with Fortune 500 companies,” said fellow Harvard Business School graduate Bill White, but no job offer. “He is the only Harvard Business School graduate that I know of who ever left there without a goddamned job.”88

George W. Bush’s years after Yale were scarcely memorable. “When I was young and irresponsible, I behaved young and irresponsibly,” Bush acknowledged on the eve of his run for the presidency. “I made some mistakes years ago.”89 That pretty well says it all.



I. An 1879 Connecticut statute made it a crime for any person to use any drug, article, or instrument to prevent conception. It remained in effect until overturned by the United States Supreme Court in 1965 in the leading case of Griswold v. Connecticut, 381 U.S. 479, establishing a constitutional right to privacy.

II. “So the last will be first, and the first will be last; for many are called, but few chosen.” Matthew 20:16.

III. In the early 1960s when George W. Bush applied, the admissions office at Yale accepted well over 50% of the legacy applicants. That often resulted in freshman classes composed of at least a quarter of alumni sons—almost three times that of Harvard and Princeton. The pattern changed when Kingman Brewster became president, and by the late 1960s Yale was more or less in step with its Ivy League compeers. “I do not intend to preside over a finishing school on Long Island Sound,” Brewster said shortly after assuming office. George W. Bush’s three younger brothers were not admitted to Yale, although their legacy credentials were identical to his and their secondary school records were at least as good if not better. Geoffrey Kabaservice, “The Birth of a New Institution: How two Yale presidents and their admissions directors tore up the ‘old blueprint’ to create a modern Yale,” Yale Alumni Magazine, December 1999.

IV. General Colin Powell offers a different perspective. “I am angry that so many sons of the powerful and well-placed managed to wangle slots in Reserve and National Guard units,” Powell wrote in his memoirs. “Of the many tragedies of Vietnam, this raw class discrimination strikes me as the most damaging to the ideal that all Americans are created equal.” My American Journey (New York: Ballantine Books, 1995), 148.

V. “Dad was shy,” said George W. Bush. “We never had ‘the talk.’ He never told me to wear a raincoat [condom] or anything.” “In the Fishbowl with Little George,” Chicago Tribune, May 1, 1992.

VI. In 1971 the Texas statute prohibiting abortion was one of the most restrictive in the nation and was not overturned until the Supreme Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113, a Texas case, two years later. Given the statutory prohibition, a D&C, which a doctor might perform after diagnosing a “miscarriage,” was often used to terminate a pregnancy.



CHAPTER TWO

Turnaround



I’m damn serious, pal. In our family, if you go to war, we want you completely on our side.

George W. Bush

George W. Bush made a virtue of necessity. With no job offer at Harvard, he returned to Midland to seek his future in the oil business. “The barriers to entry in the industry were low,” he wrote, “and I loved the idea of starting a business on my own. I made up my mind: I was headed back to Texas.”1 In his two memoirs, and in early biographies, his decision to return to Midland is depicted as his absolute, unfettered preference. “West Texas was in my blood.”2 The fact is he had little choice.

In Midland, Bush moved into a modest alley apartment behind the house of family friends, drove a beat-up five-year-old Oldsmobile Cutlass, and latched on to Poppy’s old associates in the oil business. Friends of his father saw to it that he was admitted to the Petroleum Club and the Midland Country Club, and provided him with a rent-free storage room in a downtown office building that he could use as a business address. As Poppy had done twenty-five years earlier, George W. began his career in the oil business as a landman, someone who researched land titles and mineral rights in county courthouses and then went door-to-door representing oil companies trying to lease those rights from the owners.

The price of West Texas crude was soaring in the mid-1970s, touched off by the OPEC oil embargo of 1973, and Bush was earning upward of $100 a day working freelance as a landman. It was an ideal way for him to enter the oil business. “You get a lot of exposure without putting up a lot of money,” said his childhood friend Robert McCleskey.3

Bush worked hard and partied hard. Vacationing at the family compound in Kennebunkport over the Labor Day weekend in 1976, he was arrested one evening for driving under the influence. He had been out drinking beer with friends and was spotted by a local constable driving erratically. “When I failed the straight-line walk,” said Bush, “he took me to the station. I was guilty and told the authorities so.” W was fined $150 and his driving privileges in Maine were suspended for a year. Much has been made of Bush’s DUI conviction, and he has acknowledged that he made a serious mistake. “I was fortunate I hadn’t done any harm to my passengers, other drivers, or myself.”4

Back in Midland at the beginning of 1977, Bush had done sufficiently well as a landman to organize his own company, Arbusto (Spanish for “bush”) Energy, to invest in leases for himself—a move similar to Poppy’s early partnership with John Overby. Initially Arbusto was simply a private holding company that allowed Bush to dabble in mineral rights on his own account and did not begin active operations as a corporate investment vehicle until March 1979.5

As Bush continued his apprenticeship in the oil business in Midland, an unexpected political opportunity arose. On July 6, 1977—his thirty-first birthday—Congressman George Mahon, the dean of the House of Representatives and chairman of the Appropriations Committee for the last thirteen years, announced his intention to retire. Mahon had been elected to Congress from West Texas in the Democratic landslide of 1934, and had served for twenty-two consecutive terms. He was now seventy-seven and still unbeatable at the polls. But he was ready to step down. Mahon’s decision sent shock waves across the nineteenth congressional district, a sprawling expanse of seventeen West Texas counties including the cities of Lubbock, Midland, and Odessa. Nominally Democratic, the area was staunchly conservative, and with Mahon out of the picture the Republicans had a fighting chance to capture the seat.

The obvious GOP candidate was forty-eight-year-old Jim Reese, former mayor of Odessa, an ultraconservative Republican who had won 45 percent of the vote against Mahon in 1976. The most likely Democratic candidate was thirty-five-year-old state senator Kent Hance from Lubbock. Both Reese and Hance had deep Texas roots, mingled easily with the country folk, and spoke with a pronounced Texas twang. But two weeks after Mahon revealed his decision to retire, George W. Bush stunned the local Republican and Democratic establishments by announcing his candidacy. “Out of nowhere—and I mean nowhere—comes George Bush,” said V. Lance Tarrance, a Republican pollster in Texas.6

“My friends were a little surprised why I was doing this,” Bush later told Texas Monthly, “but at the time, Jimmy Carter was president and he was trying to control natural gas prices, and I felt that the United States was headed toward European-style socialism.”7 The fact that Reese and Hanse were equally committed to resisting “European-style socialism” suggests that Bush’s decision was somewhat more personal.

George W. Bush was a political animal—from a family of political animals. He had already worked in three of his father’s campaigns in Texas: twice for the United States Senate and once for the House. He had been on the campaign staffs of Republican senatorial candidates in Florida and Alabama, and in 1976 had headed Gerald Ford’s search for convention delegates from the nineteenth congressional district in the Texas primary. “The campaign lifestyle was a perfect fit for me,” Bush wrote many years later. “I enjoyed moving around and meeting new people. I thrived on the intensity and competition of the races. . . . I hadn’t planned it this way, but by the time Congressman Mahon retired, I was a relatively seasoned political operative. . . . I was having my first experience with the political bug, and it was biting hard.”8

Ten days after Bush announced his candidacy, his longtime friends Joe and Jan O’Neill invited him for a backyard cookout at their home in Midland. They also invited another old friend, Laura Welch, a Midland native who was working as a school librarian in Austin. The O’Neills were matchmaking. Bush was thirty-one and at loose ends. “I don’t think he was shopping around,” said Joe O’Neill, but “he was at an age when it was getting awkward to be a bachelor.”9 Laura Welch, who was four months shy of thirty-one, was also unattached. “The timing was crucial,” noted Dr. Charles Younger, another old friend. “Both of them were at a crossroads in their lives. He was ready to settle down and think about a family and have a decent lady to make a life with. Call it fate, destiny, whatever, but they came along and crossed at the right time.”10

George and Laura were unacquainted, although they had grown up within ten blocks of each other in Midland. They had gone to different elementary schools, but had been in the seventh grade together at San Jacinto Junior High before the Bushes moved to Houston. They had also lived briefly in the Chateaux Dijon in Houston at the same time when Laura was working in the city. But they had not met. “I had a vague memory of George from the seventh grade, almost twenty years before,” Laura recalled. “I knew that his dad had run for the Senate and lost in 1970, and I assumed that George would be very interested in politics, while I was not.”11

Both Laura and George were swept away that evening. “She was gorgeous,” wrote Bush. “She had stunning blue eyes and moved so gracefully. She was intelligent and dignified, with a warm and easy laugh. If there is love at first sight, this was it.”12 For Laura it was much the same. “I loved how he made me laugh. Our childhoods overlapped so completely, and our worlds were so intertwined, it was as if we had known each other our whole lives. I knew in my heart that he was the one.”13

Laura was the only child of Harold and Jenna Welch of Midland. Her father was a prosperous developer and home builder, and her mother was active in local civic organizations. Laura was a popular, straight-A student in high school who dated regularly and was considered mature by her classmates. Her life was shattered badly one evening in November of her senior year when the car she was driving struck another at an unregulated intersection, instantly killing the driver of the other vehicle, who, as fate would have it, was a high school chum of hers. “I can never absolve myself of the guilt,” Laura wrote many years later. “And the guilt isn’t simply from Mike dying. The guilt is from all the implications, from the way those few seconds spun out and enfolded so many other lives. . . . I lost my faith that November, lost it for many, many years.”14

In September 1964, Laura entered Southern Methodist University in Dallas, the same year that George entered Yale. SMU, in a Texas setting, was much like Yale at the time—a privileged sanctuary for scions of the establishment. Laura majored in education, joined the top sorority, Kappa Alpha Theta, and like George, graduated in 1968. After traveling briefly in Europe she began her teaching career at Longfellow Elementary in Dallas, a predominantly African American school, where she taught the fourth grade. After a year in the classroom she flirted with moving to Boston or Washington, interviewed with Congressman Mahon for a job in his Capitol Hill office (“Can you type?”), and moved to Houston, where she worked briefly in a brokerage house. By the beginning of 1970 she was back in the classroom, this time at the John F. Kennedy Elementary School in Houston’s black ghetto. She remained at JFK three years, and then enrolled in graduate school at the University of Texas in Austin, where she earned a master’s degree in library science.

After graduating from UT in 1972, Laura returned to Houston, worked for a year in a neighborhood library, and then moved back to Austin where she found a job as the school librarian at the Molly Dawson Elementary School in a largely Hispanic neighborhood. The University of Texas cast a spell, and Austin was a liberal oasis in Texas.15 A left-of-center Democrat who admired Lady Bird Johnson, Laura felt more at home in Austin than in Dallas or Houston, and was living there when she and George met. After a brief courtship they were married in Midland, November 5, 1977.

The wedding was small by Bush standards, seventy-five relatives and close friends in Midland’s United Methodist Church. “We had no ushers, no bridesmaids, and no groomsmen,” George recalled. “It was just me, Laura, and her dad to walk her down the aisle.”16

Many were surprised that Bush and Laura had hit it off. W’s younger brother Marvin said Laura’s entry into the Bush family was like “Katharine Hepburn starring in Animal House.”17 Poppy’s sister, Nancy Bush Ellis, offered a more reflective judgment. “George saw that Laura’s feet were firmly planted on the ground” she told Frank Bruni of The New York Times. “I think after all the transitions in his life, he wasn’t interested in marrying someone like himself. He wanted someone steady and calm.”18
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George and Laura at their wedding with Rev. Jerry Wyatt, November 5, 1977.





Bush said much the same. “We were a perfect match,” he wrote many years later. “I’m a talker; Laura is a listener. I am restless; she is calm. I can get a little carried away; she is practical and down to earth. . . . I provoke people, confront them in a teasing way. She is kinder, much more measured, arriving at a conclusion carefully.”19

After a brief honeymoon in Cozumel, Laura and George hit the campaign trail. The Republican primary was six months away, and Reese was the odds-on favorite. They moved into a small townhouse that Bush owned on Midland’s Golf Course Road (Laura said the weeds were as tall as the roofline), and began the arduous process of making themselves known. “Campaigning in West Texas is an exercise in retail politics,” said Laura. “We drove up and down the back roads and asphalt highways of the Texas panhandle, from Midland in the south to Plainview and Hereford in the north. We spent nearly a year on the road, and in many ways the bonds of our marriage were cemented in the front seat of that Oldsmobile Cutlass.”20
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Campaigning for Congress, 1978.





Bush had found his calling. On the stump he was a natural. He had an exceptional talent for memorizing names and faces, and flattering ordinary people with his attention. And unlike Poppy, he enjoyed every minute of it. Up at the crack of dawn, he and Laura would head out to meet the voters. They never missed a morning coffee gathering or a chili supper, and would knock on more than sixty doors a day, always leaving a polite note if the residents were not home.

When Reese realized that Bush was a serious candidate, the campaign intensified. Reese’s ultraconservative supporters attacked George as a New England liberal out of touch with rural life in Texas. Some suggested that he was a tool of the Rockefellers, sent out to buy up farmland for the family. Poppy’s name was brought into the campaign, and he was castigated for his U.N. service and as a member of the ominous-sounding Trilateral Commission, a group of international political and corporate leaders seen by right-wing critics as a sinister gang of elitists plotting to establish world government. Reese had headed Ronald Reagan’s 1976 campaign for the Republican presidential nomination in the district, and the campaign took on the aspects of a battle between conservative Reaganites and the more moderate Bush faction of the party, with the 1980 presidential nomination looming in the background. Reagan’s political action committee contributed $1,000 to Reese’s campaign, and Reagan himself wrote a letter to the district’s registered Republicans endorsing Reese.

But Reese’s efforts were no match for Bush’s personal appeal. On primary day, May 6, 1978, George W. led the three-man field with six hundred more votes than Reese but failed to win a majority. A third candidate, a retired Air Force colonel, had won enough votes to force Bush and Reese into a run-off. The run-off was set for June 3, less than a month away, and Reese stepped up his attacks. Reagan contributed another $2,000 to Reese’s campaign, and on Friday before election day Reese produced a copy of Bush’s birth certificate to prove that he had been born in New Haven, Connecticut, not in Texas. Bush agreed that was so. “No, I wasn’t born in Texas,” he said. “I wanted to be close to my mother that day.”21

When the votes were counted, Bush defeated Reese 6,787 to 5,350. Reese carried sixteen of the district’s seventeen counties, but Bush’s enormous majority in Midland put him over the top. The following day Reagan called George W. to offer his congratulations. “He was gracious and volunteered to help in the general election,” wrote Bush. “I was grateful for his call and bore no hard feelings.”22

Bush’s opponent in the general election was state senator Kent Hance, described by Poppy’s friend Bob Strauss, former chairman of the Democratic National Committee, as “smart as a whip and mean as a snake.”23 The nineteenth congressional district in Texas was traditionally Democratic. It had occasionally voted for Republican presidential candidates (Eisenhower and Nixon), but at the state and local level almost all of the officeholders were Democrats. Registered Democrats outnumbered Republicans six to one, and George Mahon had held the seat for forty-four years. Bush recognized that it would be an uphill struggle to beat Hance.

The Bush family fundraising network shifted into high gear. With the Republican nomination secure, donors flocked to the cause. Poppy held fundraisers for George W. in Washington, Dallas, and Houston. Former president Gerald Ford sent a check, as did baseball commissioner Bowie Kuhn, Mrs. Douglas MacArthur (who had been a neighbor of the Bushes at the Waldorf-Astoria), and Donald Rumsfeld. Oil industry executives such as Hugh Liedtke of Pennzoil lined up to contribute, as did the senior Bush’s friends from industry and finance. Altogether the Bushes raised $406,000 ($1.4 million in today’s dollars) compared to $175,000 raised by Hance. That was a record for a congressional campaign in Texas at the time.

Bush’s outside fundraising made him vulnerable to charges that he was trying to buy the election. Hance painted Bush as a Yankee carpetbagger and constantly reminded voters that while Bush was at Andover in Massachusetts, he was attending Dimmit High School in Dimmit, Texas, and while George was at Yale, he was at Texas Tech. “When I graduated from the University of Texas Law School—get this folks—he was attending Harvard. We don’t need someone from the Northeast telling us what our problems are.”24

Aside from the attacks on Bush as a carpetbagger, the tone of the general election was higher than in the Republican primary. Democrats might be parochial, but they were not paranoid and they did not think Bush was part of a global conspiracy to foist world government on the United States or a dupe of the Rockefellers. Hance had the police record of Bush’s conviction in Maine for DUI, but chose in the gentlemanly tone of the campaign not to release it. Bush for his part declined to make an issue of Hance’s ownership of property on which a bar was located that sold alcohol to students at Texas Tech. “Kent lives here [in Lubbock],” Bush told his staff. “I’m not going to ruin a guy in his hometown. He’s not a bad person.”25 On policy matters there was little difference between the candidates. Bush recognized that Hance held the trump cards as a native son of the nineteenth congressional district and deep down he understood that it was a fight he could not win.

On election night, Hance won going away. Bush carried Midland by five thousand votes, but that was not enough to overcome Hance’s lead in the other sixteen counties. Final results gave Hance 53,917 votes to Bush’s 47,497—roughly 53 to 47 percent. Bush had run a credible race and had lost in large measure because Hance had out-Texased him—a lesson he would take to heart. “Hance deserved to win that race,” Bush wrote many years later.I “Frankly, getting whipped was probably a pretty good thing for me. . . . I discovered that I could accept defeat and move on. That was not easy for someone as competitive as I am. But it was an important part of my maturing.”26

Bush finished the campaign with a slight surplus. He opened a small office in Midland’s Petroleum Building, and again as Poppy had done, went east to consult with the family about raising money for Arbusto. Working through Uncle Jonathan, his father’s younger brother, who had followed family tradition and become a Wall Street money manager, W converted Arbusto into a limited partnership catering to East Coast investors seeking an entry to the oil business. The price of petroleum was spiking, and as Jonathan later told The Washington Post,

George was an easy sale. The people who met him would say, “I’d like to drill with this guy.” He had run for Congress. He was an upstanding guy. They figured he knew what he was doing, but mostly they figured they’d get a fair shake from him. . . . The only people who go into [these investments] are people that aren’t going to miss the money. If they could have a shot at a big payoff and still take a huge [tax] write-off, they considered it a gamble worth taking.27

Arbusto began active operations in March 1979. In his first year as president of the company, Bush raised $565,000 from twenty-eight limited partners. The fact that Poppy announced his candidacy for the Republican presidential nomination on May 1, 1979, was scarcely an impediment. “It didn’t hurt him that his father had been in the oil business,” noted Jonathan.28 In 1980, with oil moving up to $30 a barrel, Bush raised another $1.24 million from thirty-six investors, and in 1981 an additional $1.72 million. The list of investors in Arbusto reads like the roster of George H. W. Bush’s A-Team of campaign contributors. Lewis Lehrman, the founder of the Rite-Aid drugstore chain who would spend $7 million of his own money unsuccessfully running for governor of New York against Mario Cuomo in 1982, invested $140,500; George L. Ball, then head of E. F. Hutton and later Prudential-Bache, put up $300,000; California venture capitalist William H. Draper invested $93,000; and John D. Macomber, an old Yale buddy of Jonathan who chaired the Celanese Corporation of America, $79,000. Draper and Macomber would later take turns as president of the U.S. Export-Import Bank under Reagan and George H. W. Bush, and Lehrman was awarded the Medal of Freedom by George W. Bush in a White House ceremony in 2005. James A. Baker, who ran Poppy’s presidential primary campaign and became Reagan’s chief of staff in the White House, also pointed investors in W’s direction.

By 1984, Bush’s limited partners had invested $4.66 million and had received $1.54 million in cash distributions in return. They also received $3.89 million in tax write-offs, which would have netted them another $2.91 million. George W., who owned 80 percent of Arbusto, invested $102,000 of his own money during the same period and received $678,000 back in administrative and management fees as well as cash distributions. Arbusto drilled an average of ten wells a year, spending $250,000 to $500,000 for each, and averaging a 50 percent success rate. “I was slowly but surely building a solid, small producing company and I thought we’d developed a reputation as honest operators who worked hard and gave people a fair shake,” said Bush. “But I’m not going to pretend that it was any huge success at the time.”29

During their early years of marriage, George and Laura tried desperately to have children. “We were approaching our mid-thirties,” Bush wrote, “and began to feel the pressure of our ages.”30 In the fall of 1980, as the Carter-Reagan presidential race was drawing to a close—Reagan had beaten Poppy in the primaries but then chose him as his vice presidential running mate—Laura still had not become pregnant and they decided to begin adoption procedures at the Edna Gladney adoption home in Fort Worth. At the same time, Laura began fertility treatments with a gynecologist in Houston. In April 1981 she discovered she was pregnant. “I was thirty-five years old,” said Laura, “which in those days was considered old for a first-time mother.”31

As Laura anticipated, it was a difficult pregnancy. An early sonogram revealed twin girls, and George gave her two dozen roses. Early in her third trimester, Laura was diagnosed with preeclampsia, a serious condition involving dangerously high blood pressure and possible kidney failure. She was admitted to Baylor Hospital in Dallas, kept in bed so as not to induce early labor, and her condition temporarily stabilized. But after two weeks of bed rest the attending physicians decided they had no choice but to perform a cesarean and take the babies. George was in Midland when the doctor called.
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Laura and George W. with their newborn twins, Jenna and Barbara, 1981.





Bush asked about the twin girls and was assured they would survive. “They will be premature, and they will be fine. But the time to move is now.”32

He rushed to Dallas and was in the delivery room the morning of November 25, 1981, when the girls were born. “It was the most thrilling moment of my life. Laura was in bed and sedated. I stroked her head. Barbara came first, then Jenna, and they were large for twins, five pounds, four ounces, and four pounds, twelve ounces, both healthy.”33 The girls were named in honor of their grandmothers, Barbara Bush and Jenna Welch. “We did it alphabetically and democratically,” said Laura. “The baby who arrived first would be Barbara, and the second would be Jenna.”34

In the spring of 1982, Bush took Arbusto public and changed the name to Bush Exploration Company. The rechristening took advantage of the fact that Poppy was now vice president and the Bush name had increased appeal. Bush Exploration would also appear more serious to public investors who might be leery of a firm sometimes parodied as Ar-bust-o. Bush hoped to raise $6 million for expanded operations but drummed up only $1.2 million, less than he had raised privately in each of the past two years. “Going public was a mistake,” he told reporters for The Dallas Morning News years later when he was running for governor. “We weren’t prepared for it. We didn’t raise any money, we weren’t able to get enough exposure. . . . I made a bad mistake.”35

In 1983 Bush’s problems intensified. “We didn’t find much oil and gas,” said Michael Conaway, the company’s financial officer, “and we weren’t raising much money.”36 The American Petroleum Information Corporation ranked Bush Exploration 993rd in Texas with sixteen wells producing a total of 47,888 barrels a year. With oil prices plummeting from their OPEC-induced high, the entire industry was in trouble and Bush Exploration was hit particularly hard.37

Once again fortune came to Bush’s rescue, this time in the form of a partnership with two well-heeled Cincinnati investors who needed a Texas head for their oil and gas operations, a firm known as Spectrum 7. At the time, Spectrum 7 operated 180 oil wells, mostly in West Texas. The company was owned by William O. DeWitt, Jr. (Yale ’63), and Mercer Reynolds. DeWitt’s father, William O. DeWitt, Sr., a long-time baseball executive, had owned successively the St. Louis Browns and the Cincinnati Reds, and had sold the Reds after a championship season. He invested the profits in the oil business, hit a gusher on his first attempt, and formed Spectrum 7 with Reynolds, the family’s broker.II When the senior DeWitt died, William Jr. took over. (He currently owns the St. Louis Cardinals.) DeWitt and Reynolds also owned Coca-Cola distributorships in Cincinnati and Dayton, a string of restaurants, radio and TV stations in the Midwest, and a brokerage firm. They needed someone to handle the oil operation and Bush—Yale grad and baseball fan—fit the bill. Despite the mediocre performance of Arbusto and Bush Exploration, Bush was regarded as a straight shooter.

“We wanted Bush’s leadership abilities, and his operational ability which we didn’t have,” said DeWitt. “He actually operated wells. We owned wells, but we never operated wells.”38 The fact that Poppy was vice president may have made Bush an even more attractive associate, but DeWitt downplayed the fact. “There was obviously some notoriety because of who Bush was, but it didn’t open any doors for us. Our doors were already opened.”39

On February 29, 1984, the merger of Bush Exploration and Spectrum 7 was consummated. DeWitt and Reynolds each retained slightly more than 20 percent of the new Spectrum 7, and George W. was given 16.3 percent—1.166 million shares worth $530,000 at market value. Bush became chairman and CEO of Spectrum 7 with an annual salary of $75,000, plus $120,000 in consulting fees. The price of oil, although down from its $34-a-barrel high, had stabilized in the mid-20s and the next eighteen months were relatively prosperous for Bush and Spectrum 7.

In the summer of 1985, with Spectrum 7 holding its own, George, Laura, and the twins took their annual visit to the family compound in Kennebunkport. Since the birth of the twins, Bush had stopped smoking and was running three to five miles every day at the Midland Y. His drinking continued, but only in the evening, and did not affect his work or family life. “Each step was another exercise in discipline,” said Laura. “He likes that. It makes him feel good to give up bad habits.”40
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George W. and Laura at Kennebunkport.





At Kennebunkport that summer Bush experienced an epiphany of sorts. The Reverend Billy Graham and his wife, Ruth, visited the Bush family for a weekend in Maine every year. Graham would preach at the Bushes’ two churches—St. Ann’s Episcopal and the First Congregational—and then at night the family would gather for dinner and discuss spiritual values. In 1985 the discussion focused on belief in Christ. Poppy asked Graham whether his mother, Dorothy, who was deeply religious, but an Episcopalian, would go to heaven since she had no born-again experience—the classic conflict between good works and a born-again belief in Christ. Graham, who had fielded that question many times, was ready with an answer. “George,” he said, “some of us require a born-again experience to understand God, and some of us are born Christians. It sounds like your mom was just born a Christian.”41

George W. was captivated by Graham. “Billy Graham didn’t make you feel guilty; he made you feel loved.”42 The following day he and Graham took a walk on the beach. Graham asked him about his life in Texas. “I talked to him about the girls and shared my thought that reading the Bible could make me a better person.” Graham was skeptical. There was nothing wrong with reading the Bible, he said, but self-improvement was not the point. “The center of Christianity is not the self. It is Christ.”

“Billy explained that we are all sinners, and that we cannot earn God’s love through good deeds. . . . The path to salvation is through the grace of God. And the way to find that grace is to embrace Christ as the risen Lord.”43

For Bush it was a watershed moment. “These were profound concepts,” he wrote, “and I did not fully grasp them that day. But Billy had planted a seed.”III Back in Midland, Bush began to take religion more seriously. He joined a Bible study group and worked his way through the New Testament. “At first I was troubled by my doubts. . . . Surrendering yourself to an Almighty is a challenge to the ego. But I came to realize that struggles and doubts are natural parts of faith.

“Prayer was the nourishment that sustained me. As I deepened my understanding of Christ, I came closer to my original goal of being a better person—not because I was racking up points on the positive side of the heavenly ledger, but because I was moved by God’s love.”44
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Rev. and Mrs. Billy Graham with George W. and his twin girls at Walker’s Point, Kennebunkport, Maine, 1983.





By the spring of 1986, Bush needed all the faith he could muster. The price of oil, which had held steady in the mid-20s, had begun a precipitous decline. Within six months it would plummet to $9 a barrel. Drilling stopped. Banks failed and people with debt went under overnight. Spectrum 7 reported a net loss of $1.6 million for 1985, due primarily to the declining value of its assets. In the first three months of 1986, it lost another $402,000. The company owed $3.1 million in bank loans, and the threat of foreclosure appeared imminent. “It’s very slow out here,” Bush told The New York Times. “Times are tough. We are using cash to survive. I’m all name and no money.”45 Rather than reduce staff, Bush asked his employees to take a 10 percent pay cut. He reduced his own salary 25 percent.

As the situation in the oil patch worsened, Bush faced two choices. He could hunker down, cut expenses to the bone, and try to hang on in the hope that oil prices would recover before the banks foreclosed; or he could find a larger, more solvent company that was bottom-feeding—a firm that was absorbing smaller oil companies because it was cheap to do so. After a frantic search, Bush found Harken Oil and Gas, a big Dallas-based company that was aggressively taking over troubled competitors. It was the commercial equivalent of love at first sight. Spectrum 7 was hemorrhaging money and Bush needed a transfusion; Harken, for its part, liked to attach itself to stars, and despite his lackluster track record, Bush had a name to be reckoned with. “One of the reasons Harken was so interested in merging,” said Paul Rea, a geologist who had been president of Spectrum 7, “was because of George. They believed George’s name would be a big help to them. They wanted him on their board.”46

Harken Oil and Gas (later, Harken Energy) was described by Time magazine in 1991 as “one of the most mysterious and eccentric outfits ever to drill for oil.”47 The company had been taken over in 1983 by a group headed by New York lawyer Alan Quasha, and the principal investors included billionaire George Soros (46.8 percent), Saudi real estate magnate Abdullah Taha Bakhsh, and the Harvard Management Corporation, the investing arm of Harvard University. Jeffrey Laikind, who was on Harken’s board at the time, said that Spectrum was an attractive purchase because the price was right. Bush’s name drew attention because he “had been in the oil patch, somebody who had experience, although his status as the vice president’s son was not a fact you could ignore.”48

Another board member allowed as how George could be very useful to Harken. “He could have been more so if he had had funds, but as far as contacts were concerned, he was terrific. . . . It seemed like George knew everybody in the U.S. who was worth knowing.”49

Negotiations with Harken continued through the summer of 1986. The pressure was intense, and Bush had resumed drinking heavily. According to Laura, George drank the three Bs—bourbon before dinner, beer with dinner, and then the sweet liqueur B&B (brandy and Bénédictine) after dinner. “It was lethal, and it was completely accepted because that, or some version of it, was the drinking life of most men.

“Maybe it’s funny when other people’s husbands have too much to drink at a party, but I didn’t think it was funny when mine did. And I told him so. But I never said the line ‘It’s either Jim Beam or me.’ I was not going to leave George. But I was disappointed.”50

“Laura wasn’t afraid to tell me what she thought,” Bush agreed, “but she couldn’t quit drinking for me. I’ve been asked if I consider myself an alcoholic. I can’t say for sure. I do know that I have a habitual personality. I was drinking too much, and it was starting to create a problem.”51

Matters came to a head in July 1986 during an excursion to the Broadmoor Hotel in Colorado Springs. The Bushes, along with two other couples from Midland, the O’Neills and the Evanses (Don Evans would later serve as Bush’s campaign finance chairman and then as secretary of commerce), were off for a collective celebration of their fortieth birthdays, and were joined by George’s younger brother Neil, who lived in Denver. The Broadmoor, with its three golf courses a stone’s throw from Pikes Peak, was a favorite resort of the Bush family. Built originally as a casino during Colorado’s Gold Rush days, it had been converted in 1918 to a lavish hotel. During the weekend, the men golfed while the women sunned by the pool. Dinner on Saturday night, July 26, was an extravagant affair with numerous courses, ample bottles of expensive California cabernet, and repeated toasts to the birthday celebrants. “I heard the same toast repeated twenty times,” Laura remembered.52

Reckoning came the next morning. Bush woke up with an incredible hangover—which was not unusual—looked at himself in the mirror, and resolved to quit drinking. “There had been many drunken and half-drunken weekends,” Laura recalled. “There was nothing particularly out of the ordinary about this one, except that it was one weekend too many.”53 Joe O’Neill, who had a similar drinking problem and would eventually check himself into the Betty Ford Clinic, thought the upcoming 1988 presidential campaign was decisive for Bush. “He looked in the mirror and said, ‘Someday I might embarrass my father. It might get my dad in trouble.’ And boy, that was it.”54 Laura agreed. “None of the Bush children ever wanted to do anything to embarrass their dad,” she wrote. There was a lighter side to W’s resolve. When he told Laura of his decision, she quipped that it was because he got the bar bill for that evening’s celebration.55

Bush credits Billy Graham and his newfound belief in God. “At age forty I finally found the strength to do it,” he wrote. “I could not have stopped drinking without faith. I also don’t think my faith would be as strong if I hadn’t quit drinking. I believe God helped open my eyes, which were closing because of booze.”56

In September, the deal with Harken closed. Harken assumed Spectrum 7’s $3.1 million bank debt and absorbed its operations. It was strictly a stock transfer. No money changed hands. Shareholders in Spectrum 7 received one share of Harken stock for every five shares of Spectrum. Harken acquired the untapped oil reserves that Spectrum had failed to exploit, and placed George W. Bush on its board at a time when his father was planning to run for president. “We were buying political influence. That was it,” said George Soros.57 IV

The takeover by Harken ended Bush’s eleven years in the oil business. He found jobs for all of his employees at Spectrum, and moved on. Unlike Poppy, Bush had failed to make a big score. Once again success eluded him. He profited personally, but lost money for most of his investors. As critic Molly Ivins pointed out, Bush’s oil patch career “had more to do with selling investments than drilling for oil. . . . Don’t look for his portrait to be hanging in the Petroleum Hall of Fame anytime soon.”58

Bush would not disagree. “I learned a lot of lessons in the oil business,” he wrote many years later. “I learned the perils of entrepreneurship. I learned that sometimes you can do most things right, manage risk carefully, use resources responsibly, make good decisions, but still never hit the big gusher. . . . Some people in the oil business hit grand slams, but like baseball, success in the energy business is primarily a game of singles.”59

The merger of Spectrum 7 with Harken left Bush free to join Poppy’s campaign for the Republican presidential nomination. The year before, shortly after his inauguration for a second term as vice president, George H. W. Bush had convened a family conclave at Camp David to discuss the 1988 campaign. “This is my best shot,” said Poppy, “but I am not going to do it if we don’t have 100 percent behind me.”60

At the time, each member of the Bush family was marching to his own drummer. George W. was running Spectrum 7 in Midland and drinking heavily. Jeb, who had graduated Phi Beta Kappa from the University of Texas, was married to Columba Garnica Gallo, whom he had met as a young man in Mexico, prospering in Florida real estate, and beginning to dabble in Miami politics. Neil, thirty, who had struggled with dyslexia as a child, had graduated from Tulane with a BA and an MBA and was living in Denver where he was flying high. Like Poppy and George W., he had started in the oil business, organized his own firm, and had recently joined the board of directors of Silverado Savings and Loan. Marvin, the youngest son and the least political, was working as an investment banker following his graduation from the University of Virginia and was suffering from an inflammatory bowel disease. (He would shortly have emergency surgery to remove his large intestine.) Dorothy, who was twenty-five, had recently graduated from Boston College, married, and was living in Cape Elizabeth, Maine, as a housewife. Closest of all the children to her father, Doro called the vice president almost daily.

In addition to the family, the meeting was attended by the campaign staff the elder Bush was beginning to stitch together: Lee Atwater, l’enfant terrible of Washington political consultants, as campaign manager; Marlin Fitzwater as press secretary; Roger Ailes (who later became head of Fox News) as media consultant; pollster Robert Teeter, and his chief of staff, Craig Fuller. As campaign manager, Atwater led the discussion that day and emphasized the importance of Super Tuesday, March 8, 1988, when seventeen states would choose their convention delegates. Atwater had a deserved reputation for self-confidence, and eventually his pontificating became grating.

“How do we know we can trust you?” interjected George W.—a veiled reference to the fact that Atwater’s partners would be working for Jack Kemp and Bob Dole, two of Poppy’s principal opponents.

“Are you serious?” Atwater replied.

“I’m damn serious, pal. In our family, if you go to war, we want you completely on our side.”61

The imagery is from The Godfather, a favorite film of the Bush family,V and W was voicing the sentiment of the Corleones’ hotheaded eldest boy, Sonny. If the family was going to the mattresses, they needed to know that everyone would be loyal.

Atwater was unfazed. “If you’re so worried about my loyalty,” he shot back, “then why don’t you come in the office and watch me, and the first time I’m disloyal see to it that I get run off.”62 Atwater assumed Bush would take him up on the offer, and he knew he could handle him. As he later told friends (quoting Lyndon Johnson), “I’d rather have him inside the tent pissing out than outside the tent pissing in.”63 It was now a year later, Bush’s consulting contract with Harken did not require his presence in Midland or Dallas, and he had time on his hands. Atwater’s offer was too good to turn down.

Initially, Bush commuted. Campaign headquarters was located in the Woodward Building on Fifteenth Street, two short blocks from Poppy’s office in the West Wing of the White House. Bush was given an office between Atwater and Ailes, and for the next eighteen months received a crash course in practical politics from two of the profession’s most gifted practitioners. Atwater and Bush became soul mates: both were reformed drinkers, voluble, iconoclastic, and ruthlessly devoted to Poppy’s cause. Bush had no job title. “You don’t need a title,” the vice president told his son. “Everyone will know who you are.”64 At first, Bush filled in as Poppy’s surrogate at events too distant to fit the vice president’s schedule. Then he became the front man and chief liaison with the powerful evangelical wing of the party. Above all, he was a handy conduit between the campaign staff and Poppy. “He was an assessor of problems,” said staffer Mary Matalin. “If they were real, he did something. If they weren’t, he at least made people feel better. He was a general morale booster.” Others remember that like Sonny Corleone, he was a ferocious defender of family prerogative: “the enforcer from hell,” in the words of the vice president’s deputy chief of staff.65

American politics underwent a sea change during the presidential primary season in 1987. Colorado senator Gary Hart, a notorious skirt chaser, was confronted during a press conference in Hanover, New Hampshire, by a reporter from The Washington Post. “Have you ever committed adultery?” the reporter asked. Hart was dumbfounded. The question shattered the long-standing rule that a politician’s philandering was off-limits for reporters. The question to Hart turned American politics on its ear. The once unmentionable subject of a politician’s personal life was now fair game for reporters. It was a measure of a candidate’s character. Hart refused to answer the question, and withdrew from the campaign for the Democratic nomination on May 8, 1987.

After Hart’s withdrawal, every Democratic candidate was asked the same question. Forewarned is forearmed, and they had their denials ready. The best came from Senator Fritz Hollings of South Carolina. When asked if he had ever committed adultery, Hollings said he had been trying for the last thirty-one years but had never succeeded.

On the Republican side, George H. W. Bush had a problem—“the Jennifer problem” as it would come to be known. Jennifer Fitzgerald, a young English woman, had been Poppy’s executive assistant since he chaired the Republican National Committee under Richard Nixon. Like many executive assistants, Jennifer ruled the elder Bush’s office with an iron hand, and regularly traveled with Poppy on his many jaunts to foreign countries. That inevitably led to speculation that he and Jennifer had more than a professional relationship. After the Hart affair broke, Newsweek reporters focused on the rumors. Atwater and George W. were aware of the magazine’s interest, and put their heads together. Both were firm believers in addressing dangerous issues head-on. It was better to lance the wound immediately and let the poison run out rather than allowing it to fester. They met with Poppy and press secretary Marlin Fitzwater.

W was blunt. “You’ve heard the rumors,” he said to his father. “What do you say?”

“They’re just not true,” Poppy replied.

Fitzwater and the elder Bush thought they should keep a low profile, say nothing, and hope the story would disappear. George W. and Atwater disagreed. After the meeting, George W. phoned Newsweek’s Howard Fineman. “The answer to the Big A question is N-O,” he said. “I didn’t ask permission,” Bush told Jon Meacham. “I just did it.”66

Newsweek ran the story under the headline, “Bush and the Big A Question.” Other publications picked it up, and in a week the issue disappeared.67 George W.’s snappy one-liner saved the day.VI The episode carries significance beyond the election of 1988. Bush had not only confronted his father as an equal but had overridden his objections and spoken directly to the press. “If there was any sort of leftover competition with being named George Bush and being the eldest, it really at that point was resolved,” said Laura.68

Shortly after the Hart story broke, George and Laura sold their house in Midland and moved to Washington. “I had never lived outside of Texas for more than a few weeks,” said Laura. “We left Midland, but never truly left it behind.”69 They bought a house on Massachusetts Avenue near American University, about a mile from the vice president’s residence at the Naval Observatory, and enrolled the twins at the Horace Mann public school in northwest Washington.

Poppy announced his candidacy for the Republican presidential nomination on October 13, 1987. As vice president, Bush had a built-in advantage, but his campaign was off to a slow start. In the Iowa caucuses, Bush finished a poor third, well behind Kansas senator Bob Dole and evangelist Pat Robertson. But in New Hampshire, assisted by Governor John Sununu and baseball immortal Ted Williams (his classmate from flight training forty-six years earlier), Bush pulled ahead, trouncing Dole by 9 percentage points. The Dole campaign never recovered. Super Tuesday was a rout. Bush carried sixteen of the seventeen states (Robertson carried Alaska), and effectively cinched the nomination. When the Republican convention met in the New Orleans Superdome on August 15, Poppy had the support of forty-one states and was nominated by acclamation following the roll call on the first ballot.

At the convention, George W. came into his own. He was chosen honorary chairman of the Texas delegation, and announced the Texas vote on the roll call: “One hundred and eleven votes for Texas’s favorite son and the world’s best father, George Herbert Walker Bush.”70 George W. told the family that after the convention he would be returning to Texas, and it was generally assumed that he would be entering public life. “I want to make it clear that I’m not running for anything right now,” he told reporters from the Houston Chronicle, “but if I decide to do so in the future, I have to work to establish my own identity.”71 Bush later said that he had “zero interest” in remaining in Washington as a hanger-on in his father’s administration.72

The general election against Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis was scarcely a walkover. Early opinion polls gave Dukakis a 16-point lead, but a combination of Democratic miscues and the skillful GOP campaign engineered by Atwater and Ailes narrowed the gap. Dukakis was in many ways his own worst enemy. When Kansas farmers complained about the price of wheat, the Massachusetts governor suggested they grow arugula, and the film footage of Dukakis with an ill-fitting Army helmet on his head waving from the turret of an M-1 battle tank did nothing to assure voters he was ready to be commander in chief. Atwater and Ailes painted Dukakis as weak on crime and pollution, and GOP television ads (Willie Horton and a polluted Boston Harbor) drove the point home. By mid-September the gap between Bush and Dukakis had closed, and by October, Bush was well ahead. As one Democratic official put it, “Atwater was the Babe Ruth of negative politics.”73

George W. spent the campaign shuttling between Dallas and Washington. He spoke at election rallies in dozens of Texas cities and continued to act as Poppy’s intermediary with the evangelicals and the Christian Right. Shortly before the election, George W. received a phone call from William DeWitt, Jr., his former partner in Spectrum 7. Because of his father, DeWitt was well connected to Major League Baseball and had learned that the Texas Rangers were up for sale. Eddie Chiles, the Fort Worth oil baron who owned the Rangers, and who was an old friend of the Bushes from the 1950s in the Permian Basin, was in poor health and wanted to unload the team. DeWitt also said that baseball commissioner Peter Ueberroth insisted that the team be bought by investors from Texas. He wanted no absentee ownership. DeWitt asked Bush if he would be interested in helping him put together a group of local investors to buy the team. “This could be a natural for you,” said DeWitt. “I know you want to get back to Texas, and you’ve always loved baseball.”74

“I almost jumped out of my chair,” said Bush. “Owning a baseball team would be a dream come true. I was determined to make it happen.” He and DeWitt agreed to talk about it after the election.75

During the waning weeks of the campaign, Bush pressed his father to name Lee Atwater chairman of the Republican National Committee. No political consultant, no hired gun, had ever been named to head either party, but George W. argued they owed it to Atwater. There was also a personal dimension. During his eighteen months in Washington, Bush had served a political apprenticeship under Atwater. He had become his alter ego. Sometimes, observers said, it seemed as though they could read each other’s mind. They didn’t need to finish their sentences.76 Bush had learned more about conducting a national political campaign than most candidates would ever know. And he understood that Atwater was unique—a rock star political consultant and an inspiration to young party workers around the country.

Pressed relentlessly by George W., Poppy yielded. On election day in November, jogging with Atwater in Houston’s Memorial Park, the vice president made the offer and Atwater accepted. That evening, George H. W. Bush carried forty states with 426 electoral votes and won 53.4 percent of the popular vote. George W. spent the day house hunting in Dallas.



I. Kent Hance served three terms in the House of Representatives, and then lost his bid for the Democratic senatorial nomination to succeed John Tower. He became a Republican in 1985, ran unsuccessfully for several statewide offices, and was later chancellor of the Texas Tech university system. “He is still the only politician ever to beat me,” wrote Bush in his memoirs. Decision Points (New York: Crown, 2010), 41.

II. Reynolds later served as George W. Bush’s principal fundraiser in Ohio in 2000 and 2004. People living in Reynolds’s Cincinnati zip code contributed more to the Bush campaign than in any other zip code except Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Reynolds was subsequently appointed United States ambassador to Switzerland and Liechtenstein. Russ Baker, Family of Secrets: The Bush Dynasty, America’s Invisible Government, and the Hidden History of the Last Fifty Years (New York: Bloomsbury, 2009), 332.

    III. I have accepted Bush’s version of his born-again experience with Billy Graham as laid out in his memoirs A Charge to Keep and later in Decision Points. But there is a considerable body of evidence suggesting that the experience occurred a year earlier in Midland thanks to a lesser known evangelist named Arthur Blessitt, “The Man Who Carried the Cross Around the World.” Billy Graham, when interviewed about Bush’s conversion by NBC’s Brian Williams, said he never felt he had turned W’s life around, and there is a strong possibility that the Graham connection was devised for electoral purposes by Karen Hughes, who coauthored A Charge to Keep on the eve of Bush’s run for the presidency in 1999. Most biographies repeat the Graham account. Like the reporter in John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, “when the legend becomes fact,” I have chosen to “print the legend.” For the details of Bush’s earlier encounter with Blessitt, see Craig Unger, The Fall of the House of Bush (New York: Scribner, 2007), 79–85. Also see http://www.blessitt.com/praying-with-george-w-bush/. Blessitt’s diary entry for April 3, 1984, calls it “A great and powerful day. Led Vice President Bush’s son to Jesus today. George Bush Jr. This is great. Glory to God.” This was a year prior to Bush’s encounter with Graham at Kennebunkport.

IV. In January 1990, well into the G. H. W. Bush presidency and one year before Desert Storm, Harken Energy cashed in on its ties to the Bushes when the government of Bahrain granted it an exclusive thirty-five-year contract to drill in the offshore waters of the Persian Gulf. Harken had no international or offshore experience and was too small to undertake the project until it brought in the Bass brothers of Houston, major GOP contributors and also friends of the Bushes. Forbes magazine called the deal “hard to imagine. A tiny company with no international experience drilling in the Middle East.” Time said the emirate of Bahrain was “unabashed in its desire to foster a warm relationship with the U.S.” Asked by The Wall Street Journal whether having the president’s son on its board facilitated Harken’s chances, George W. quipped, “Ask the Bahrainis.”

Russ Baker, Family of Secrets: The Bush Dynasty, America’s Invisible Government, and the Hidden History of the Last Fifty Years (New York: Bloomsbury, 2009), 353–54; J. H. Hatfield, Fortunate Son: George W. Bush and the Making of an American President (New York: Soft Skull Press, 2000), 99–100; Bill Minutaglio, First Son: George W. Bush and the Bush Family Dynasty (New York: Times Books, 1999), 246–47; Molly Ivins and Lou Dubose, Shrub: The Short but Happy Political Life of George W. Bush (New York: Vintage, 2000), 28–32.

V. When Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather was released in March 1972, George H. W. Bush, who was United States ambassador to the United Nations at the time, was so captivated by the film that he rented a theater in New York for a private showing and invited a hundred guests. The film was sold out all over New York City and it was difficult to get tickets. Bush’s sons shared his affection for the movie and often recited lines from memory. Bill Minutaglio, First Son: George W. Bush and the Bush Family Dynasty (New York: Times Books, 1999), 134.

VI. At the insistence of James Baker, who later became campaign chairman, Jennifer Fitzgerald was removed from the vice president’s staff and shifted to the New York campaign office where she would be less visible. The elder Bush paid her salary out of his own pocket. Herbert S. Parmet, George Bush: The Life of a Lone Star Yankee (New York: Scribner, 1997), 241.



CHAPTER THREE

“Don’t Mess with Texas”



Baseball should always be played outdoors, on grass, with wooden bats.

George W. Bush

In the second week of November 1988, Bush closed on a property at 6029 Northwood Road in the affluent Preston Hollow neighborhood in the north end of the city.I His neighbors included Tom Landry, Ross Perot, and Stanley Marcus (of the Neiman Marcus department store chain). The house, typical for the area, was a ranch-style dwelling with a circular drive and a swimming pool, set off by a grove of scrub oak. The family moved from Washington in early December, and the girls, Barbara and Jenna, were enrolled first in public school, and later in the nearby Hockaday School, the preeminent private school for girls in Texas.

Bush’s purpose in moving to Dallas was two-fold: to put together a consortium to buy the Texas Rangers, and to run for governor. The goals were mutually reinforcing. As Bush’s political adviser Karl Rove told reporters in Dallas, “Ownership of the Texas Rangers anchors him clearly as a Texas businessman and gives him name identification and exposure that will be easily recalled by the people.”1 Rove at the time was running a flourishing direct-mail operation in Austin for the Republican Party.

Bush pursued both goals simultaneously. “He always possessed an amazing amount of energy,” said younger brother Marvin. “Today I think he’s learned how to channel that energy in positive ways.”2 Lee Atwater, who was the incoming chairman of the Republican National Committee, passed the word to party operatives in Texas to pave the way for his friend and benefactor, and Bush undertook an extensive speaking tour throughout the state. In the second week of February, he delivered nine “Lincoln Day” speeches to the Republican faithful in key Texas cities, always making it clear to well-wishers that he had not ruled out running for governor in 1990.

When Kent Hance, who had defeated Bush in 1978 and was now a former congressman, considered a bid for the Republican gubernatorial nomination, he tried to smoke out Bush in a private conversation. Bush equivocated.

“I owe you one,” Hance confided. “If you want to run for governor I will support you. But if you are not going to run, I want to run.”

“Well, I’m not in a position to tell you right now,” Bush replied. “But let’s stay in touch.”3

In Washington, Texas senator Phil Gramm beat the drum for Bush. Interviewed by John McLaughlin of The McLaughlin Group, Gramm said there was a good chance Bush would run in 1990. “He has good political tools,” said Gramm, “in some way, as good or better than his dad’s. He’s smart and, remarkably, after having gone to Yale and Harvard, he still is a redneck with a good common touch.”4

On the other hand, Bush’s mother, Barbara, let it be known that she thought George W. was biting off more than he could chew. “When you make a major commitment like that [to baseball],” she told reporters at a White House luncheon, “I think maybe you won’t be running for governor.”5

Barbara’s remarks were widely reported. When Bush was asked to comment, he exploded. “Mother’s worried about my daddy’s campaign affecting my race,” he said. “Thank you very much. You’ve been giving me advice for forty-two years, most of which I haven’t taken.

“I love my mother, and I appreciate her advice, but that’s all it is, advice. . . . I don’t know what I’m going to do yet.”6

Bush’s campaign for governor marched in step with his quest for the Texas Rangers, and again he was helped enormously by family connections. Baseball Commissioner Peter Ueberroth was not only a long-standing friend of Poppy, but was widely touted as a top cabinet appointee in the incoming administration. Before the convention, Washington columnist George Will, always reliably informed on GOP maneuverings, had placed Ueberroth on the short list of possible vice presidential candidates. American League president Dr. Robert W. Brown, better known as the Yankees’ flashy third baseman Bobby, was also a close friend of George H. W. Bush, and the investors who were being rounded up all had ties to the family. “It certainly helped that he [George W.] was the president’s son,” Brown told Nicholas Kristof of The New York Times. “It wasn’t just a strange happenstance that things fell into place.”7

The Texas Rangers were a mixed bag. On the positive side, they were the Texas Rangers. The team played in Arlington, a suburban community between Dallas and Fort Worth. But they were not the Arlington Rangers, or the Dallas-Fort Worth Rangers, they were the Texas Rangers—evoking state pride in the legendary lawmen who had maintained order since 1823. For a budding politician seeking statewide office, nothing could be better than to identify with historic icons of Texas.

On the downside, the Rangers were scarcely pennant contenders. The team played in the old Turnpike Stadium that had been built in 1965 to house the Dallas-Fort Worth Spurs in the Texas League, a Double A minor league. Attendance was spotty, the summer heat made Turnpike Stadium the hottest in the majors, and the team consistently lost more games than it won.

The franchise began in 1961 as the Washington Senators, an American League expansion team awarded to Washington after the original Senators moved to Minneapolis and became the Minnesota Twins. After eleven dismal years in Washington, during which the team lost an average of ninety games a year, the franchise moved to Arlington in 1972. As the Rangers, the team had a series of successful seasons in the late 1970s, but again fell on hard times. During the 1980s, the team finished last in the Western Division of the American League three times, and posted only two winning seasons, one of which was in 1981 when the season was shortened by a players strike.

The team was owned by seventy-eight-year-old Texas oilman Eddie Chiles, a self-made multimillionaire who was in failing health. Chiles was the founder and owner of the Western Company, a vast offshore oil operation and the world’s largest supplier of oil rigs. But he was in financial difficulty. The collapse of the oil market had sent the price of Western shares tumbling from $32 to $1.75, and Chiles faced bankruptcy. He had no choice but to sell the franchise. “I can last two more years,” Chiles told the Dallas Times-Herald in 1986. “If this goes on any longer, I don’t know whether any of us will be around.”8 It was now two years later and the price of oil showed little sign of recovering. Chiles had tried to sell the team in the summer of 1988 to out-of-state purchasers who wanted to move the franchise, but the major league owners committee had rejected the deal and told him to seek local buyers. That opened the door for Bush and DeWitt. The Chiles and Bush families had been friends for many years, and Eddie had been a major contributor to all of the senior Bush’s campaigns. Mrs. Chiles was the Republican national committeewoman from Texas for much of the 1980s.

As soon as he was settled in Dallas, Bush visited Chiles. He walked into Chiles’s house and said he would like to buy the team, that he would put together a syndicate to buy it. “I want you to give me serious consideration,” Bush said.”9

“I’d like to sell it to you, son,” Chiles replied, “but you don’t have any money.”10 Chiles was asking $80 million for the Rangers, and it was clear that Bush and DeWitt had nowhere near that amount. Chiles reported the conversation to American League president Brown, noting that he would keep the door open, but repeating his doubts about Bush’s financial resources.

Negotiations with Chiles went forward in early winter, and Bush worked feverishly to line up investors. His first call was to his Yale classmate and DKE buddy Roland Betts, who headed a film investment company called Silver Screen Management. Betts, who was one of his closest friends at Yale, was also a fourth-generation legacy but there the similarity ended. After graduation, Betts had secured a draft deferment by becoming a public school teacher in Harlem, wrote a book about the plight of inner-city schools, attended Columbia Law School, joined the liberal Manhattan law firm of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison as an entertainment lawyer, and then had gone into the business of providing money for filmmakers. His investment company had financed sixty-three Walt Disney Company movies, including The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Gandhi, Pretty Woman, and The Killing Fields. Betts was also a staunch Democrat, his wife was African American, and he had built the 1.7-million-square-foot health club fantasyland known as Chelsea Piers on the Hudson River in lower Manhattan. Initially Betts was concerned about Bush’s plans to run for governor, but ultimately agreed to invest $3.6 million in the Rangers, making him the largest single investor in the team. His partner at Silver Screen, Tom Bernstein, agreed to invest $2.4 million. Bush also convinced his cousin Craig Stapleton with Marsh & McLennan, and Marriott executive Fred Malek, a former Nixon aide, to invest. Comer Cottrell, an African American businessman in Dallas, agreed to put up $500,000.

“The first time I met George,” said Cottrell, “he came up to my office and told me he wanted to have a true American diverse team partnership. He said I would be the black partner, Afro-American. George brought a lot to the table just by being the president’s son,” said Cottrell. “Everybody wanted to know him.”11 Bush initially invested $500,000, later raised to $606,302, based on a loan from the United Bank National Association against which he pledged his Harken stock as collateral.

DeWitt worked simultaneously to recruit investors in Ohio. By mid-February, the Bush-DeWitt team had raised close to $40 million, still too little to make a serious offer to Chiles. At that point, Ueberroth and Brown flew to Dallas to talk to potential investors on Bush’s behalf. Their principal target was billionaire Richard Rainwater, a Wall Street legend who, as investment manager for the Bass family, had converted a $50 million fortune into $4 billion over a fifteen-year period. Bush had previously approached Rainwater but had been turned down. Ueberroth and Brown pressed Rainwater to reconsider joining W’s syndicate “out of respect for his father.”12 Rainwater eventually agreed to round up another $40 million, providing his friend Edward “Rusty” Rose, president of Cardinal Investments and known locally as “The Mortician” because of his ability to profit from short-selling companies in distress, would join him. “The commissioner is a better salesman than you are,” Rainwater told Bush.13
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Eddie Chiles announcing the sale of the Texas Rangers to a syndicate led by “Rusty” Rose (left) and George W. Bush (right).





Under the deal that was finally hammered out, Chiles agreed to sell his 86 percent ownership in the Rangers for $75 million. Bush and Rose would become the managing partners, Bush taking the outside role as the public face of the Rangers, Rose working inside. “Being the president’s son puts you in the limelight,” Bush told a reporter for Time magazine. “While in the limelight, you might as well sell tickets.”14

The sale was announced on March 17, 1989. Bush’s share of the Rangers amounted to 1.8 percent. Asked by reporters why he was made a managing partner when his share of the team was so small, Bush snapped back, “Because I put the deal together. I thought of it, worked it and I was the one Eddie wanted to sell to.”15 In the moment of victory, Bush can be excused for a bit of self-promotion. Years later, Peter Ueberroth corrected the record. “George W. Bush deserves great credit for the development of the franchise,” he told The New York Times. “However, the bringing together of the buying group was the result of Richard Rainwater, Rusty Rose, Dr. Bobby Brown, and the commissioner [Ueberroth].”16

For Bush, the Rangers became an obsession. “Buying the baseball team was a financial risk for me,” he wrote on the eve of his run for the presidency. “I put $600,000—almost a third of my entire net worth—into a team that had a twenty-five-year losing streak, sagging attendance, and an inferior ballpark. On the other hand, owning a Major League Baseball team was a dream come true.”17 Bush continued to flirt with running for governor, but his heart was now in Arlington. And on August 1, 1989, he officially took himself out of the race. Speaking to the annual meeting of the lawyers division of the Dallas Jewish Federation, he told the surprised attorneys, “I’ve decided at this time that I will not run for governor of Texas in 1990. For now I want to focus on my job as the managing general partner of the Texas Rangers and more importantly as a good father and good husband.”18

Later, he told the press, “I’m sure my mother will be happy.”19

Bush was paid $200,000 a year as managing partner of the Rangers. He also received $10,000 a month from Harken Energy as a board member and consultant. Bush’s duties with Harken were minimal. He described himself as an adviser to the president, sat on the eight-man board of directors, and was a member of the three-man audit committee. Basically, Harken wanted Bush because of his name, and in January 1990 cashed in when the government of Bahrain awarded it an exclusive offshore drilling contract. Press coverage was favorable, and shares of the company soared.

Later that spring, Bush was approached by a Los Angeles broker representing an institutional investor seeking a large block of Harken stock.II Bush initially declined to sell, but soon had second thoughts and on June 22 agreed to sell his original holding of 212,140 shares of Harken for $4 a share, netting him $848,560. Bush said he decided to sell because he wanted to pay off the bank loan he had obtained to buy his slice of the Texas Rangers. “I didn’t need to pay it off,” he said in an interview. “I did it because I just don’t like to carry debt.”20 III

Eight days after Bush’s stock sale, Harken finished the second quarter of 1990 with an operating loss of $6.7 million. When nonrecurring expenses were added, Harken lost a total $23.2 million in the quarter. The price of Harken stock plunged to $2.37 a share. Was George W. Bush guilty of insider trading? Did he know of the impending losses before he sold his stock? He was a member of Harken’s three-member audit committee as well as its board of directors, and had been warned by financial consultants from Smith Barney of Harken’s rapidly deteriorating financial situation.IV Bush also failed to file the required notice of sale until eight months after the transaction took place. As numerous critics have suggested, the sale “does not pass the smell test.”21 Bush has denied having any insider knowledge of the impending losses—“I wouldn’t have sold if I had”—and a subsequent investigation by the Securities and Exchange Commission ended in 1993 with no charges being filed.22 But as Bruce A. Hiler, the SEC’s associate director for enforcement, noted, that “must in no way be construed as indicating that the party has been exonerated.”23 Like Bush’s military service, the 1990 sale of his Harken stock remains shrouded in controversy.

At the ballpark, Bush was in heaven. He became a public figure in his own right, sitting behind the Rangers dugout, handing out baseball cards with his picture on them, autographing scorecards for fans. Bush emphasized his Texas roots: the swagger, the twang, the cowboy boots, the chewing tobacco—the J. R. Ewing of the American League West.V

The fact is Bush loved baseball. As a child he had collected baseball cards, could recite the lineups of each major league team, and knew the batting averages and ERAs of most players. But unlike Poppy, he was not an accomplished player. Bush often told the story of his days on the diamond at Yale as a relief pitcher on the freshman team. It was late in the game, Yale was behind by ten runs, and he was warming up in the bullpen. The freshman coach went onto the field and signaled that he wanted to make a pitching change. Bush thought it was his big moment. But the coach called the second baseman to the mound, even though he had never thrown a pitch. “That’s when I figured my aspirations of becoming a major league player might not be achieved,” said Bush.24

He enjoyed socializing with the players in the clubhouse. “I liked him from the get-go,” said pitching ace Kenny Rogers.25 Bush and baseball immortal Nolan Ryan were especially close. At the age of forty-two Ryan joined the Rangers the year the Bush syndicate purchased the team, threw his 5,000th strikeout that season, and remained for another four years, the oldest player in baseball. “Nolan and I often exercised together,” said Bush. “I would run on the warning track or on the streets around the ballpark, and then go to the clubhouse to lift weights. He was almost always there. I marveled at Nolan’s work ethic and intensity. . . . God gave him the talent to be a good player, his hard work and drive made him great.”26

And it was not just the players. Bush got to know the ticket takers and hot dog vendors at Turnpike Stadium by their first names, and kept up a steady banter with fans and reporters. “If you’re going to a baseball game, you had better go with someone you like,” said Bush, “because you have ample time to talk.” Laura went to most games, and the twins went to many. “Our girls grew up at the ballpark. It was a time of family and friends.”27

As owners, Bush and Rose took pride in not micromanaging. Both proved astute businessmen, set the agenda for the Rangers, but left the baseball details to the professionals. Bush learned to delegate. Sometimes he made mistakes, and sometimes monumentally so, most notably when he approved a decision made several levels below him to trade a young Sammy Sosa to the Chicago White Sox for an aging Harold Baines. Right or wrong, Bush thrived on making decisions, a trait he would carry into the White House. But according to everyone associated with the Rangers at the time, Bush’s hands-off management style won him fierce loyalty. “You know, this guy fired me,” former Rangers manager Bobby Valentine told reporters for The Washington Post in 1999. “The honest truth is I would campaign barefoot for him today.”28

The most pressing problem for the Rangers was the minor league ballpark they played in, which had been expanded when the team came to Arlington in 1972, but was still a far cry from a major league facility. “The first time I went down there, I was shocked,” said principal owner Roland Betts. “At our first meeting we agreed that to turn this thing around we were going to build a new stadium.”29 Cost was estimated at $200 million, and the owners did not want to inject more money into the franchise. The solution was to get the city of Arlington to build the ballpark. Point man in the negotiations was Thomas Schieffer, a former Democratic member of the Texas legislature and brother of CBS News correspondent Bob Schieffer. Behind the scenes, it was Bush and Rose who called the shots.

Under the deal that was finally worked out, Arlington agreed to put up $135 million, raised by increasing the city’s sales tax by a half cent, and the team’s owners undertook to provide the balance, generated primarily by a $1 increase in the price of tickets. The city would initially retain title to the stadium, which the Rangers would rent for $5 million annually. After twelve years, the team could take title if they wished, with no additional money changing hands.VI Critics savaged the project as “local socialism,” but when the proposal was placed before the citizens of Arlington in a referendum in January 1991, a record 65 percent turnout voted in favor of the deal by a margin of two to one. “I was comfortable with this type of public-private financing,” said Bush, “so long as the taxpayers of Arlington knew all the facts and were allowed to vote on the proposal.”30

The day after the referendum, Bush and his fellow owners sat down to plan the stadium. “We agreed that all seats should face the mound, and the field had to be outdoors and grass. We wanted an old-style park. . . . We wanted unpredictable corners in the outfield [similar to the old Ebbets Field] to enhance triples, one of the game’s most exciting plays.”31 The stadium, which seats fifty thousand, was designed by David Schwarz of Washington, D.C., and its towering walls of red brick and Texas granite make it one of the most attractive in baseball. The scoreboard in the left field wall evokes memories of Boston’s Fenway Park, and the field itself is one of the most hitter-friendly in the majors with the left field foul pole just 332 feet from home plate. Bush chose the name for the stadium—The Ballpark at Arlington—and the first game was played April 1, 1994. That year the Rangers had an average attendance of 40,374 for sixty-two home games—which remains a team record.

“Our partners had a vision,” said Bush. “The Ballpark in Arlington is an unqualified success, a win for everybody involved.” According to Bush:

Baseball was a great training ground for politics and government. The bottom line in baseball is results: wins and losses. It’s a people business. . . . We had to create trust with the fans that we wanted to win. From baseball I developed a thick skin against criticism. I learned to overlook minor setbacks and focus on the long haul.32

National politics rarely intruded. In April of 1991, at the conclusion of the Gulf War, George H. W. Bush’s approval rating stood at 89 percent. Six months later it had dropped to 29 percent. The economy was in the doldrums, the president seemed curiously detached from domestic matters, and his partisan nomination of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court eroded much of the senior Bush’s credibility with independents. With the election one year away, the administration seemed adrift. To add to Poppy’s woes, he had recently been diagnosed with Graves’ disease, a thyroid ailment that sapped his energy and required continued medication. Finally, and most serious of all, Lee Atwater, the architect of victory in 1988, died of brain cancer in the spring of 1991, leaving a vacuum in the campaign that could not be filled.VII

By the autumn of 1991 the situation was critical. On Halloween, Poppy reached out for advice and sent a confidential letter to eight of his most loyal supporters asking their opinion. “I have asked son George to very quietly make some soundings for me on 1992. I’d appreciate it if you’d visit with him on your innermost thoughts about how best to structure the campaign.” The president said he planned to wait a while before making any decisions, “but there seems to be a fair amount of churning out there.”33

Out of the blue, as it were, George W. was back at the center of action in Washington. “He is the number one troubleshooter, the number one confidant of his father,” said Republican strategist Mary Matalin. W allowed as how his father saw him as someone who could perform whatever was asked with total loyalty. “He relied on me to do things. I’m not a 1,000 pound gorilla, but do I talk to my dad? You bet. Does he do everything I suggest? No way. But he can always be sure that my agenda is his agenda.”34 When the chips were down, the Bushes, like the Corleones and the Kennedys, preferred to keep things within the family.

Bush remained in Dallas, and his father’s friends consulted with him by phone. The unanimous opinion was that White House chief of staff John Sununu must go. Poppy was deeply indebted to Sununu for his primary victory in New Hampshire in 1988, but in three years as chief of staff the imperious former governor had alienated many members of Congress, the press, and a good portion of the White House staff. As The New York Times columnist William Safire put it, “He is widely perceived to be a pompous ass . . . because he has repeatedly demonstrated arrogant asininity.”35

When the results were in, George W. flew to Washington to meet with Sununu. “Tell him to take the fall,” said Poppy, who preferred to leave the beheading to his son.36 It was the day before Thanksgiving. Sitting in the chief of staff’s office in the West Wing of the White House, Bush delivered the message. “John, a lot of people are saying you are the problem. It might be in everybody’s interest if you stepped aside.”

“Is this request coming from the president?” asked Sununu.

“Let me put it this way, John. I’m not freelancing.”37

Sununu submitted his resignation on December 3. Poppy wrote a gracious letter in reply, praising Sununu’s contributions to the administration. “You have never wavered in your loyalty to us,” said the president, “and more importantly, your loyalty to the principles and goals of this administration.”38

Shortly afterward, George W. told the Texas magazine D that wielding the ax against Sununu was one of the highlights of his life. “It’s just not that often that you can do something really meaningful to help the president of the United States.”39

Like 1988, the Bush campaign got off to a slow start. But this time Atwater and Ailes were not there to pick up the slack. George W. remained in Texas (baseball season was under way) and commuted monthly to Washington where he “hung people out to dry” for not responding quickly enough to fast-moving political developments. “I think I can bring an added dimension by staying out here and staying in touch with folks like the Athens [Texas] Rotary Club,” said W. He described his job as troubleshooter and loyalty checker. “I had one agenda, and that was what was in the best interests of George H. W. Bush. I told some people in the ’92 campaign that I didn’t appreciate them trying to climb off the good ship George Bush before it docked.”40

Aside from the economy and the absence of Atwater and Ailes, the principal problem in the campaign was George H. W. Bush himself, who could not accept the possibility that he might be defeated. Despite constant warnings from W—who could see for himself the mood in Dallas—Poppy dismissed Ross Perot’s independent candidacy as loony, and saw Bill Clinton as a clown and a scoundrel. “A guy like that doesn’t deserve to be president,” he told his sister Nancy Ellis. Barbara Bush agreed. “Bill Clinton and I have something in common,” she gloated in a television interview. “Neither of us served in the military. Ha. Ha.”41

In October, as polls showed Clinton clearly ahead, Bush became shrill. He called Clinton a bozo. “My dog Millie knows more about foreign policy than that clown.”42 Al Gore became “Ozone Man,” a mocking reference to the Democratic vice presidential nominee’s concern for the environment, and the Democratic ticket was “Governor Taxes and Ozone Man.” By the end of October it was clear that Bush was going down—clear that is, to everyone except George H. W. Bush. “I don’t want to hear about polls,” he told Mary Matalin. “I don’t care about the polls. I know I am going to win and I know why I am going to win. It has nothing to do with these numbers.”43

The final blow was delivered by a federal grand jury on October 30, 1992, less than a week before the election, when former defense secretary Caspar Weinberger was indicted for his role in the Iran-contra affair. Among the documents released by federal prosecutors were handwritten minutes by Weinberger of an off-the-record meeting showing that Bush had strongly supported the arms-for-hostages deal, while Weinberger and Secretary of State George Shultz had opposed. For the last five years, George H. W. Bush had maintained he was “out of the loop.” Press coverage was devastating. “It’s all over,” George W. told Mary Matalin on Poppy’s campaign plane.44

On election day, November 3, 1992, voter turnout (55.9 percent) was the highest in twenty-four years. Clinton carried thirty-two states and the District of Columbia, won 370 electoral votes, and polled 43 percent of the popular vote. Bush trailed with eighteen states, 168 electoral votes, and 37.5 percent of the popular vote—the lowest percentage of any Republican candidate since William Howard Taft in 1912. Billionaire Ross Perot, running as an Independent, won 18.9 percent of the popular vote (nearly twenty million), the greatest of any third party candidate since Theodore Roosevelt’s Bull Moose bid, also in 1912. Poppy, always a good sport, conceded gracefully at 10 p.m. “Watching a good man lose made 1992 one of the worst years of my life,” George W. said later.45

Poppy’s defeat in 1992 cleared the way for George W. to run for office. If George H. W. Bush had been reelected, W would not have been comfortable running in 1994—it would have been on his father’s coattails, as it were. Or as Laura put it, “As painful as it was for the family, George H. W. Bush’s loss had finally freed his own children to say what they thought and to go after their own objectives.”46

Bush’s target was the governor’s mansion in Austin. Meanwhile his brother Jeb set his sights on the governor’s mansion in Tallahassee. There was no coordination. Each bid was independent. The two brothers were not close, and never became friends growing up. As adults competing for their father’s attention they became even more distant. George had his father’s name and his mother’s temperament. Jeb was more like his father, married early, settled down, and carved out a political life for himself in Florida, becoming chairman of the Miami-Dade County Republican Party and secretary of state for commerce. Jeb was considered the smarter of the two and was his parents’ pride and joy. George W., especially during his first forty years, was often an embarrassment and reveled in his bad-boy reputation. He once introduced himself to Queen Elizabeth at a White House reception as “the family’s black sheep.” Jeb was the more serious; George the more likable.47 VIII Jeb would be running against Democratic incumbent Lawton Chiles and would be favored to win. George W. would be taking on Ann Richards, the best known governor in the country, and was expected to lose.

Ann Richards was more than a formidable candidate. She was an iconic figure in Texas politics. Elected state treasurer in 1982, her keynote address to the Democratic National Convention in 1988 electrified the country. “Poor George. He can’t help it. He was born with a silver foot in his mouth.”48 IX She went on to score a stunning upset victory over Republican Clayton Williams in 1990, becoming the first woman elected governor of Texas since “Ma” Ferguson sixty years earlier.X
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Texas governor Ann Richards in 1992.





Clayton Williams, a multimillionaire rancher from Midland and Fort Stockton, had been a heavy favorite, at one point leading Richards by 20 points. But his blunders on the campaign trail cost him heavily, particularly among women voters and “new Texans” in the suburbs of Dallas and Houston. He refused to shake hands with Richards in full view of the cameras at a television debate, and then threatened to “head her, hoof her, and drag her through the mud.” He boasted publicly about going to bordellos across the Mexican border “to get serviced,” and followed up by comparing rape to the weather: “If it’s inevitable, relax and enjoy it.”49 Richards kept her composure throughout the race and defeated Williams by a hundred thousand votes. As governor, Richards consistently recorded approval ratings of over 60 percent, crime in Texas was down, students’ test scores were up, the economy was becoming increasingly diversified, and tax rates were among the lowest in the nation. Her reelection seemed certain.

Bush decided to run in the spring of 1993. Like his decision to run for Congress in 1978, he decided on his own. “I didn’t take a poll,” said Bush. “I didn’t sit around with focus groups or travel around the state.”50 The family and the Bushes’ close friends were taken by surprise. Barbara was appalled. Not only did she think George could not win, but his campaign would divert funds from the family network that would otherwise have gone to Jeb. Poppy was equally dismayed, but less outspoken. “George was doing very well in business with the Texas Rangers baseball team,” the former president told Hugh Sidey of Time magazine. “It surprised me a little when he decided to run for governor.”51

But the biggest critic was Laura. George was making a good income as the managing partner of the Rangers, he enjoyed his work, and their lifestyle in the Preston Hollow neighborhood left little to be desired. Laura enjoyed the friends they had made in Dallas and was active in philanthropic causes. The twins, who were now eleven, were happily enrolled in the Hockaday School with a full array of friends and extracurricular activities. Why upset such a happy existence to undertake an uphill struggle to unseat Ann Richards?

“Laura was the last person to sign on,” Bush told an interviewer on the eve of his run for the presidency. “She wanted to make sure this was something I really wanted to do and that I wasn’t being drug in as a result of friends or ‘Well, you’re supposed to do it in order to prove yourself, vis-à-vis your father.’ ”52

Laura soon recognized that George was serious and that the political bug was biting once again. But she drove a hard bargain. She made it clear the family came first: she was not going to play the role of a typical politician’s wife; she was not going on the campaign trail with him, and he must agree to be home every evening for the twins, regardless of where he might be campaigning that day. True to her word, Laura rarely left their home in Dallas for the next year, and George, for his part, returned home every evening. Later in the campaign, Laura spoke occasionally at Republican women’s club luncheons, but usually about personal matters and family.53

“I wanted Laura to do only what she wanted to do,” said George. “I didn’t push her to make speeches or public appearances. I didn’t want my decision to enter public life to dictate her choices.”54

During the summer of 1993, Bush was a stealth candidate. He began to organize his campaign staff, set up a fundraising operation, and clear the Republican field so that he might go head-to-head against Richards in the general election. Molly Ivins, who was scarcely an admirer of the Bushes, once wrote, “Don’t underestimate George W. Bush,” and W’s skill at working his way to a virtually uncontested Republican nomination more than justifies Ivins’s judgment.55

Bush had three potential opponents for the nomination: wealthy Dallas attorney Tom Luce, former campaign manager for Ross Perot; the even wealthier Rob Mosbacher, son of oilman and Bush family friend Robert Mosbacher (who had been Poppy’s secretary of commerce), and state legislator Tom Craddick from Midland. Bush held the trump cards: family, ready access to campaign funds, and name recognition. He played them aggressively. On August 30, Bush met with Mosbacher for ninety minutes at the oilman’s downtown office and advised him of his intention to seek the nomination. Mosbacher immediately took himself out of the race. He told W that he wasn’t interested in spending $15 million and going to war with the Bush family and then Richards.56 Two hours and several phone calls later Tom Luce announced he too was out of the race. Both men told reporters they were reluctant to run a “tough, expensive race against their long-time good friend.”57 Tom Craddick withdrew later that evening. It was, as Texas pundits put it, “the only one-day gubernatorial primary in Texas history.”58

By the end of summer, Bush had his campaign staff organized. Karl Rove would handle policy; Joe Allbaugh would manage the campaign, and Karen Hughes would deal with the press. In Allbaugh’s words they were “the brain, the brawn, and the bite.”59 The closest parallel is the team Franklin Roosevelt assembled before he made his bid for the New York governorship in 1928: Louis Howe for policy, James A. Farley to manage the campaign, and Missy LeHand for everything else. Without Howe and Farley, FDR could not have won the election that year, and it is doubtful if Bush could have done so without Rove, Allbaugh, and Hughes. Roosevelt kept his team together for four years and they helped usher him into the White House. Bush did the same.

Like Louis Howe, Karl Rove was the eminence gris of the Bush campaign. Nothing happened he was not aware of. For twenty years Rove had been at the center of a political realignment that had transformed Texas from a solid Democratic stronghold to a bastion of Republican power. Now he had a candidate who could make his dreams come true. “Bush is the kind of candidate political hacks like me wait a lifetime to be associated with,” Rove told Miriam Rozen of the Dallas Observer.60

Rove was not a native Texan. He was born on Christmas Day 1950 in Denver, Colorado, the second of five children. His biological father abandoned the family when the children were young, and Rove grew up in Nevada with his mother’s second husband, a Norwegian geologist whose name Rove adopted. In 1965 the family moved to Salt Lake City, Rove entered the University of Utah, but left after three years and moved to Washington where he became executive director of the College Republicans. In 1973 the College Republicans were investigated by the Republican National Committee (Poppy was chairman) for dirty tricks during the Nixon campaign against George McGovern, but Rove was exonerated. George W. met Rove at that time. “I assumed he would be another one of the campus political types who had turned me off at Yale,” Bush recalled. “I soon recognized that Karl was different. He wasn’t smug or self-righteous, and he sure wasn’t the typical suave campaign operator. Karl was like a political mad scientist—intellectual, funny, and overflowing with energy and ideas.”61 Louis Howe always called FDR “Franklin”; Rove called Bush “Sir.”

Joe Allbaugh, a giant of a man, was recruited by Bush from Oklahoma to make the trains run on time. Allbaugh looked and sounded like General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, had run the successful gubernatorial campaign of Republican Henry Bellmon in 1986, and had served as Bellmon’s chief of staff in Oklahoma City. Bush wanted a campaign manager who could enforce discipline and make his decisions stick. “Fortunately, that’s one of my strengths,” Allbaugh told The Washington Post. “I’m the heavy, in the literal sense of the word.”62
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Bush’s “Iron Triangle”: Karl Rove, Joseph Allbaugh, and Karen Hughes.





Karen Hughes, an Army brat, was born in Paris on December 27, 1956. Her father, Major General Harold Parfitt, was the last American commander of the Panama Canal Zone. After graduating from SMU in 1977, Hughes went to work as a television journalist and gravitated into politics. She was the press coordinator of the Reagan campaign in Texas in 1984, and since 1992 had been the executive director of the state Republican Party. Of the three principal aides, Hughes was the closest to Bush. “People have either got good instincts or they don’t,” said George W. “Karen has got good instincts. She can spot a phony a mile away. Her voice is one of reason and honesty. Plus, Karen is someone who knows that it’s important to be proactive as opposed to defensive. . . . The day she signed on with the campaign was one of the best of my political career.”63

Hughes was equally complimentary. “When you’re together for long days in very high-stress situations, you either end up not liking each other or liking each other a lot, and we ended up liking each other a lot. He is funny, he is irreverent, and he has a great big-picture view of things so he doesn’t take himself too seriously. If there is a minor glitch, he has a great sense of humor about letting it roll off.”64

Bush can scarcely be faulted for his early campaign efforts. He had preempted the GOP nomination, tapped into an endless reservoir of financial contributions (one evening on the telephone Bush raised over a million dollars), and assembled a campaign team of unrivaled competence. Rove, Allbaugh, and Hughes formed what came to be known as the Iron Triangle—the core of Bush’s election effort. “I run a baseball team,” Bush told them. “I don’t pick up the phone and criticize players when they screw up. That’s my manager’s job. I’ll let you run the campaign. But I’m in charge.”65

Bush waited until after baseball season to announce his candidacy. On November 8, 1993, exactly one year before election day, Bush flew to Houston to launch his campaign before an enthusiastic crowd of three hundred supporters at the Hyatt-Regency hotel in the Galleria shopping mall, less than a mile from where Poppy and Barbara lived.XI “I am not running for governor because I am George Bush’s son,” W declared. “I am running because I am Jenna and Barbara’s father.” Bush went on to lay out a four-point program stressing education, juvenile justice, welfare reform, and tort reform—the bedrock of his campaign. These issues had been prominent in Texas politics for the last decade, and Bush made them his own. “What I offer the people of Texas is a modern-day revolution. It’s a revolution of hope, change, and ideas. It can only be launched by a new generation of leadership taking responsibility, and it can only succeed with your support.”66

As he would do throughout the campaign, Bush refrained from attacking Richards directly. “We’re never going to attack her because she would be a fabulous victim,” he told Rove. “We are going to treat her with respect and dignity. . . . I don’t have to erode her likeability. I have to erode her electability.”67 Bush’s discipline on the campaign trail was exceptional—a reflection not only of his growing maturity, but what he had learned from Atwater and Ailes. “Years ago George’s emotions related to Ann Richards’s statements about my father would have been transparent,” said his brother Marvin. “It may have gotten to him. He may have said something publicly that he would regret. By the time the election rolled around in 1994, he was a different guy. He was disciplined. I think he surprised a lot of people who did not know him.”68

For the next year Bush barnstormed across Texas without deviating from his message: education, juvenile justice, welfare and tort reform. “I would travel all day, visit a school or a factory or a courthouse, and then have a fundraiser. I love campaigning, especially in small-town Texas. I enjoy meeting people and shaking their hands and listening to their stories about their lives.”69

Not everything went according to plan. Both Bush and Richards mounted appeals to the state’s vast population of hunters, and Richards was pictured on the cover of a Texas magazine, shotgun in hand, at the opening of dove season. Not to be outdone, Bush organized a dove hunt in Harris County, outside Houston. When the guide shouted “Dove. On your left,” Bush fired his shotgun and hit a bird. Bush picked it up, held it for photographers, and the picture was flashed across the state. The problem was the bird was not a dove, but a killdeer, a protected songbird. “I have a confession to make,” Bush told Ken Herman of the Houston Post as soon as his mistake was discovered. “I am a killdeer killer.” He immediately paid a $130 fine and went to the next event on his schedule, a press conference in Dallas. Bush repeated his confession and added, “Thank God it was not deer season. I might have shot a cow.” Bush was the butt of jokes across the state, but in the end his candor worked to his advantage. “I think it showed a side of me that voters had not seen. I was able to laugh at myself, to make a mistake, admit it, and poke fun at it. People watch the way you handle things. They like and trust you, or they don’t.”70

Ann Richards, like Poppy in 1992, had difficulty gearing up for the campaign. She too thought she was entitled to be reelected. Richards had also stumbled in a statewide referendum pertaining to education funding, and she refused to take Bush seriously. “I tell you, he is just like your brother-in-law who was supposed to help with the moving,” she joked. “They show up after it’s done and tell you that the furniture is not in the right place.”71

The problem of education funding was a long-standing issue in Texas. With over one thousand school districts, the disparity between those that were rich and those that were poor was enormous. Under Texas law, the state provided the funds to assure each child a minimum education, and local districts then enriched that basic education with money derived from property taxes. As a result there were significant differences in per-pupil expenditures from district to district. The issue reached the Supreme Court in 1973 in the case of San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez,XII and a sharply divided Court (5–4) held that education was not a fundamental right guaranteed by the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. That threw the issue back to Texas, and in the decade that followed the legislature wrestled with the problem of providing educational equality but failed to come up with an answer. Finally, in 1989, the Texas Supreme Court, in a unanimous decision, held that the existing system was unconstitutional under Article VII of the Texas constitution.XIII

Ann Richards was elected governor shortly afterward and attempted to ram legislation through Austin that would have equalized expenditures from school district to school district. Dubbed “Robin Hood” by the press, the proposal would have taken from the rich and given to the poor. When that failed, Richards and the legislature submitted the proposal to a referendum. The “Robin Hood” scheme would take the revenue from property taxes and distribute it equally throughout the state. Texans voted on the referendum in a special election on May 1, 1993, and voted it down by almost two to one.

Richards was still smarting over that defeat, and on August 20, 1994, speaking before a packed audience of over a thousand teachers in Texarkana, she let her frustration show. “You work like a dog, do well, the test scores are up, the kids are looking better, the dropout rate is down, and all of a sudden you’ve got some jerk who’s running for public office telling everybody it’s all a sham.”72 It was a major gaffe. “We knew we had her,” said Rove afterward. “As long as we kept our discipline not to be provoked, we were in great shape.”73

Bush fielded the insult flawlessly. The last time he had been called a jerk, he told a Houston PTA group, was “in fourth grade at Sam Houston Elementary School. I didn’t think that fellow knew what he was talking about then, and I don’t think she knows what she’s talking about now.”74 Bush later told The Washington Post that Richards’s goof was a turning point in the campaign. “I think the dynamics changed when she called me a jerk. People didn’t like that. I think it undermined the ‘Re-elect-Ann-Richards, she’s larger than life’ feeling.”75 And indeed, by September, opinion polls showed Bush and Richards were even.

The question of Bush’s drinking and drug use did not become an issue in the campaign. Richards had similar problems in her past, and both candidates avoided the matter. When a reporter for the Houston Chronicle asked Bush about rumors of his drug use, Bush said, “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. What’s the relevance?”76 Speaking later to an audience in Lubbock, Bush put the matters to rest. “What I did as a kid I don’t think is relevant, nor do I think it’s relevant what Ann Richards did as a kid. I just don’t think it matters. Did I behave irresponsibly as a kid at times? Sure did. You bet.”77

There was only one debate in the campaign, and it was scheduled eighteen days before the election. “You can’t really win a debate,” said Bush. “You can only lose by saying something stupid or looking tired and nervous.”78 Ann Richards was a formidable presence in any debate with a quick tongue capable of devastating sarcasm. For Bush, it was his first public debate and he was understandably nervous. But he had watched Poppy prepare for meeting Dukakis and Clinton, and understood the dangers of being overprepared. A week before the debate he imposed an advice blackout. “I knew the candidate could easily get overwhelmed with last minute suggestions. I ordered that all debate advice be filtered through Karen. If she thought it was essential, she would pass it on. Otherwise, I was keeping my mind clear and focused.”79

Throughout the debate Bush remained relaxed. When Richards tried to provoke him, he maintained a deferential tone and always referred to his opponent as “Governor.” Bush wasn’t brilliant or especially impressive, wrote Molly Ivins, “but he was on message and made no mistakes.”80
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