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See, sons, what things you are!

How quickly nature falls into revolt

When gold becomes her object!

For this the foolish over-careful fathers

Have broke their sleep with thoughts, their brains with care, Their bones with industry;

For this they have engrossed and piled up

The canker’d heaps of strange-achieved gold;

For this they have been thoughtful to invest

Their sons with arts and martial exercises:

When, like the bee, culling from every flower

The virtuous sweets,

Our thighs pack’d with wax, our mouths with honey,

We bring it to the hive, and, like the bees,

Are murdered for our pains.

—HENRY IV, PART 2
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Introduction

PRINCE HAL IN HOUSTON
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The commonwealth is sick of their own choice.

—HENRY IV, PART 2

IF YOU HAD TO EXPLAIN THE SECOND BUSH PRESIDENCY THROUGH the lens of a single day, the day to choose would be May 1, 2003, when George W. arrived by fighter jet on the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln. Pulling off his white aviator’s helmet and hopping down onto the deck of the aircraft carrier, he embraced cheering sailors just returned from Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf. Removing his parachute harness, Bush exchanged a few surly words with the pool reporters covering the event. Had the president taken the controls of the plane from the co-pilot seat? Yes, I flew it! Did he enjoy it? Of course I liked it!

Those who criticized Bush for playing soldier that day missed the way in which he was playing a specific soldier: his dad, circa 1944. After twice zipping past the aircraft carrier, the president’s Navy S-3B Viking executed a perfect tailhook landing. Hitting the deck at 150 mph, the fighter plane caught the steel wires stretched across the flight deck and screeched to a halt in less than four hundred feet. This was the dangerous maneuver his father executed more than a hundred times as the pilot of a Grumman TBM Avenger, over the same ocean, in World War II.

Back when he applied to the Texas Air National Guard in 1968, George W. had a simple explanation for an officer he hoped would help him get in. “I want to be a fighter pilot because my father was,” he said. Like most other members of his social class, Bush was of course eager to avoid Vietnam. He didn’t volunteer for the air force or navy, where he could have flown real combat missions. But that doesn’t mean his cover story wasn’t also true. Nearly everything he did in his youth represented an attempt to emulate his beloved, successful father—with unimpressive and sometimes farcical results. Only following a midlife crisis at forty did he begin to succeed. The triumphant arrival was an apt metaphor for George W. Bush’s life and career to that moment. After years of trying to be like his father and failing, as a student, athlete, businessman, and politician, George Junior had finally gotten it right. On the third pass, his plane safely executed the difficult landing.

Lest anyone miss it, the message of the day was spelled out on a giant banner stretched across the ship’s tower: MISSION ACCOMPLISHED. Bush patted backs, posed for pictures, and shook hands with the ship’s crew members, who surely would have borne him aloft if not for the presence of the Secret Service. As the sailors cheered from the observation deck, Bush looked up and raised both arms over his head, the body language of triumph. Every gesture of the president’s that day spoke to his feelings of personal as well as national vindication. The mission he thought he had accomplished was not just vanquishing Saddam Hussein, but overcoming his father’s shadow. For that brief, shining moment, righteous purpose and psychological need were fully joined.

That evening, the president appeared live from the deck of the ship to announce the end of major combat operations in Iraq. “In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed,” he declared. The invasion had been “carried out with a combination of precision, speed and boldness the enemy did not expect—and the world had not seen before.” Bush then spoke directly to the men and women on the ship: “Your courage—your willingness to face danger for your country and for each other—made this day possible.” His exultant declarations built to a stern warning to other dictators not to defy his will. “Let tyrants fear,” Bush proclaimed.

A little over a year later, this dramatization of the son’s pride was followed by a vignette of his father’s pain. Bush Senior has always made a point of not taking criticism from his children personally. In 1998, he wrote an affecting letter to his two sons in politics, telling them to feel free to challenge his views, and not to worry about people drawing contrasts unflattering to their father. But by mid-2004, Bush Senior couldn’t help feeling wounded by some of his oldest son’s comments. During the 2004 Republican convention in New York City, the former president appeared on Don Imus’s show, where the host asked about George W.’s statement in an interview with The Washington Times that he didn’t intend to send mixed signals to the Iraqi people or to “cut and run early, like what happened in ’91.”

“I didn’t like that much,” George H. W. Bush told Imus. “Frankly, it hurt a little bit.” The elder Bush usually kept such thoughts to himself. This was the first time he had publicly disagreed with his son, and he quickly backtracked. After saying that he was proud of what his own administration had done during the first Gulf War, the former president minimized what might have appeared as criticism by adding, in a classic bit of Bushese, that he didn’t want to sound like “the nutty father unleashed out there. We don’t need that. I had my chance.”

But Bush couldn’t resist saying a few words more. The Bush presidents, father and son, are not introspective men and they fiercely resist any form of psychological explanation. “I don’t think he personally felt that ‘I have to compete with my dad,’” the elder Bush went on. “You read all this psychobabble stuff and I know that it’s not true…. These damn issues now for me, they don’t matter. What does matter to me, though, is if they have assigned things to him in some salon in the Upper East Side of New York that he is trying to get out from under some shadow to escape his father and to have his own legacy and not his dad [sic]. Maybe there were people around him four years ago who felt that way.”

Read this answer closely, and you can track the father’s surrender to the reality of his son’s challenge: It’s not true. It’s psychobabble. It bothers me that elitist snobs say it. My son’s political advisers are responsible for it.

The father-son relationship lies at the very core of the second Bush presidency and its spectacular, avoidable flame-out. All sons compete with their fathers. But the term competition doesn’t begin to do justice to the Oedipal complexities of this particular relationship. George W. Bush has been driven since childhood by a need to differentiate himself from his father, to challenge, surpass, and overcome him. Accompanying those motives have been their precise opposites, expressed through a lifelong effort to follow, copy, and honor his father. These contradictory impulses have no psychological novelty beyond the degree to which the parties involved repress and deny them. Neither does George W. Bush’s long-running battle with his younger brother Jeb, whose relationship with both parents is less tormented and more straightforwardly devoted. What makes the family drama unusual—and important to outsiders—is the way it played out on a national and world stage.

George W.’s leadership of the Bush family implicates not just his father, mother, and siblings, but cousins, uncles, aunts, ancestors, and descendants. When 41 gave 43 his chair at the head of the table at the family compound in Kennebunkport over Christmas in 2002, the younger Bush disparaged the gesture, brushing it off in a way that family friends report injured his dad’s feelings. But the head-of-family role is real. George W. Bush has understood since deciding to run for president that he was assuming leadership of a political clan, and that the Bush past as well as the Bush future rested on his shoulders. Part of what the second Bush presidency represented from the start was an effort at vindication, not just for a father turned out of office by people the Bushes detest at a glandular level, but for the family and its multigenerational political venture as a whole.

Emphasizing that Bushes work collectively to advance the family’s reputation points toward a dynastic interpretation they like even less than they do being put on the couch, as both 41 and 43 call it. Where “psychobabble” suggests that they have invisible motivations and buried differences, “dynasty” implies for them something even worse, that the House of Bush is an enterprise based on class rule and economic interest. To the Bushes, a quasi-Marxist reading is even worse than a pop Freudian one.

It is not up to the Bushes to decide how we understand them. But they’re right in the sense that both the psychological and the economic readings, in the forms we usually get them, are too schematic, too pat. The reason we need a more nuanced understanding at the end of the second Bush presidency is the magnitude of the Bush failure. In one sense, George W. Bush’s two terms in office have merely been lost years, a period of ineptitude, neglect, and falling behind on a variety of domestic and international problems. But the Bush period also looks like something worse, a moment in which the power and prestige of the United States diminished in relation to the rest of the world. George W. Bush bears direct and personal responsibility for the fiasco in Iraq, which looks increasingly like a national disaster on the order of Vietnam or Watergate. Because of his decisions, America has squandered much of its global leadership role, making itself weaker diplomatically, militarily, and economically. After its victory in the Cold War, the United States lost respect, support, and influence. This may take a generation to fix, or it may never be fully fixed, in which case the second Bush presidency will mark the beginning of a long-term decline in American status. This didn’t have to happen. We need to make some sense of how it did.

This book isn’t intended as an indictment. It is an attempt at explanation. I don’t want to add to the long shelf of books arguing that Bush has fallen short—of his own aims in education, energy independence, and spending restraint, and by declining to address major problems like health care, global poverty, and climate change. Instead, I’m going to skip ahead to the next stage by assuming he has failed as president—something that few people without a financial stake in defending him still dispute with much conviction. As with the post-Watergate period, what comes next is a reckoning with the long national nightmare from which we will soon emerge. After a presidency that resembles a plane crash, we need to examine the political wreckage around us to try to understand what went wrong. I believe that there is a black box when it comes to the Bush presidency, and that it is filled with a series of relationships—familial, personal, religious, and historical. Only by examining the president in these contexts can we understand how the country finds itself in its current predicament.

Of course, all presidents have relationships that influence the course of their presidencies—think of Franklin Roosevelt’s with Harry Hopkins, or Bill Clinton’s with Hillary Clinton, or Richard Nixon’s with Henry Kissinger, or Lyndon Johnson’s with the Kennedy brothers. But with none of these presidents do even the closest relationships explain ultimate success or failure. Nearly all of Bush’s predecessors, including his father, have been understood to be autonomous actors. They pursued politics, developed ideas about the world, and reacted to historical events. None appears today as a subsidiary or a function of anyone else. But looking at George W. Bush as the sum of his views or a product of his times doesn’t get you very far. For most of his life, George W. Bush did not engage with public affairs. Bush basically blew off the 1960s, the Vietnam War, and Watergate. Ideas have never interested him except as tools. He didn’t tune in to domestic policy in any serious way until he was in his forties or into foreign policy until his fifties. History had little impact on him until he became a shaper of it. For this reason, a study of George W. Bush’s character is unavoidably a study of the people closest to him. Without them, his story would not be about politics at all.

The story begins and ends with his family drama. Like no president since John F. Kennedy, George W. Bush came to us as part of a pre-established dynasty. He pursued a political career because of the expectations and pressures that came from being an heir apparent in the House of Bush. But unlike Kennedy, Bush has always been a prickly nepotist. He accepted the leg up, but bristled at the stigma and rejected the very notion of self-doubt. Bush showed his dependency even in the context of asserting his independence. Rather than play the role desired by his parents, he commandeered the stage and rewrote the drama himself, casting his relations in the parts he chose for them.

He cast others in the roles of his relatives. There is a reason that Karl Rove has been the most influential political adviser of the modern era; that Dick Cheney has been the most powerful vice president; and that Condoleezza Rice has been personally closer to Bush than any other national security adviser or secretary of state to any other president. These have been not just Bush’s aides, but an idealized, alternative family he has constructed around himself. This family has its own chosen ancestors—Winston Churchill and Ronald Reagan. It has its own form of worship, recovery movement evangelicalism. It has its own imaginary homestead, in Crawford, Texas. Being caught in two family webs—the one of his birth and the one of his devising—makes George W. Bush no less responsible for his actions than any of his predecessors. But it does frame his choices and actions in an essential way. Every one of his politically important relationships has served to mislead him, or if you prefer, played a part in the way Bush has misled the country.

I’ve structured my account around these relationships. The first chapter explores Bush’s connection to the ancestors on his father’s side of the family and dwells on his curious affinity for one he knew only as a child, his great-grandfather George Herbert Walker. Chapter 2 focuses on the relationships within Bush’s nuclear family and tries to explain his complicated pattern of emulation and repudiation of his father, as well as his long-standing rivalry with his younger brother Jeb. Chapter 3 looks at Bush’s relationship with God. It reexamines, with some skepticism, the familiar story of Bush’s midlife crisis and concludes that faith is far less significant to him and his choices than he has led people to believe. Chapter 4 revisits Bush’s political rise through the lens of his involvement with Karl Rove, which I argue set his presidency on a wrong track from the beginning. Chapter 5 is about how Bush’s relationship with Dick Cheney led him to misconceive his war presidency after September 11. Chapter 6 proposes a way of looking at how all of these relationships—with his father, Cheney, and God (as well as Rice and Donald Rumsfeld)—misguided George W. Bush’s foreign policy, and provoked his fateful decision to go to war with Iraq. Chapter 7 delves into Bush’s relationships with a series of ancestors he has chosen at various moments: Theodore Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, Winston Churchill, Harry Truman, and Ronald Reagan, and the way that thinking by historical analogy has sustained his delusions.

My approach to politics is a kind of close reading: to look again at what’s already known, and sometimes well known. It is a prejudice of journalism to privilege the classified and the withheld above the open public record. I believe the opposite: that our inability to understand decisions and deciders stems less from any lack of information than from a failure of examination and imagination. In pursuit of leaks and scoops, we journalists often miss what’s hiding in plain sight. The key that unlocks the mystery of political motivation is seldom hidden in a locked vault. It’s usually right in front of us, in the words of decision-makers, who even when they are trying to dissemble and conceal, end up revealing far more than they intend.

Accordingly, this is principally a work of analysis and interpretation, not news reporting or historical narrative. I have no personal dislike for George W. Bush and never have. When I first covered Bush, as a reporter for Slate during the 2000 presidential campaign, I got a sense of his twitchy, aggressive charm during off-the-record conversations on his campaign plane. One evening, he interrupted the conversation he was having with some Texas reporters about baseball to raise his bottle of O’Doul’s and shout to the cameramen getting trashed at the back of the plane, “I love drunk people! I used to be one of ’em!” He would be a great guy to have a (nonalcoholic) beer with, something his Democratic opponent surely wasn’t. He was comfortable in his skin and fun to be around, which is why after he beat John McCain in the primaries, I spent more time reporting from the Bush bubble than from Al Gore’s.

But while I appreciated Bush’s gift for filling up a room, I can’t claim ever to have been an admirer. I came away from the 2000 campaign unimpressed by what he had to say on every subject other than baseball. Though smarter than he sounds in the selective quotations I’ve collected in several volumes of Bushisms, Bush appeared to lack any real engagement with the serious work of government or the compelling questions about policy. Whenever anyone pressed him on issues, he played back the same tape of calculated bromides. I found him incurious and intellectually lazy.

That view evolved as I wrote this book, but only somewhat. Bush is more intelligent than I thought he was in 2000 and, after seven years in office, he is considerably more knowledgeable. What strikes people as a lack of smarts is attributable in part to a language problem, and in part to his peculiar brand of anti-intellectualism. Bush is a man who would rather be underestimated than esteemed, who would rather have everyone think he’s thick than have anyone think he’s trying to look sophisticated. But despite his hidden layers, Bush remains a fundamentally limited person. As I’ve tried to understand more deeply who he is, what he thinks, and why he does what he does, the question of blame has become less interesting to me. Driven by family demons, overflowing with confidence, and lacking any capacity for self-knowledge, Bush seems to me to have done precisely what we should have expected of him. My feelings follow the sympathy Sigmund Freud expresses in the study of Woodrow Wilson he wrote with the American diplomat William C. Bullitt. Freud and Bullitt argue that Wilson’s inability to process aggressive feelings toward the man he called his “incomparable father” left him increasingly messianic and detached from reality. “And finally, when one compared the strength of the man to the greatness of the task he had taken upon himself, this pity was so overwhelming that it conquered every emotion,” Freud writes in his introduction. I was originally going to call this book “The Bush Detour,” thinking of the Bush presidency simply as lost time for the country. But as I studied George W. Bush, I came to think of the story as a tragedy because of the way the president’s inability to master his feelings toward his parents drove decisions with terrible consequences not just for him, but also for America and the world. To state it simply, the Bush Tragedy is that the son’s ungovernable relationship with his father ended up governing all of us.

Bush’s is an Icarus story—the crash to earth of someone who does not comprehend his limits or his motives. Being president was something beyond Bush’s capacities in a way he didn’t recognize. It is something he should never have been given a chance to do, and I continue to fault those who gave him the opportunity to fail more than I fault him for trying. With Bush’s approval rating dipping into the 20s, we can safely say that the commonwealth is sick of its own choice, not just in the sense of the country being disillusioned with Bush, but in the sense of the country having brought the malady upon itself. The commonwealth had every reason to know better before and not just after, and especially the second time around.

For help in understanding the Bush family, I would like to thank the above-quoted William Shakespeare. As a guide for political reporters, Shakespeare remains underrated. Political science and a lot of political journalism explain the behavior of politicians mostly in terms of interest and ideology. Shakespeare reminds us that their motives tend to be more complicated than that, and that however much they may try to obscure them, politicians do in fact have inner lives. If sometimes used to turn rascals into cartoons—think LBJ as Macbeth or Nixon as Richard III—Shakespearean analogies can also remind us to look harder at family, religion, national myth, at character. When we are confronted with a political breakdown, Shakespeare advises us to look deeper and judge less.

With the Bushes, father and son, we have the benefit of an archetype that fits so well it’s uncanny: the story of Prince Hal. I’m not the first to employ this conceit—it came up often after September 11 and in the immediate aftermath of the invasion of Iraq, when the prevailing wisdom held Bush to be a heroic wartime president. Conservatives back then often compared George W. to Henry V, the swaggering monarch Hal became. But I think there’s much more in the comparison—and much more in Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, than in Henry V. The chief themes of these plays are the hidden themes of our nation’s political life for the past seven years: the complications of the father-son relationship, the awkwardness of dynastic power, and the issues around a willful leader’s underlying motives.

You may know these plays and you may not. To outline the story in brief, the intensely ambitious King Henry IV deposes Richard II and causes him to be murdered. But like George H. W. Bush, Henry IV is a conscientious politician without much greatness about him. He keeps talking about his big plans for a crusade to Jerusalem, but gets diverted by various domestic rebellions. He also spends a lot of time worrying about his son Hal, also known as Harry, the royal ne’er-do-well who fritters away his evenings wenching and robbing pilgrims with his friend Falstaff instead of helping out around the castle.

Hal—like George W. Bush at forty—gets his act together and accepts the obligations of his breeding. He repents, brushes off Falstaff, and becomes a warrior for his father. The pivotal moment in Prince Hal’s transformation is his defeating his rival, Hotspur, in single combat at the Battle of Shrewsbury. Hotspur is the more driven, diligent, and focused of the two—Henry IV admits to wishing that Hotspur were his son and heir, instead of the dissolute Hal. The joyless Hotspur reminds me of somber, single-minded Jeb. Until 1994, Jeb thought he had taken George’s W.’s place—and so did everyone else in the family. Their parents expected that George W. would lose his race for governor of Texas and that Jeb would win his for governor of Florida, and thereby become the leader of the family.

After his father dies, Prince Hal becomes King Henry V, the most warlike (and religious) of English kings. In Henry V, the last play of what scholars call the Henriad, the new monarch confounds the expectations of family, friend, and foe alike by leading an invasion of France. Only his closest advisers and the audience understand that Henry’s rationales for war are not the same as his reasons. These he, unlike Bush, admits—but only to himself. He is trying to atone for his father’s wrongs, and disprove a lifetime of doubts—his own and everyone else’s. The play culminates with his astounding victory at Agincourt, where the greatly outnumbered English triumph over the haughty French. King Henry believes that the miraculous victory of his band of brothers shows the hand of God at work.

Shakespeare’s Elizabethan audience knew these early-fifteenth-century characters, but didn’t know much about them, so the playwright could tinker with the facts. He infused the medieval chronicles with the plot structure of a narrative his audience knew much better, the parable of the Prodigal Son. In the fable from the Gospel of Luke, the son squanders his patrimony on prostitutes and reckless living, but when he returns home and repents his sin, his father welcomes him back. This is a story with a happy ending, which is how most stage and screen versions, including Kenneth Branagh’s film—a favorite in the Bush family—have interpreted Henry V.

But at the end of the play, a great question remains, one that has divided readers and scholars for centuries. Did Shakespeare truly admire Henry V, or does the last play in the sequence reveal, in ways subtle enough to miss, how cruel, narcissistic, and careless he remained even after becoming a heroic military leader? The more closely you read these plays, the more you suspect Hal’s miraculous conversion. The brutality and calculation in Henry V’s makeup were there all along. Hal’s immaturity and selfishness remain as aspects of Henry V’s personality. His ostentatious piety is at least in part an act. The question at the center of the Henriad begs the one at the heart of George W. Bush’s narrative. Did he really change in the middle of life, when he found God, sobriety, and success? Is such a transformation of character even possible?

The Henry plays are Shakespeare’s greatest histories because they are also great tragedies. What makes them so powerful is the way Hal’s drive for family vindication, personal legitimacy, and political power crushes his friend and surrogate father, Falstaff, the character whom the literary critic Harold Bloom equates with humanity itself. “Banish Plump Jack, and banish all the world,” Falstaff pleads with his friend as they role-play the prince’s anticipated ascent to the throne in a tavern. “I do, I will,” Hal says. His only true loyalty is to his political ambition. Bush too thought he was prepared to accept the consequences of taking his place in the family business. But lacking a tragic sense, he seems never to have considered the cost of his choices.



CHAPTER ONE

The Bushes and the Walkers

O, had thy grandsire with a prophet’s eye

Seen how his son’s son should destroy his sons,

From forth thy reach he would have laid thy shame,

Deposing thee before thou wert possess’d

Which art possess’d now to depose thyself.

—RICHARD II
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GEORGE WALKER BUSH IS THE PRODUCT OF TWO FAMILY TRADITIONS, the Bushes and the Walkers. On one side is the familiar patriarch Prescott Bush (1895–1972), the decorous Republican senator from Connecticut, the New England WASP, the pennant-waving Yale man. On the other side of his father’s family stands a lesser-known patriarch, George Herbert Walker (1875–1953), the St. Louis buccaneer and raucous playboy.

The Bushes as we know them today are the product of a combination of—one might say the combustion between—the two very different families arrayed around these two dominant men. Because the family is private to the point of being obsessively secretive, its basic internal struggle has been largely obscured in favor of a familiar cliché: the old American upper class. But this isn’t the story of a happy, unified family. Drilling into the history of the Walkers and the Bushes, one hits layer upon sedimentary layer of conflict among brothers, cousins, uncles, and grandparents. The buried drama and forgotten ancestors are the beginning point for understanding George W. Bush, the roots of whose temperament are not as shallow as they appear.

Superficially, the Walkers and Bushes had much in common when they came together just after the First World War. Both families represented industrial fortunes from the Midwest transplanted into East Coast finance. Both were fanatical about sports and ferociously competitive, sharing a passion for baseball, golf, and tennis. Both came to worship side by side at Christ Church in Greenwich, Connecticut, and at St. Ann’s in Kennebunkport, Maine, where George H. W. Bush’s parents, Prescott Bush and Dorothy Walker (1901–1992), were married in 1921. Endless connections to Yale, Skull and Bones, and the Harriman banking enterprises run through both families.

Yet an enormous amount is papered over by the simplification that George H. W. Bush was raised a Connecticut Yankee. The union of Prescott Bush and Dorothy Walker represented less a merger of equals than a crossing of lines: old fortune and new, Protestant and Catholic, Republican and Democrat. Prescott Bush descended from New England abolitionists. Dorothy Walker came from a Maryland family that owned slaves—a family secret that has been previously reported only in a small paper published in Springfield, Illinois. The more noticeable differences were resolved with relative ease. Both families soon became thoroughly Episcopal and Republican, and money ages quickly in America. But there endured a less visible conflict over attitudes, beliefs, and principles.

To put it simply, the value system of the original patriarch, George W.’s great-grandfather George Herbert Walker, was based on the pursuit of wealth. The one embodied by George W.’s grandfather Prescott Bush was an ethical ideal. The ramifications of this divergence were infinite and insurmountable. The Walkers behaved like the worst nouveaux riches: they were grand, greedy, extravagant, and focused on class distinctions. Prescott Bush’s clan was pointedly modest, frugal, and egalitarian. George Herbert Walker’s world was one of yachts, racehorses, estates, and servants. Prescott Bush couldn’t abide a yacht, was uncomfortable at clubs, and hated formal dinners, preferring the modestly genteel lifestyle of a suburban commuter. His social life was the Whiffenpoofs, the Greenwich town council, and golf.

The Walkers were gamblers; the Bushes conservators. The Walkers pursued winning and success; the Bushes sought to serve and lead. The Walkers viewed wealth as an end; the Bushes as a means. The Bushes embodied the old WASP embarrassment about being rich; they pretended they really weren’t, and treated the help as “family.” As Richard Ben Cramer puts it in What It Takes, whose early chapters contain the most insightful writing about them, the Bushes were known in Greenwich as being “not like that”—not the sort of people who lorded their wealth or station over their social and economic inferiors. Biographers find no shortage of tales of the early George H. W. Bush’s egalitarian decency; how he stood up for a Jewish kid being bullied at Andover, how he bonded with the enlisted men on his boat during World War II, how in Congress he wrote personal letters to crotchety constituents, turning them into devoted friends.

Counter-snobbery can be a more highly evolved snobbery. In the Bush family, downplaying social superiority is a subtle way to hold it over those who advertise their class—people like the boorish George Herbert Walker and his sons. George H. W. Bush’s exaggeratedly considerate and self-effacing behavior is typically attributed to his mother, Dorothy, who was George Herbert Walker’s daughter. But in this, Dotty Walker was a defector from her father’s family to her husband’s. She rejected the egoistic, mercantile values of George Herbert Walker and absorbed her husband, Prescott’s, asceticism, rectitude, and sense of duty. The admirable, sometimes hyperbolic selflessness she passed on to her children represented a transfer of loyalties and ultimately a shift in the Walker-Bush balance of power.

In the battle of the two patriarchs, Prescott might, until fairly recently, have been thought the winner. The first Bush presidency expressed Prescott’s ethic of self-restraint and public service, not the Walker ethic of masculine risk-taking, conquest, and domination. The Bush name became famous around the world; the Walker name was absorbed. Even Walker’s Point, George Herbert Walker’s summer haven in Kennebunkport, and a place that Prescott Bush found too unpleasant to visit in the 1950s because of his feelings toward his in-laws, was assumed to be the ancestral manse of George H. W. Bush’s Yankee ancestors. But the struggle in which the Bush victory was achieved left some rogue DNA. George W. Bush’s likeness to some of his Walker ancestors offers a conspicuous display of the phenomenon sociologists call intergenerational rootedness—the curious persistence of family patterns over long spans of time. While George H. W. Bush is Prescott’s son, George W. Bush is in many respects his great-grandfather’s. He is more Walker than Bush.

         

BUSH PARSIMONY MEETS WALKER egotism in the practice of recycling an insufficient number of names among an excessive number of male heirs. The result is a profusion of Samuels, Georges, Herberts, Johns, Walkers, and Prescotts, applied as first, second, third, and fourth names—an exploding blob of WASP nomenclature that deters comprehension. The older George Bush, the forty-first president, had always been known growing up as “Poppy” or “Pop,” a diminutive of “little Pop,” to distinguish him from what the family called his namesake and grandfather, George Herbert Walker. Bush avoided this preppie moniker in the Navy, where his nickname became his actual name, “George Herbert Walker Bush,” played out to mock his upper-class breeding and manners. At Yale he reverted to Poppy, which he remained to his family. On oil rigs, he was just plain George. When Poppy named his first son after himself but not quite, he compounded the confusion. Growing up, his son was known as Little George, Georgie, George Junior, and Junior, which was how he was known to friends at college. As his political career took form in Texas, he eschewed all versions of Junior, embracing “George W.” or merely “W” (pronounced “Dubya”). Only when he became president did he reclaim the name “George Bush,” relegating his father to the status of “41,” “George H. W. Bush,” or “Bush Senior.” Given how confusing the men’s names are, one can only be thankful that W. had daughters.

Having an ordinary three names instead of a pretentious four helps to answer the implication George W. Bush most resents, that he arrived in the White House with the help of such un-American principles as primogeniture, dynasty, and aristocracy. Though he can hardly cultivate a log cabin myth, this Bush has long thought of himself as a Texan rather than a New Englander, an entrepreneur rather than a beneficiary of inherited wealth, and the opposite of any kind of snob. Distinctions he draws with his preppie father are central to his personal and political identity.

George H. W. Bush struck a Texan pose as well, with far less success. Former President Bush mainly set himself up for ridicule when he professed a love for country music and pork rinds or when he claimed that he didn’t know what the word “patrician” meant. In truth, Bush embodied the easily parodied but much admired WASP type as thoroughly as any man of his generation, not just its taste and manners, but the ideals and moral vision of the old New England upper class. He wore Brooks Brothers and believed in duty to country. He was a skinflint who wrestled with his conscience. He personified good sportsmanship and drizzled thank-you notes. These preppie folkways made George H. W. Bush’s Texan mask comically transparent.

Not so his son, on whom Kennebunkport, Andover, Yale, and Harvard left few visible traces. Through his manners, tastes, and beliefs, George W. Bush places himself about as far as it is possible to get from his New England patrimony. He shows no sign of thinking or caring much about his ancestry, never discusses it in public, and seems not even to know much about it. He displays a brash informality and sometimes outright rudeness, kicking his cowboy boots up on the desk, swearing lustily, and holding garrulous phone conversations while visitors sit awkwardly in his office. His idea of relaxation is clearing brush in sweltering, landlocked Midland; fine dining a hamburger and a Coke. George W. seems entirely genuine when he explains in his West Texan twang that his values were formed in forthright (and never mind segregated) Midland, and that his relationship with God is expressive, not Episcopalian. To call this persona a conscious construction is not to say it is artificial. The president’s Texan identity was forged in necessary opposition; it represents his attempt to assert himself as an original theme and not a familial variation.

George W. Bush’s middle name comes from a large Catholic family resident in Maryland from the early nineteenth century. The family of George E. Walker (1797–1864) was poor, but not so poor that it didn’t have a couple of slaves on its 321-acre farm in Cecil County, Maryland, according to an 1830 census—a female between the ages of ten and twenty-four, and a male between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-six. After they fell on hard times and lost their land, the Walkers traveled by wagon to southern Illinois, where they homesteaded a few miles from Bloomington.

The youngest of their eight sons, David Davis Walker (1840–1918), moved to St. Louis where he made his fortune as a dry goods wholesaler. In the Midwest, David Walker maintained the Southern attitude about race, though with a contemporary overlay of social Darwinism. He was a believer in eugenics and the “unwritten law” of lynching. In a letter to the editor of the St. Louis Republic published in 1914, David Walker described Negroes as a greater menace than prostitution and “all the other evils combined.”

David Walker’s son George Herbert Walker, born in St. Louis in 1875, was raised like a Midwestern prince. Bert Walker, as he was known, had both a nurse and his own valet. In the summer, the family would travel by private train car to the coast of Maine. The valet went with Bert to Stonyhurst, the Jesuit boarding school in England, where his mother sent him, out of concern that Catholic education in St. Louis was too dominated by ill-bred German immigrants.

In England, Bert Walker developed into a physically powerful young man, excelling at boxing, polo, and golf. He would later win the amateur title as Missouri heavyweight champion in the days when boxers wore no gloves. Much of his overflowing aggression was directed at his father. Rather than join the family business or the priest-hood as his parents hoped, he returned to St. Louis to make his own fortune. Though he stayed in the same city, he broke with his parents in every other way, rejecting his father’s Republican politics and his Catholic faith. This rupture came when he decided to marry a girl from a higher-class Presbyterian family, a society beauty named Lucretia “Loulie” Wear (1874–1961). Bert’s parents told him he would be disinherited and boycotted the wedding. Though father and son were later partners in investments, including the house in Kennebunkport, the breach between them was never fully mended. Years later, Bert sued to have his father declared mentally unfit when David Walker really did attempt to disinherit his son by giving all his money to the Catholic Church. The two were battling in court when David Walker died in Kennebunkport in 1918.

When he was still in his early twenties, Bert Walker set up G. H. Walker and Company, one of the first investment banking firms in the Midwest. He flourished as a speculator, losing several fortunes, but winning several more, and helping to finance the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904. Bert was rowdy, profane, and generally obnoxious. Even an approved family history describes him as “coarse.” At a friend’s boisterous birthday party, he grabbed a bass drum from the orchestra and led a drunken parade through the St. Louis Club. Rather than apologize to the board, he resigned to form the Racquet Club, whose motto was “Youth Will Be Served.” Bert liked to plaster his name around—on his companies, his houses, and his children. As president of the U.S. Golfing Association, he founded an Anglo-American tournament known, of course, as the Walker Cup.

In the family, Bert Walker is described as a bully and a boor, or worse—a violent tyrant who pummeled his sons in a boxing ring set up in his house in hopes of toughening them into professional athletes. When his son Lou embarrassed him by showing up tipsy on the tennis court after lunch one day in Maine, his father told him he was too stupid for college and sent him to work the next morning in a steel mill in Bradford, Pennsylvania. “I was always scared as hell of him,” Lou said. One of George Herbert Walker’s grandchildren, Elsie Walker Kilbourne, was quoted in a newspaper story describing the conflict between father and sons even more bluntly. Bert Walker, she said, was a “tough old bastard.” As she put it, “there really wasn’t a lot of love on the part of the boys for their father.” Bert Walker’s relationships with his daughters were more pleasant, though he refused to send them to college because he didn’t believe in educating women.

As the leading investment banker in the Midwest, Bert Walker got to know the Harriman family. The young Harriman brothers, Averell and Roland, had inherited their father’s railroad fortune after graduating from Yale, and in 1919 found themselves needing an experienced man to head their Wall Street firm. Bert Walker readily agreed to relocate east and take charge of the Harriman enterprises. Unlike the Smith family in Meet Me in St. Louis, who can’t bear to abandon their friendly hometown, the Walkers couldn’t wait to move to New York City. After arriving in 1920, they lived far more luxuriously than they had in St. Louis, in a mansion on Madison Avenue, and later in a grand apartment at One Sutton Place. The Walker weekend home on the north shore of Long Island was a Gatsby palace with marble floors, a swimming pool, and a lawn sloping down to the sound. Bert Walker appeared at dinner in white tie, to be served by liveried butlers. He had another grand estate in Santa Barbara, California.

With the money they made financing Soviet oil drilling in the Caucasus, Bert Walker and Averell Harriman bought a stable of racing horses. But after a time, they couldn’t agree about how to handle their best horse, Chance Play. Walker, who loved to gamble, wanted to race him as often as possible. Harriman wanted to hold out for a few important races and a long career of stud fees. So they divvied up the horses and instead bought a 150-foot yacht together. Bert Walker’s success on Wall Street also supported a small army of Negro servants at the ten-thousand-acre hunting lodge he bought in South Carolina and named Duncannon. The current owners have preserved the bullet holes left in the dining room ceiling when Bert fired at a wasp that stung him.

The Great Depression spelled the end of Bert Walker’s career at Harriman; he wanted to take on levels of risk that the brothers considered dangerous at a time when the firm was operating in the red. He was pushed out at the time of the merger that his son-in-law Prescott Bush helped to engineer with the firm of Brown Brothers. But Bert Walker had liquidated his portfolio near the top, and the Walkers were untouched by the stock-market crash. In the 1930s, he and his wife each had their own chauffeured Rolls-Royce. “Gampy” Walker, as his grandchildren called him, gave them $500 each for their birthdays—a sum so enormous that it directly threatened Prescott’s ethos of an honest day’s work for a day’s pay.

         

THE BUSH HERITAGE is something closer to the Puritan stereotype. The presidential line descends from James Smith Bush (1825–1889), whose connection to Yale and the Episcopal clergy dates from the 1840s, and who married into a distinguished Concord, Massachusetts, family. James Bush left the law for the ministry, which he served in Orange, New Jersey, San Francisco, and Staten Island.

It is with J. S. Bush that we first spot the intensity of duty and principle that is one powerful strain in the Bush ethos. This struggle comes through in the two books of sermons he published, More Words About the Bible (1883) and Evidence of Faith (1885). As the second title suggests, the Reverend Bush was divided between reason and belief. He thought that Christianity needed a rational basis, not an appeal to miracles, and he lost his respect for an Episcopal hierarchy he thought detached from the use of intellect and true spirituality. Under the influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson, James Bush resigned his parish in Staten Island and moved to Concord in 1883. He was on his way to leaving the Episcopal Church and becoming a Unitarian. According to his Yale obituary, it was anguish over this decision that killed him at the age of sixty-five.

From J. S. Bush on, father-son relationships on the Bush side of the family follow a distinct pattern of rebellious emulation. Sons seek their own paths to the paternal destinations of financial independence and political accomplishment. Unlike Walker men, Bush men never simply join the family firm. Walker sons tend to succumb in a contest of wills with their fathers. Bush sons follow their fathers while convincing themselves they are starting from scratch. As Jeb once put it, the Bush kids grew up believing they “weren’t crap” (meaning that they were crap) until they’d gone out and done something on their own. The Walker kids were raised to believe they were crap in any case, and would have a chair waiting for them at the G. H. Walker & Co. office in St. Louis. Running through the conjoined family is a confusion between high personal accomplishment, which both Bushes and Walkers expect, and hereditary privilege, which both sides assume, but the Bushes disclaim.

Rather than follow his father to Yale and into the ministry, Samuel Prescott Bush (1863–1948) studied business at Stevens College and in the 1890s went to work for the Pennsylvania Railroad in Columbus, Ohio. But Samuel P. Bush embodies the family type as much as the seeking transcendentalist he rebelled against: he is described as austere and frugal, a rather cold man, but with a powerful sense of social obligation. He went on to pursue a successful career in the railroad equipment business, eventually running a Rockefeller-backed company called Buckeye Steel, where he was known for his community-mindedness and benevolent paternalism toward his workers, many of whom were African-American.

Samuel’s oldest son, Prescott Bush, followed the family pattern in rejecting his father’s chosen home (the Midwest), his calling (manufacturing), and his politics (Democratic). Later in life, after he had achieved his own financial independence and political success as a two-term senator from Connecticut, Prescott often said—and seemed actually to believe—that he had been required to make his own way in the world because his father couldn’t afford to support him. Though Prescott returned to work briefly for his father after college, the two were never close, and according to his own children, Prescott never spoke about him. When Samuel P. Bush died in 1948, Prescott turned down his share of the inheritance. Temperamentally, father and son seem to have been very much alike.

Sent to St. George’s, an elite boarding school on the East Coast, Prescott was elected head prefect his final year and contemplated a career in the ministry. After he arrived at Yale in 1913, he epitomized the college career depicted in Stover at Yale, the 1912 novel that F. Scott Fitzgerald called a “textbook” for his generation. Like Stover, Prescott came from the Midwest, learned to navigate a social system revolving around sports and secret societies, and triumphed by being tapped for Skull and Bones. At a time when Ivy League sports were treated as having national significance, he collected varsity letters in baseball, hockey, and golf. A powerful bass, he was a fixture of the Yale Men’s Choir, the Glee Club, and the Whiffenpoofs. As for Stover, his college years paved his path to business success and defined the rest of his life.

In Fort Sill, Oklahoma, Prescott and fellow members of the Yale Battalion “crooked” a skull they claimed was Geronimo’s from an Apache cemetery for the Bones temple—a prank that would have repercussions for his son and grandson when the tribe sought to have it returned. From there, Prescott shipped out to France, where he served in the trenches near Verdun for the last ten weeks of the First World War. The key episode in his military career—and perhaps in his entire early life—was a missed joke that embarrassed the family. Prescott wrote a satiric letter home about his Davy Crockett–like exploits; he spun a satiric yarn about saving the lives of the Allies’ three most famous generals, Foch, Haig, and Pershing, by batting away a German shell with his service knife. Prescott went on to humorously describe being covered with ribbons and medals by the grateful French, British, and Americans. Prescott’s mother, Flora, missing her son’s Yale-inflected irony and taking the facetious account literally, proudly sent the letter off to her local newspaper, the Ohio State Journal. Also missing the joke, the paper ran an account on its front page (“3 High Military Honors Conferred on Capt. Bush”), which was then picked up by the New Haven Journal-Courier (“Triple Honor to P.S. Bush, Yale ’17”). Parents and son alike felt deep shame when the local paper had to publish a letter from his mother as a front-page retraction. In this episode, Prescott inadvertently transgressed every Bush family value—modesty, honesty, and propriety.

After Prescott returned home in 1919, he moved to St. Louis to take a job selling hardware for Walter Simmons, whom he met at a Yale reunion. There he began courting the eighteen-year-old Dorothy Walker. If Bert Walker had a touch of Gatsby, Prescott Bush was at that stage the ingenuous Nick Carraway. Bert was impressed by Prescott’s physical presence and athletic ability, and even more that he’d been a member of the right secret society at Yale. Prescott always tried to downplay his father-in-law’s role in bringing him to Harriman Brothers a few years later. As he often noted, he had his own connections there: fellow Bonesmen Roland Harriman, Bob Lovett, and Knight Woolley. In reality, Prescott had considerable help from his father-in-law but resented anyone thinking he had.

Despite the chumminess of his Wall Street world, Prescott could not have flourished on the basis of relationships alone. He thrived because of his business sense. After the financial crash in 1929, he helped save Harriman by pushing the spendthrift Averell to close offices in Paris and Warsaw and cut costs in the one remaining European outpost in Berlin. It was Prescott who initiated a pivotal merger with his fellow Bonesmen at the more solvent Brown Brothers, which had the further advantage of pushing his father-in-law out. Prescott had a nose for deals, including one to buy a quarter-interest in CBS for $2.5 million in 1932. At one point, Prescott served on seventeen corporate boards, not counting the Yale Corporation.

As he achieved his own success, Prescott pulled his wife away from her father and his avaricious values. Indeed, it was Dotty Bush who became known as the guardian of the family’s Puritan ethic because of the way she inculcated their five children with the wisdom that intense competitiveness was compatible with severe modesty. Dotty was known in the family for slapping down anyone caught bragging, and is probably responsible for her son the forty-first president’s nonsense-generating aversion to the first-person pronoun (and sometimes to pronouns altogether). Dotty’s version of this ethic came originally from her long-suffering mother, Loulie Walker, but was powerfully reinforced by Prescott. At Prescott’s funeral in 1972, Dorothy gave a eulogy in which she thanked her late husband for teaching her a “lack of pride in material possessions.”

Prescott was a huge man—six foot four and 250 pounds, a giant to his children, with a gravelly baritone voice and formal bearing. He wore a coat and tie to dinner, even during summer vacations at Kennebunkport. His children feared and admired him; it’s not clear that anyone other than Dorothy ever felt much affection for him. He comes across in family descriptions as gloomy and distant, a “scary man” to his son Jonathan, “stern” and “righteous” in his grandson Jeb’s description. Prescott never spoke to his children about the sudden death of his mother, Flora, who was killed by a car while strolling on vacation, in 1920. In later life, after retiring from public office, he demanded that the grandchildren call him “Senator.” In various accounts, Prescott is a curiously blank figure—an upright man, expressing little emotion other than irritability, which was exacerbated when he drank. He liked playing golf, but his only apparent joy was music, and in particular the Ivy League style of a cappella singing. Never happier than when harmonizing in a straw boater, he performed “I’m Going to Raise the Deuce When I Get Loose in Town” with his barbershop quartet of Yale Glee Club alumni at a Connecticut Republican convention. He was extremely proud of the comic speech he delivered at the Alfalfa Club’s 1959 dinner, which he naturally concluded with a solo performance of “The Whiffenpoof Song.”

The only attempt to write Prescott Bush’s biography, by the Houston sportswriter Mickey Herskowitz, resulted in vivid sketches of everyone around him, with a void at the center of the canvas.*1 Prescott’s own autobiographical account, a 454-page oral history he deposited at Columbia University, is singularly lacking in color, passion, or emotion. What does come through is his sense of propriety and obligation—to community, country, and family. The Bush patriarch operated according to a code typical of his era and social class, but with a particular emphasis on the repression of selfish desire. Bush played golf well enough to pursue a professional career, but never seems to have considered it—though he later rendered “service” to the sport as president of the U.S. Golf Association. In his family, one pursued one’s passions as hobbies, not vocations. He both envied and disapproved of his third son, Johnny Bush, who pursued a career in musical theater before settling down to work for G. H. Walker. Prescott’s code also involved strict rules about how to live, dress, and comport oneself. “I never heard him fart,” Johnny once said of his father. As a senator, Prescott introduced a rule change forbidding his colleagues to wave to guests in the gallery.

At the Round Hill Country Club in Greenwich, Prescott stormed out of the locker room when a friend told a mildly dirty joke in front of his fourteen-year-old son. “I don’t ever want to hear that kind of language in here again,” he harrumphed. Prescott was struck dumb by the vamping and flirting of Clare Boothe Luce, a sometime rival in Connecticut Republican politics. He broke off relations with his younger brother James, when James left his first wife in 1946. Years later, he pulled his support from Nelson Rockefeller on the same grounds. “Have we come to the point in our life as a nation when the governor of a great state—one who perhaps aspires to be nominated for President of the United States—can desert a good wife, divorce her, then persuade a young mother of four youngsters to abandon her husband and their four children and marry the governor?” he asked the 1963 graduating class at the girls’ prep school Rosemary Hall in a commencement address. This survives as Senator Bush’s only memorable speech.

Prescott had definite ideas about money, one of which was that men shouldn’t live off their wives. That his home in Greenwich was purchased by his father-in-law and remained in Dorothy’s name was a contradiction he had to live with. Prescott was perpetually distinguishing himself from both the kind of people who inherited wealth and those who pursued money for its own sake—namely the Walkers. The cheapness of the Bush men isn’t just an endearing comic trait. It reflects the reality that there has never been any large pool of capital on the Bush side of the family. Though he poor-mouthed preposterously, Prescott actually accumulated fairly little, and didn’t leave much behind. When George H. W. Bush set up his first oil business in 1950, he got his seed capital from his Uncle Herbie Walker, who was by then running G. H. Walker. When George W. Bush did the same thing twenty-five years later, it was with money from a Walker trust fund.

Wealth for Prescott Bush was a lever rather than a yardstick. He deplored people who took their servants for granted or used them as markers of status. The Bush servants were auxiliary semifamily—the not-really-a-chauffeur Alec who drove him to the station in his secondhand car, the-sort-of-a-housekeeper Alice—as opposed to the cowed, uniformed cadres at the Walker mansions. For Prescott, the point of money was the freedom to perform service, or “giving back to the community” as his son Poppy called it. Prescott idealized the role his partner Averell Harriman played for FDR and Truman. Short of opportunities at that level, he was willing to put in decades of drudgery at the Greenwich Representative Town Meeting. Campaigning for office was a necessary evil, a debasing impediment on the path to public service and ultimately becoming a Harriman-type wise man.

         

PRESCOTT BUSH ESTABLISHED three essential myths that Bush men live by. The first is: I made it on my own. The second is: I’m not really rich. The third is: I’m running to serve my country. Not until 1950, when he was in his mid-fifties and nearly done paying private school bills did Prescott feel financially secure enough to try for a U.S. Senate seat left open by a retirement. This was the first of four campaigns that remain significant because of the way they forged the Bushes as a political force, and because of the lessons the family developed from them. Though Poppy, unlike his siblings, worked on none of his father’s campaigns, he watched closely and took in the implications. His sons George and Jeb would do the same with his, fostering the conundrum of independence as a family tradition. Bush men try to be different by doing essentially the same thing.

On top of these three myths were the seven lessons that Prescott’s Senate losses and eventual victories imparted to the family. The first lesson was the treachery of the press. In 1950, Bush was running even with William Benton, the Democratic nominee. But on the Sunday before the election, the muckraking columnist Drew Pearson asserted on his radio show that Prescott was treasurer of the Birth Control League. In the days before Griswold v. Connecticut, birth control remained illegal in the majority-Catholic state. While the family has long decried this as a smear, it was in fact a minor distortion—carefully orchestrated for maximum harm. Prescott was listed as treasurer on a letterhead for Planned Parenthood, a successor organization to the Birth Control League, which had closed up shop in 1942. Though he denied the charge, Prescott lost by 1,102 votes.

Lesson #2 from Prescott’s early campaigns was the importance of moment. Bush tried again in 1952, but this time lost the Republican primary. He thought his final shot had passed. Then he got a third chance when Connecticut’s other sitting senator died and he was handed the Republican nomination for an open seat. Prescott got the Whiffs out on the trail again and, wearing a raccoon coat, introduced Dwight Eisenhower at a rally in New Haven. With the wind of Ike’s 1952 landslide at his back, Prescott won. In future campaigns, family members would ponder obsessively whether conditions were ripe.

Lesson #3 was money before politics. Prescott thought only someone who was financially secure could resist the corrupting pressures of politics. In 1956, he was pleased to tell President Eisenhower that he had brushed off threats to run Poppy out of the oil business if Prescott voted against legislation to deregulate natural gas. Prescott opposed increasing the salary of senators from $12,500 to $22,500, arguing that the job was “service” like the ministry or teaching. In this vision, either an independent income or a monastic lifestyle was required for elected officials. Like Prescott, Poppy and his sons would seek wealth before aiming for office.

Lesson #4 was the primacy of connections and manners. Politics for the “modern Republican” Prescott Bush was not principally about ideology or a set of beliefs. It was an establishment responsibility pursued on the basis of relationships cultivated through sports, business, and the Ivy League. The best golfer in the Senate, Prescott played often with Eisenhower at the Burning Tree Country Club. But Prescott also shared Yale and Ohio bonds with Robert Taft, who led the antediluvian wing of the GOP. Prescott helped Taft’s son become ambassador to Ireland as a way to arbitrate between the president and the party leader. In an act of some courage, he introduced Joe McCarthy at a rally in Bridgeport in 1952 while expressing “reservations” about McCarthy’s methods. But he took greatest pride in being one of the only colleagues to visit McCarthy on his deathbed at Walter Reed Hospital.

Lesson #5 was that Northeastern moderates were becoming an endangered species. In office, Prescott Bush supported civil rights legislation, larger immigration quotas, and higher taxes. Conservatives classified him alongside Clifford Case of New Jersey, Leverett Saltonstall of Massachusetts, and Nelson Rockefeller of New York. Liberal Republicanism was his son Poppy’s natural political tendency as well. But it wouldn’t last and couldn’t travel. An international investment banker trailing Whiffenpoofs, Prescott was easily caricatured as a softheaded patrician. His son Poppy’s decision to pursue politics from Texas rather than Connecticut—and his early efforts to appease the most noxious elements on the right, including the John Birch Society—reflected his understanding of what sort of Republican would predominate in the future. Prescott’s Texas-bred grandsons George W. and Jeb would shed the taint of moderation altogether and hide their establishment trappings more convincingly.

Lesson #6 was to not give up. Prescott Bush got elected to the Senate only on his third try, thanks to an opportunity that arose unexpectedly after he had seemingly failed for good. Beset by dizzy spells and stomach pains—and facing what would have been a tough campaign—Prescott did not run for reelection in 1962. This was a decision he came to regret as soon as he took a rest and felt better. He returned to Brown Brothers Harriman, where he had little to do, and lived for another ten years, lamenting his mistake until the end.

The most important lesson of all, #7, was to trust only the family. Prescott’s Democratic partners, Averell Harriman and Bob Lovett, supported his opponent Abraham Ribicoff in the 1952 election. At the state Democratic convention, Harriman gave a rousing speech attacking Prescott. Prescott, who had helped save the firm during the Depression, took this as an enormous betrayal and the two men didn’t speak to each other for more than a decade. This is the trust-only-blood mind-set that led Howard Fineman of Newsweek to dub the Bushes “the WASP Corleones.” George H. W. Bush’s longtime spokesman Marlin Fitzwater once described a meeting that took place in 1985 at Camp David, to organize Poppy’s upcoming presidential run. Poppy’s brothers and sons were on one side of a long table, the advisers on the other. “It struck me then and there that the Bushes were very different from the Kennedys in that they would never have their Ted Sorensen,” Fitzwater said. “No one outside the family would ever enter the inner circle.”

         

THERE’S A USEFUL COMPARISON here to the tribe the Bushes have always regarded as their antithesis. Joe Kennedy was Prescott Bush’s contemporary, just six years older, and bore a striking physical resemblance to him. Like Prescott, he did not found a dynasty so much as he took one over in a merger and made it a success, displacing his father-in-law as patriarch of the family. Joe Kennedy’s father-in-law, John Fitzgerald, was the first Irish mayor of Boston and one of its famous citizens, while his own father, Patrick Joseph Kennedy, was merely a prosperous bar owner and minor politician. Through sheer force of will—and because his children got his last name rather than his wife’s—Joe Kennedy was able to dominate the family, mold it in his image, and direct its fortunes.

Prescott Bush never liked what he saw reflected in the Kennedy mirror. Part of this was old-fashioned social snobbery; Prescott was a member of all the clubs that wouldn’t let in Joe Kennedy because he was Irish and Catholic. And part of the complaint was political. The Democratic Kennedys were on the other side of presidential campaigns in which Prescott and his sons supported Eisenhower and Nixon. But the real reason Prescott Bush found the Kennedys so distasteful is that he identified them with the hubristic wealth and entitlement of his father-in-law, George Herbert Walker’s, large Catholic family. Joe Kennedy was too greedy, too flashy, and insufficiently devoted to the community. With their well-known infidelities, reckless risk-taking, and scandals, the Kennedys, like the Walkers, were morally deficient. Prescott also objected to Joe Kennedy’s effort to direct and finance the political careers of his sons, which violated his family’s precept of making it on your own (with help). Prescott took what he considered a more proper route of giving his sons a good start in life and setting an example for them to follow.

Poppy later channeled his father’s view of the Kennedy clan in relation to his son George W.’s presidential campaign. Now he was Joseph Kennedy, the father of the candidate, in the imputed analogy. Poppy emphasized that the Bushes didn’t have anything to prove, that they didn’t need to win the way the Kennedys did. “It’s not that this is John F. Kennedy’s father driving his sons to do something,” George H. W. Bush told Hugh Sidey of Time during the post-election limbo in November 2000. “We are not that way in this family. This is not about vindication or legacy or entitlement.” In Poppy’s mind as in his father’s, the decent and sincere Bushes seek office as individuals. The corrupt and decadent Kennedys run as representatives of the family conglomerate. The Bush boys got to choose their paths in life. The Kennedys had theirs chosen for them. George W. Bush perpetuated the family prejudice, “They never had to work,” he commented about the Kennedys in 1989, “They never had to have a job.”

Perhaps it was the parallels in his own generation that prompted Poppy to disown the natural comparison so strenuously. In Prescott Bush’s as in Joe Kennedy’s household, the second son took his older brother’s place as the vehicle for the family’s ambitions as a result of what happened in the Second World War. John F. Kennedy, who suffered from chronic health problems, was given a battlefield promotion by his father only after his older and more beloved brother Joseph Kennedy Jr. was killed in the defense of Britain. Jack’s wartime heroism in rescuing the survivors of PT-109 strengthened his father’s confidence in his political prospects. After JFK was assassinated, the family elevated Robert F. Kennedy to the leadership position. After Robert was killed, it focused on the youngest of the four brothers, Ted.

In the Bush family, Poppy overtook his older brother, Prescott Jr. (b. 1922), in a similar way during World War II, but without anyone getting killed. Pressie, two years older than Poppy, wanted to enlist in the armed forces as well, but was rejected for service because of near-blindness in one eye. While Poppy flew bombing missions over the Pacific, Pressie whiled away his days at a tennis club in Rio. Poppy’s wartime heroics fixed his position as first among Prescott Sr.’s four sons, and turned Pressie into a frustrated subordinate sibling.

Thereafter, as Poppy flourished in business and politics, Pressie stayed close to the Round Hill Country Club and the world of his parents, serving as a factotum to his father in Connecticut politics and his successor on the Republican Town Committee and at the Greenwich Representative Town Meeting. The reversal of the positions of the two brothers became more glaring when Pressie finally tried for national office himself in 1982, announcing against Senator Lowell Weicker in the Republican primary. Starting at the Senate was a family tradition and the Bushes detested Weicker, but this was a poor choice of moment. Challenging the vulnerable incumbent would only soften Weicker up enough to hand his seat, and possibly control of the Senate, to the Democrats. The awkward work of getting Pressie to withdraw from the race fell to his little brother the vice president, George H. W. Bush.

Pressie’s abortive political career pointed to one way in which the Bushes were indeed not like the Kennedys: the imputed line of succession in the Bush family descended vertically rather than horizontally. Of the four Bush brothers, Poppy was the only one who would succeed in following the business-to-politics route established by his father and the only one who would amount to much in either pursuit. Like John F. Kennedy, George H. W. Bush received critical help from his father in establishing his financial base and his political career. Unlike JFK, he needed the illusion that he had done it all on his own.

         

THE KENNEDY FAMILY’S permanent home is the summer compound Joe bought in Hyannisport, Massachusetts, in 1928. The Bush family summers farther up the Atlantic Coast, in Kennebunkport, Maine. The cedar-shingled house that David Walker and his son Bert built there is the primary scene of the Bush-Walker struggle. Dorothy Walker Bush was born there in 1901 and raised there in summers, competing as fiercely as her brothers, and often beating them at tennis and other contests. She and Prescott were given a bungalow on the property as a wedding present in 1921, and continued to spend summers there with their children through the 1940s. But after Poppy returned from the Pacific, the bungalow became increasingly uncomfortable for Prescott. Bert’s ethic of fabulous wealth and brutal competition got on his nerves, in part because of how much it impressed his two oldest sons. Prescott rejected the Walker family ethos that ruled at Kennebunkport, which Elsie Walker Kilbourne once described as “having to be big shots” at everything they did.

Prescott loved golf, tennis, and baseball, liked to win, and was a better athlete than his father-in-law. But he and his wife raised their sons to compete within the boundaries of civility. Poppy learned from his mother to call close tennis shots in and preferred doubles to singles. His sportsmanship is best expressed in his passion for horseshoes—a less than serious game that he takes incredibly seriously. The Walker brothers play without any such irony. Theirs was a family, after all, in which sloppy tennis could get you sent to work in a factory. Visitors have often described a special edge to matches that pitted the Walkers against the Bushes. Both families tease when they play. But the teasing of Poppy and his brothers is funny and mostly benign. The Walker teasing during a tennis match can be personal and nasty.

Bert Walker’s grandson Ray Walker told me that his family “treats winning as an end in itself”—a trait he sees in Poppy and George W. Bush as well. One of the things some of the Walkers most wanted to win was Prescott and Dorothy Bush’s sons. Bert Walker would let his grandsons tool around on his thirty-eight-foot speedboat, the Tomboy, disturbing the peace with blasts of its deafening siren. Pressie and Poppy were fascinated by “Gampy,” and, to the irritation of their father, were said to resemble him in appearance and personality.

But Prescott’s nemesis in this battle was less his father-in-law than his brother-in-law George Herbert Walker Jr., known as “Uncle Herbie.” Herbie was a driven businessman, who began to challenge his father for dominance in the family business after the pattern of his own father in relation to D. D. Walker. After Herbie’s death, his widow, Mary Walker, remembered him as “a very aggressive person.” His aggression was turned on his own family as well. By the late 1930s, Uncle Herbie was already closer to George and his brothers, Pressie, Johnny, and Bucky, than he was to his own two sons, George Herbert Walker III (known, like his grandfather, as “Bert”) and Ray. Uncle Herbie hired Pressie and Johnny to work for G. H. Walker. His own older son and namesake was chosen to run the firm’s St. Louis office only after Poppy turned down the job. A baseball lover who co-founded the New York Mets as an expansion team in 1960, Herbie went to every one of George’s college games—but often skipped the sports matches of his own sons. “In our younger years, my dad held up George as a model to us,” George Herbert Walker III told a reporter in 1988. Ray Walker once described his father’s attitude toward his nephew Poppy as “hero worship.”

To the irritation of Prescott Bush, Poppy returned the sentiment, displaying tremendous affection and regard for his humorless and arrogant Uncle Herbie. In the White House, Poppy often talked to his aides about Uncle Herbie’s ownership of a baseball franchise as the life of Riley—the kind of thing he would have liked to do if he weren’t burdened with the responsibility of service and the cares of the world. This became the fantasy of young George W. as well, after his great-uncle Herbie took him to meet Casey Stengel and the legendary St. Louis player Rogers Hornsby in the Mets dugout.

A decade of Poppy’s and Uncle Herbie’s letters back and forth, preserved on onionskin carbons, reside in the Bush Library. It is an intimate business correspondence that skips seamlessly from drilling rights, offshore rigs, and stock placements to Yale football and family matters. “Dearest Pop,” Herbie writes in late 1951 after a visit to Texas with his wife, Mary, to inspect Bush’s new company. “I can’t tell you how much we all enjoyed our visit with you in Midland and the wonderful hospitality that you and Bar showed us…. It was grand to geta good feel of your picture, and I am confident that it is a matter of time until we really start to go places. I am also convinced that you are playing the thing the right way, and I am thoroughly pleased with the whole operation to date.” In his letters, Uncle Herbie glories in his role as benefactor to the Bush boys. He asks Poppy what he thinks of his trying to get brother Pressie the job of business manager of the Yale Athletic Association; he recounts brother Johnny’s arrival at G. H. Walker & Co.

Poppy’s letters back to his uncle are flattering and affectionate. He thanks Herbie and Mary every year for hosting his family at Kennebunkport, for meals and vacations in the Bahamas. The occasional personal letter from Poppy to his father, by comparison, reads like true business correspondence, answering requests for information and registering changes of address. After he and Barbara move to Houston in 1959, Poppy—who would request a $2 refund on a broken toaster—writes to ask whether the senator can get them a discount on beds from the Simmons Company, where he used to serve on the board.

This paternal triangle left wounds on both sides. Prescott envied his son’s closeness to Herbie. Herbie’s sons wondered why their father was so generous to his nephews and so tough on them. In one of the letters, Herbie confides his frustration with his younger son, Ray, who had quit the JV football squad at Yale, because at 145 pounds he was getting clobbered. “I, of course, feel that he made the decision too early as all the coaches have told me they expected to be able to use him substantially as the season went along,” Uncle Herbie writes to Poppy. Ray Walker subsequently took a turn considered bizarre in America’s least introspective family when he quit G. H. Walker to train as a Jungian analyst. Today he lives in Vermont, where he nurses bitter feelings about his father and his cousins.

Over the summers, Uncle Herbie tried to lay claim to the affections of Poppy’s sons the same way he had with Prescott’s. In one of the letters I found in the Bush Library, he describes for Poppy the scene in Kennebunkport, where the six-year-old Little George was visiting with his mother in July 1952, when Poppy was too busy to come. “Dear Pop,” Herbie writes:


I have just returned from Kennebunkport and Georgie, who without any exaggeration has taken the place over and is everybody’s favorite. He is a great kid and reminds everyone so much of you. He drove the speedboat alone for about fifteen minutes yesterday and was so sure of himself, demanded the right to bring it into the river and practically docked it. We then had him on the ball field for half an hour and you ought to see me try to knock tennis balls past him…. I was particularly touched when he wept buckets at saying goodbye to me. He is such a friendly and wonderfully emotional child and altogether something you should be tremendously proud of. Incidentally, he calls Ray “Uncle Ray” and me just plain Herbie.


The description is fascinating both for the early glimpse of George W. Bush’s personality (“so sure of himself”), and as an expression of Uncle Herbie’s urge to recapitulate his pattern of avuncular adoption.

When his father died in 1953, Herbie took ownership of both the big house in Kennebunkport and the role of Walker paterfamilias. He had also inherited his father’s bullying, egotistical personality, which irritated Prescott much more in Herbie than it had in Bert.

Prescott couched his jealousy about Uncle Herbie’s relationships with his sons in moral censure. Like his father, Uncle Herbie was a gambler and a philanderer, who often boasted about his conquests, despite being married. One of the sports he played at Kennebunkport was chasing women—the kind of thing the Kennedys did in Hyannisport. Prescott, who had cut off his own brother James for leaving his wife, found Herbie’s boasting about his romantic conquests intolerable. The tensions were exacerbated after Prescott’s election to the Senate when Herbie, hoping to capitalize on his brother-in-law’s appointment to a congressional committee on nuclear energy, set up a partnership with other investors to get into the business. Prescott eventually refused to visit Kennebunkport while Herbie was there. Instead, he and Dorothy began vacationing on Fishers Island, off the coast of Connecticut. They later bought a house on Hobe Sound, the wealthy enclave on Jupiter Island, Florida.

When Prescott died in 1972, Poppy described him in a note to his friend C. Fred Chambers as an “inspiration” and “the incentive behind everything I did.” When Herbie lay on his deathbed five years later, Poppy was far more emotional, calling his uncle “father,” “brother,” and “best friend.” After the funeral, Poppy persuaded Herbie’s widow, Mary—with his mother, Dorothy’s, help—to sell Walker’s Point to him on an installment plan, for the significantly submarket price of $780,000. This infuriated Herbie’s sons, who stood to inherit the proceeds from subdivision and development. But the conflict was about more than money. The family jewel was going to their father’s surrogate son. Poppy proceeded to remodel and expand the house, turning it into a proper presidential compound. After 1981, the requirements of the Secret Service and the growing brood of Bush grandchildren crowded the Walker cousins out of their family home.

Poppy’s hostile takeover of Kennebunkport represented the submersion of the St. Louis clan and the repudiation of its mercantile values. He would turn it into the anti-Hyannisport, a place where nobody drank to excess, everyone went to sleep early (in the right bed), and got up for church on Sunday. Despite his greater affection for Herbie, Poppy was Prescott’s son, embodying his morality, good manners, and sense of fair play. The new paterfamilias was, like his father, a man bored with the social whirl, the acquisition of toys, and the accumulation of wealth. He’d rather invite his barber to go fishing for blues. (“He loves all the natives that have worked on the place,” his aunt Mary Walker said, some years after selling him the house.) Kennebunkport, with its weathered shingles, was now assumed to be the Bushes’ ancestral manse, a Yankee relic rather than a robber baron’s playground. In years to come, the public would only have the dimmest sense of the distaff side of Poppy’s family beyond his sturdy, spirited mother, Dorothy. Keenly aware of their defeat, the Walkers from time to time flare with resentment. Their occasional sparks are mercilessly extinguished by Barbara Bush, who since the late 1970s has served as “enforcer” not just for her own children, but for her husband’s entire tribe.*2

George H. W. Bush, who occasionally expresses himself in verse, once wrote a poem about Kennebunkport. It describes a vision in which the departed Bushes and Walkers sit side by side at St. Ann’s Church on a Sunday morning—“my Dad and Herby there next to Lou.” (“Herby” is Poppy’s sentimental spelling from childhood.) In this imagining, family conflict has faded away, with the younger generation carrying on a singular Bush tradition.


I see the brides and the christened face

Soul strength from this sacred place…

They’re all in bed now in the dorm

The pulse of generations firmly born

The sea’s the same—the rocks stay fast

The new ones’ strength—generations past.


The Kennebunkport of these verses is no longer Bert and Herbie Walker’s hedonistic playground. It is a place to “Just relax and watch the sea / Treasure the strength God’s given you.” George H. W. Bush’s retreat breeds the Yankee values instilled in him by his father—making one’s own way in the world and giving something back. In church, “the kids are passing the collection plate.” The “firmly born” are all now Bushes, even if their last names are Walker.

There is a double irony here. Prescott Bush, who died in 1972, didn’t live to see his ethic triumph in the family struggle. But in the end, the victory wasn’t permanent. George W. Bush likes to say he is his mother’s son. But many of his most distinctive traits don’t seem to come from her or from his father. He is impatient, aggressive, often angry, and sometimes cruel. He’s a plunger, not a careful analyst or a patient builder. He loves to compete but can’t stand losing. The man’s a Walker, through and through.
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