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Preface

I have loved writing this book and know that it is a story of a life of privilege—privilege of every kind. If I didn’t know it before, I certainly do now. No man, woman, or child ever had a better life.

Lisa Drew, my editor with Scribner’s, passed a message to me after reading five chapters that said she would only allow me to use one “wonderful” a page and one “precious” a chapter. Later Jean Becker added “close friend” to that list. “Nobody has that many good and close friends,” she said.

Not bad to have had a life that was filled with wonderful people and happenings, precious family, and many close friends. That’s the life that first my family, and then for much longer, that wonderful, precious, close friend, George Bush, have given me and I’m grateful for it.

I wrote every word in this book myself from copious diaries, tapes, letters, and a very selective memory of the early days. It is the truth as I see it.

It might amuse the reader to know that I wrote in my diaries about more good meals that I have eaten (and am wearing today) and that many pages were filled with resolutions not to eat so much and remorse over my lack of self-discipline. I have spared you that.

I also note that we seem to weep a lot in this book. We are an emotional group and rather like a good tear or two. Please also notice that we cry when we are glad and when we are sad. Love brings a tear. Friends bring a tear. A smile, sweetness, even a kind word brings a tear. In a life of privilege there are lots of tears.

I have left out so many friends and happenings, but I hope they will forgive me. Time and space have run out. I hope you know who you are and how much we love you.

I want to thank lots of people for putting up with me, especially Jean Becker, who not only researched this book but also reassured me, did the first editing, checked me on truth and spelling, and laughed in all the right places. I certainly want to thank Lisa Drew, my editor, for her third attempt to make a writer of me. (She was there also for Millie’s Book and C. Fred’s Story.) I suspect that Lisa wanted more from me, but she applied no pressure to write about things I did not feel were appropriate or things that might make a book sell, but also might hurt.

I also want to thank everyone at the George Bush Presidential Library Center, especially Mary Finch, for helping us track down the facts.

And to the hero of this book, what can I say? George Bush knows how I feel. He is the hero. Incidentally, at my request, he read the book before it went to print. I wanted him to save me from myself, as I would not knowingly hurt someone. He made no deletions and the only additions he made were so typically George. He added many complimentary adjectives, often added praise for a fellow worker or shared the credit with others. I, of course, gave it to him alone. He is my hero.

Barbara Bush
March 1, 1994
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 Prologue

January 20, 1993. We were going home. For four extraordinary years, home had been the White House, but when we woke up that morning, it felt like a foreign place. Our bed, along with our tables and chairs, already were in Texas. George had been telling people that I almost had gone, too. He was right. Once we lost the election, I had tried to ignore the hurt and turned my mind toward Houston and a new life.

George, on the other hand, was presidential until the very last moment. He worried about the staff and where they would go. And he had to cope with the larger problems of Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia.

We started that day as we did every morning, waking up about 5:30 A.M., ringing the bell for the butlers, and drinking coffee in bed while we read the papers. Our phone started ringing almost immediately with our children checking in to make sure we were okay.

Later in the morning, George called me from the Oval Office and asked if I wanted to walk around the South Grounds with the dogs just one more time. It was a glorious, sunny day. The dogs ran and chased squirrels and dashed around looking for who knows what. The pleasure George got from his dog Ranger taking flying leaps over imaginary logs cannot be described. We talked about the ducks that had been nurtured in the South Grounds fountain the past spring and summer and wondered if they would all come back to roost that spring. If they did, how would the White House groundskeepers cope with all those little families? We walked past the tennis court and the horseshoe pit, where you could always hear the clink of shoes at lunchtime. We wondered if Bill Clinton would keep up the White House horseshoe tournaments. It was a great way to get to know the ninety-three people who kept the People’s House in such beautiful shape. We walked hand-in-hand by the swimming pool and the cabana, the Oval Office and the Rose Garden, sharing happy memories. Even writing about that day, the house, and the very thoughtful staff brings a warm feeling to me. We always have lived in happy houses, but nothing matched this special place. The problems George faced there were unbelievable, but the staff surrounded us with goodwill, warmth, and caring. They gave the President of the United States exactly what he needed: a happy, tranquil home.

We had put off the good-byes to the residence staff and groundskeepers as long as we could, but at 10:00 A.M., it was time. We had been dreading it. Chief Usher Gary Walters, head of the household, led off with a funny, warm essay about all the new phrases they had learned from George. It read in part: “We thought that ‘Pops’ were either soft drinks or a breakfast cereal, but we found it to be a term of endearment. We also thought that ‘Eeooooh’ was something you said when you hit your thumb with a hammer—not ‘Where’s Ranger?’ We learned that the real name of the presidential retreat in the Catoctin Mountains was Camp Marvin, not Camp David, and that a six-pack does not necessarily refer to beer, but is the means to becoming the horseshoe king.”

Ron Jones, a houseman and a great horseshoe competitor, presented George with a trophy made in the carpenter shop. The staff also gave him the flag that was flying over the White House on January 20, 1989, and one that had been flying there that morning. Nancy Clarke, the genius in the flower shop, gave me a beautiful doll in a large Lucite case—a reminder of all the beautiful dolls and other decorations her staff had made for Christmas each year. We had so much fun together decorating the house for formal state dinners and holidays. (I should say she and her shop worked; I admired.) We were too choked up with emotion to say what we felt, but I think they knew the affection we had for them all.

Vice President Quayle and Marilyn and George’s chief of staff, Jim Baker, and Susan arrived, along with my outstanding chief of staff, Susan Porter Rose. We talked for a few moments, and then right on time—at least I thought it was right on time—the Clintons, Gores, and the other guests arrived. I say that because I read in the paper that they were late. I don’t think that was true. The ladies looked great and both wore hats. It reminded me of how critical everyone had been about Marilyn Quayle’s hat four years before, and I wondered if Hillary and Tipper would get away with theirs. The time probably dragged for the newcomers, but it raced for me. When we were told we must leave for the ceremony, I rushed around, through the Red Room then back into the Blue Room, to hug the butlers, out of sight of everyone else. How dear they had been to us and our family.

From then on, it was all downhill. The hard part for me was over. I rode to the Capitol with Hillary, and the conversation was relaxed and easy as we talked about the long day ahead. It could have been an awkward time, but I think we were both determined it would not be. People waved at the new First Family, as they should have, and everyone looked very happy.

Then came the moment when the mantle was lifted from the back of my superb husband and placed on Bill Clinton’s. It will come as no surprise that I felt a lesser man by far had won the election, but that was behind us now. The speeches were fine. Bill Clinton’s was short and sounded very familiar—like John F. Kennedy’s, but not quite as eloquent.

We said good-bye to Senator Bob Dole and Elizabeth, Senator Alan Simpson and Ann, the Clintons, and the Gores. The loyal Quayles flew with us to Andrews Air Force Base, where we hugged goodbye. After a great send-off from staff and supporters, we flew to Houston on Air Force One surrounded by friends. From my staff we had Susan Porter Rose and Laurie Firestone, both remarkable women who had been with us for twelve years. My great and dear friend Andy Stewart was there along with Richard Moore, the former ambassador to Ireland, and so many others. Every person on that plane was someone we hold very dear.

The press complained bitterly to me that they were not being allowed to send a press pool. That amused me, and I told them that any one of them who had voted for George should speak up then or forever hold his peace. The silence was deafening.

During the flight we watched a film put together by Dorrance Smith, a Houston childhood friend of our children, and more recently George’s communications director and tennis opponent. It was very funny, very tongue-in-cheek. He had interviewed many of George’s staff, and two of our children, Marvin and Doro. It poked fun at us, and it lightened the day.

We arrived in Houston to a great airport rally and immediately saw so many old friends. We said good-bye to the people who had flown down with us, as most of them were going back to Washington with the plane.

Our new life began.

We did not expect the welcome we received. Everywhere we looked were yellow ribbons. Stores and motels had WELCOME HOME on their marquees. There were billboards with WELCOME HOME, GEORGE AND BARBARA. There were even homemade signs on the backs of pickup trucks. People stood and waved flags along the entire route. When we pulled up to our rented house, the neighbors were all out to give us a big welcome. It was so sweet, and made everything look brighter and better.

There were even more surprises ahead. We walked into a house that was unpacked and filled with plants and flowers. Paula Rendon, our beloved housekeeper; dear Don Rhodes, who had been with us for years; and our friend and neighbor Jack Fitch had worked like dogs sorting out what should be stored and what should be opened. Jack’s wife, Bobbie, organized the neighborhood to put flowers in the house and in the garden. What a wonderful way to come home.

January 21, 1993—What a difference twenty-four hours make. We awakened at our usual time of 5:30 a.m.—but we had no bell to ring and no butlers. We got up, walked and fed the dogs, picked up the papers, and carried coffee upstairs to read in bed.

So here we are—almost full circle—taking care of ourselves again and loving it. How did we get here, and where are we going …
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 Growing Up

Where to start? I was born in New York City in 1925, the daughter of Marvin and Pauline Pierce. Our family had just moved out of the city to Rye, but my mother returned to the same doctor and hospital where my sister, Martha, five, and my brother Jim, three and a half, had been born.

Rye was a wonderful place to grow up. It was tiny in those days, and we knew most of the eight thousand people who lived there. It had a bakery, a meat man, a greengrocer (no supermarket), a movie theater, and a library which we visited often. We went to the movies almost every Saturday afternoon, usually children’s adventure stories.

It was then, and still is, a bedroom community to New York City. Daddy worked for the McCall Corporation (he became president of the company in 1946), and every day he walked fifteen to twenty minutes to the train station for the commute into the city. He loved the ride. In the morning he would read his paper, and in the evening he’d ride in the Club Car, where the men had a drink and played bridge. We didn’t know him at the time, but George’s father commuted on the same train, getting off two stops farther down in Greenwich, Connecticut. Some of my happiest times were walking with Daddy to the station in the morning, and then I would take the bus to school.

Everyone in Rye knew everyone’s business. I remember one humiliating incident when I was ten years old. I had walked downtown, bought a can of Marshmallow Fluff, and happily ate it all the way home. By the time I got there, my mother already had received three phone calls from people saying they had the cutest thing to tell her: Barbara was walking down the street covered with Marshmallow Fluff, eating right from the can with her fingers. Mother did not think it was quite so cute. To add insult to injury, I was violently ill. I haven’t eaten it since.

Indian Village—the name of our section of town—was a true neighborhood. We knew everybody and all their families and dogs. The houses were modest by Rye standards, but I know our house seemed enormous to my parents after a New York City apartment. Years later when I visited the house with my brother Scotty, I was surprised how much smaller it was than I remembered.

The bedrooms and bathrooms especially were squeezed into a small space. Once, when George and I were visiting after we were married, Mother asked him not to go to the bathroom at night because he woke her up when he flushed the toilet. George, already inventive at twenty-one years of age, went out the window! That would have killed Mother, but her request was outrageous.

My memories of that lovely little house are only good ones. Our living room was full of bookshelves, and although I do not ever remember Daddy with a hammer in his hand, he was a graduate of MIT and claimed he made those shelves. He always said he had trouble making them even, so he tucked in a match someplace and all was well. There was a set of “My Book House,” the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and several other collections. We were a family of readers, and many evenings were spent with everyone enjoying a favorite book or magazine. I also believe we had a radio in that bookcase which we listened to a lot in those days. I especially remember “The Shadow.”

The best food in the world came out of our kitchen. I don’t remember that Mother cooked, but she knew good food and trained the helpers very well. Thursday and Sunday afternoons were their days off. I don’t remember what happened on Thursdays, but on Sunday evenings we picked up dinner. We ate a big meal at lunch, usually a baked chicken with the world’s best stuffing and mashed potatoes. On Sunday night, we would have graham crackers and cream. What a glorious dish that was. Even talking about it puts on weight. Everything we had was rich and, I now know, bad for us. Daddy and I were the only ones with a weight problem; Scott and Martha were really skinny. I remember my mother saying, all in one breath, “Eat up, Martha. Not you, Barbara!”

We ate meals as a family in those days—a wonderful tradition few families now enjoy. My mother sat at one end, my dad at the other, and Martha, Jimmy, Scotty, and I fell in on either side. Daddy always took the gravy spoon and made a little bowl in the mashed potatoes and then let the gravy fill it. Mother would scold him for very bad manners and for eating so much potatoes and gravy. On Friday we always had fish just in case one of us brought a Catholic friend home. (In those days, Catholics were not allowed to eat meat on Friday.) Scotty got lamb chops because he did not like fish, and since he was sick as a child, he got away with it.

Being kept home from school was fun. Sometimes we got to lie in Mother’s bed and listen to the radio. There were all sorts of great, sort-of-forbidden programs like “Stella Dallas” and “Helen Trent.” If you were getting over a tummy problem (probably from gorging on something like Marshmallow Fluff), which your mother mistook for the flu, you got milk toast. It was delicious. You toast some white bread, butter it while hot, sprinkle it with white sugar, and pour hot milk over it. Then you eat it immediately. It was just as good for you as graham crackers and cream, I’m sure.

[image: Image] My dad was a smiling man, about six feet tall. He had a great sense of humor and everyone liked and respected him. He was the fairest man I knew until I met George Bush.

Daddy worked hard his whole life, starting in high school. His father, Scott Pierce, was born in Sharpsville, Pennsylvania, where the very wealthy Pierces had the big houses and had started the churches. They lost all their money in the 1890s, and my grandfather never recovered. He sold insurance in Dayton, Ohio, but the family lived humbly. Daddy and his sister, my Aunt Charlotte, supported Grandfather and Grandmother Pierce financially for years. They did it willingly and with love. My mother did not feel quite so loving about it. She would tell the story about how during World War I, when Daddy was serving in Europe, my grandfather took up golf and wrote Daddy all about his golf game. That irritated Mother no end, but I never heard my dad criticize his father.

Daddy was really bright and graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, while at the same time waiting tables and tending furnaces. He also earned nine letters playing on all the athletic teams. Toward the end of his life, he was made Miami’s first “M” man, a very special occasion attended by all his children. Miami is where Daddy met and fell in love with Mother, who was studying to be a teacher. It’s also where he became friends with Colonel Red Blaik, who went on to become Army’s great football coach. Red was Daddy’s friend for life, and years later, I was thrilled to be at the White House when President Reagan honored Red with the Medal of Freedom.

When I was about four or five years old, my father would take me with him on business trips to Dayton, the site of a McCall plant. We would catch the overnight train from the Harmon, New York, railroad station. In those days, the sleeper had a female attendant who would undress me and put me to bed. In the morning, Grandfather or Grandmother would meet me and take me home by bus. I don’t ever remember them owning a car. In the summer the house was so hot my funny little grandfather would sleep in the basement to keep cool. The rest of us died of the heat. My grandmother, Mabel Marvin Pierce, was a country girl and both she and my Aunt Charlotte put up with no nonsense. They called a spade a spade. Aunt Charlotte, who never married, taught school around the country. In later years, she would sometimes stay with our children when George and I went on a trip, although they didn’t like her very much because she was too strict. One night, our boys apparently were misbehaving badly at the table, and in desperation my bright schoolteacher aunt told them if they didn’t stop she would leave the table. So of course, they just got worse, and she left. They still laugh about that. I know she was a wonderful teacher, because many people over the years have told me she taught them fifth grade, and they loved her.

When she died she left each of Daddy’s children $6,000. That was a great gift to me. We had five children at the time, and we could only afford necessities for the family. But George said, “This is for you alone. Do not spend it on groceries or something for the children.” I wonder if he regretted saying that. That $6,000 really spread itself thin, because whenever I wanted something for myself I’d just think, Aunt Charlotte would want me to have this … and this … and this …

[image: Image] My mother was a striking beauty who left the world a more beautiful place than she found it. She grew lovely flowers, did the finest needlepoint I have ever seen, and knew how to keep an exquisite home.

I understand her better now than I did then. I certainly did not appreciate all the pressures she must have felt until I also became a mother. She taught me a great deal, although neither of us realized it at the time. Probably her most important lesson was an inadvertent one. You have two choices in life: You can like what you do, or you can dislike it. I have chosen to like it.

My mother, on the other had, often talked about “when her ship came in” she was going to do such and such or buy such and such. She was a lucky woman who had a husband who worshiped the ground she walked on, four loving children, and a world of friends. Her ship had come in—she just didn’t know it. That is so sad.

She was a wonderful gardener and was, in fact, famous for her green thumb. Our house had an unfinished basement that would often flood in heavy rain (it also had rats), but one year Mother grew endives—that wonderful white vegetable that grows in damp, dark places—down there. Another year Mother sent off for tons of earthworms and nurtured them in our basement, using them to aerate her garden soil. She also had a compost heap—although not in the basement. My sister Martha tells the story of when she took Mother up to Greenwich to meet her future mother-in-law and aunt, two very stylish older ladies, and a woman rushed up to Mother and exclaimed, “Oh, the compost and worm lady!” Martha was humiliated. I suspect Corinne and Madeleine Rafferty thought she was charming. Mother was very active in the Garden Club of America and was the conservation chairman for a while.

She grew up one of four children in Marysville, Ohio. Her father, James Robinson, was a lawyer who served on Ohio’s Supreme Court in the mid-1920s. Her mother, Lulu, was a tall, thin woman who changed after my grandfather died. Up until that time, she was a very sweet, sedate lady who baked bread and looked after her husband. After his death, she learned to drive and with several friends drove a small trailer around the United States, Canada, and Mexico. My mother and her sisters complained about their driving and safety. I only knew her after her husband died, and I loved my Grandmother Robinson more than my other grandparents.

Mother was close to her sisters but her only brother, Jim, was an alcoholic who caused nothing but heartbreak. At one time he was married to Aunt Peggy, and they had a son, Jimmy. After my uncle ran away with his secretary, Aunt Peggy left with Jimmy, and we have absolutely no idea where she went or what happened to them. My uncle surfaced off and on, always in trouble and often drunk.

[image: Image]Mother did most of the scolding in the family. My brother Jimmy got the most spankings. Yes, my mother spanked us and pretty hard with either the back of a hairbrush or a wooden clothes hanger. I bet that Jim would agree with me that we were never spanked without deserving it. I know I deserved my spankings. And we were never really hurt—mostly hurt feelings and probably a little mad that we had gotten caught. I spanked my own children, but not as hard as my mother did. On the other hand, they were not as naughty. I can’t remember anything I ever did that was really bad, but I suspect I baited my mother and was rude and sulky.

My older brother and sister fought a lot. Martha was thin but tall, and Jimmy was feisty. She would kick him, and he would pick up the child’s chair by our fireplace and fend her off like a lion tamer. I must have been a real pill, for I either told on them or called my friends to come and watch.

Our neighborhood had few children Martha’s age, and she grew up somewhat of a loner. She was a great student and a raving beauty in her teenage years. The boys all adored her. She used to compete in the Manursing Island swimming and diving meets, and we were very proud of her. People wore rubber bathing suits in those days, and those suits had to be handled with care; I seem to remember her bathing suit ripping during a Fourth of July or Labor Day meet. She has been a great sister and shares my love of reading. She once told me that she got one of those college reunion quesrionnaires, and one of the questions was “How many books do you read a year?” Well, she figured she read probably close to 260, but felt that would be bragging, so she knocked off no books. The reunion newsletter reported that the average number of books read was eight a year. There was a footnote that said, “One liar claims to have read 150!”

I both was terrified of Jimmy and looked up to him—he was, after all, my older brother. My friends and I followed him around constantly, which drove him crazy. I was such a pest. Once, on my eighth birthday, he told me he was going to kill me, and I believed him—probably because I deserved it! I spent the entire day hiding under the front porch. He grew up to be a great athlete, and Daddy was very proud of him at the Saturday football games at the Taft School in Watertown, Connecticut. He loved fishing and hunting and was well known in that world.

Scotty was born when I was five. He broke his arm at age two, and the family discovered he had a “cyst” in his arm. That started some five years of operations. The surgeons took bone chips from his hip and both shins and implanted them in the arm. He spent forever in the hospital after the operations, and then months in bed at home with one cast, or sometimes two casts, on. I really don’t know what he had, but it was an enormous worry for our parents, not only emotionally but financially. Mother really carried the load. She commuted to the hospital in New York City daily and was worried to death all the time. I don’t remember ever being told that we couldn’t do this or have that because of Scott, so our parents must have done a great job of sheltering us from their worries. I remember Mother reading the Wizard of Oz books to him, and eventually he learned to read them himself. One of the presents he got was multicolored strips; we made paper chains and hung them from the four posters on his bed. I seem to remember armies of soldiers all over his bedspread, too. I’m sure he complained, but I don’t remember it at all. I only remember him as being a great pleasure. Finally, the last operation succeeded, and Scott also went on to become a great athlete. If the four of us voted on “Who do you feel the closest to, who’s the kindest, etc.,” I suspect we all would say Scott.

[image: Image] I had five good friends in our neighborhood: Lucille Schoolfield, Posy Morgan, Kate Siedle, June Biedler, and Joan Herman. We played all the time. Twice a year Daddy would bring home an outdated McCall’s pattern book, and my friends and I would have such fun. We would choose a mother, father, and a family and cut them out and play paper dolls by the hour. Lucille and Kate were a year older and a grade ahead. Lulu was clearly our leader. She decided what games we would play and who would play what part, although she never made herself the heroine. She had a glorious imagination. The Schoolfields’ house was bigger and quieter and always open to us. We would play the Victrola and sing sad cowboy songs. To this day I can sing “The Red River Valley” and “Jesse James.” We also listened to many of Joe Louis’s fights on the radio in Lulu’s basement.

The Schoolfields were originally from Knoxville, Tennessee, and often served southern dishes. I remember on their dining room table they had a silver basket with a handle. The basket was filled with flowers or fruit. Lulu insisted her mother give me one as a wedding present, and I still have it. In the backyard they had a rope tied to a tree, and we would jump for hours and chant: “All in together girls, never mind the weather girls, etc.”; or “Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, touch the ground. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, turn around. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, walk upstairs. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say your prayers. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, get into bed. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, lay down your head. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, turn out the light. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say good-night.”

When Scotty had his operations, we had to be careful he didn’t catch any diseases. So when I got sick with the usual childhood ailments, I moved in with the Schoolfields. It was so great to be sick there. Mrs. Schoolfield, who died while George was vice president, was like a second mother to me.

[image: Image] It was a very carefree childhood. One of my first memories of something really awful happening was when Charles Lindbergh’s baby was kidnapped and killed in 1932, and that really frightened us. I can remember being thrilled whenever we spotted Amelia Earhart, the first woman to fly the Atlantic solo, at the Manursing Island Club. She lived for a time in Rye and was a huge celebrity, so we were devastated when she disappeared in 1937. Likewise, we couldn’t believe it when the Hindenburg exploded that same year, especially since we had loved watching the huge blimp fly over Long Island Sound. Many years later George told me that he had seen the Hindenburg the day it went down.

As we grew up, we all went to Miss Covington’s Dancing School. She was a formidable, well-corseted woman who carried a clicker and spoke in a commanding voice. A Westchester County phenomenon, she went from Scarsdale to Bronxville and other cities nearby. In Rye we met in the Episcopal Church Activity Center on Friday afternoon and evening. The younger you were, the earlier you went. So Friday was wash-your-hair and put-on-your-party-dress day. I remember owning one silk dress during those years, maybe two, bought strictly for those Friday afternoons. I was one of the tallest girls in my class and probably should have been corseted myself. Miss Covington had us all line up in rows, and we practiced for half the lesson what we learned last week and the step we were going to learn that week. Then the dread moment would come when Miss Covington clicked her clicker. The boys would be seated on one side of the room and the girls on the other. “All right,” she would yell. “Cross your feet and put your hands in your lap.” Every now and then she would slip up and yell, “Cross your hands and put your feet in your lap.” She would be furious and click away at our giggles and snickers. She then announced in her loud voice that there were several more girls than boys and she needed two or three girls to volunteer to take the part of boys. Most of the boys hated dancing school. Some of them got sick on dancing school day or hid in the bathroom until their parents came to pick them up. I always raised my hand to play the part of a boy. That way I avoided being the last girl chosen, or rejected altogether. Finally, Mother absolutely forbade me to raise my hand again. She used to come and sit in the balcony with the other mothers and watch the lesson. She was by far the prettiest woman there, but she was the only mother who didn’t wear a hat and that humiliated me. I would ask her to please wear a hat and be like other mothers. I must have been the biggest pain in the world.

[image: Image] I went to the Milton School, a public school, through the sixth grade, then Rye Country Day School through the ninth grade, and Ashley Hall in Charleston, South Carolina, for the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades. My mother, who grew up in Ohio, always felt that East Coast people thought everyone from west and south of the Hudson River was a hick. That offended her, so my sister and I went south to Charleston for school. I also believe it was cheaper than some of the eastern schools, but that was never discussed. Although my family certainly was much luckier and better off than so many others at that time, I know we pinched pennies during the Depression. But Daddy left his business problems at the office, and family worries were kept behind bedroom doors.

I loved going to school at Ashley Hall, where I grew up quite a bit. I was a true square, making good marks and never breaking the rules. I swam a lot and acted in school plays, which I loved. I was so shy at the time and never could have gotten up and given a speech, but somehow, acting was different. George still teases me that as the angel in the Christmas play, I had the only speaking part.

[image: Image] Ninth grade was the year I discovered that doing things with boys was just as much fun as doing them with girls. My friends and I eased very gently into traveling in a group with both boys and girls. It was so much easier then than it is now. Drugs, sex, and violence were not constantly thrust at us by television.

All during my fourteenth year, we rode bikes every Saturday afternoon to somebody’s house or just rode around picking people up and then dropping them off again after a fun and exhausting day of bike riding. I had no special beau in those days, but was part of the group.

When I came home from Ashley Hall for my first school break, I started going to vacation dances. Our little group went from dance to dance, sometimes with dates. I had several boys whom I liked, who had written me from their schools, and who were kind enough to take me to dances. We were still too young to drive, so our fathers or theirs took us to the dances and drove us home. I honestly think we had much more fun than our children did at the same age. We did not stick with just one person. We danced with anyone who asked us, and there were boys who cut in and we danced away. Eventually I had a special boy whom I liked, but we were very shy and certainly never kissed. I think one reason I liked him was that my mother and older brother thought he was a jerk. He was, but a sweet one.

One thing I rarely did during my teenage years was drive. We had only one car, and with two parents and two older siblings, I never got the chance. My mother was so smart. She would let me have the car if I would do a few errands, and the list always included a personal female item. I hated asking the druggist or clerk for such things, so therefore did not want to use the car very much.

[image: Image] Just before Christmas vacation in 1941 the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Although fighting had been going on in Europe for several years, war seemed very far away. This asronishes me today, but then it was true.

It wouldn’t be too long, however, before I realized how closely the war would touch my life—and how important this particular Christmas vacation would be.
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 Love and War

It was the Christmas when I was sixteen—1941—and I was having a wonderful time. I was at a vacation dance in Greenwich, Connecticut, seeing friends I hadn’t seen since summer and wearing a pretty, bright, new red-and-green dress. Jack Wozencraft, a boy I had grown up with, cut in on my dancing partner and took me to meet a wonderful-looking young boy he said wanted to meet me, a boy named Poppy Bush. We danced a little, and it was fun talking to him. He asked if I’d mind sitting out the next dance as it was a waltz and he didn’t know how. He told me he was a senior at Phillips Academy Andover, and I told him I went to school in Charleston. I honestly cannot remember any more of our conversation than that, but we did chat for about fifteen minutes. He asked me what I was doing the next night, and I told him I was going to a dance in Rye.

I went home and sat on my mother’s bed, answering all her questions about the dance. We always had to go into Mother’s room and talk when we got home. Otherwise, she could not sleep and, I believe, she was smart enough to know that in the night, you are willing to tell all. If she waited until the next day, she knew she’d get one-syllable answers. Always from Daddy’s bed we would hear, “Can’t this wait until morning?” Mother knew it couldn’t.

On this night I told her I’d met the nicest, cutest boy, named Poppy Bush. By the time I got up the next morning, Mother—who should have been an FBI agent with her superior intelligence network—knew that Poppy was a wonderful boy who came from “a very nice family.” That was enough to almost do him in!*

The next night Poppy did show up with his sister and several friends. He asked me to dance, and my older brother cut in almost immediately, saying: “Aren’t you Poppy Bush? Please go over and wait on the side. When I get rid of her, I want to talk to you.” I could hardly believe it! Jim barely tolerated me on good days, and here he was dancing with me when I would much rather be dancing with my new friend. And he acted like Id be difficult to “get rid of.” Jim wanted to ask Poppy to come to Rye on the following Thursday night and play in a basketball game between prep school boys and the local Rye High School championship team. Pop said he would love to. Then he asked me for one more dance, and also asked me to go out with him after the game. To my horror, the whole family turned out the next Thursday for the basketball game. I was absolutely sure it was to look over my new friend.

The Rye championship team won the game, Pop met my family—all of them—and we went out. Poppy told me later that he had begged his mother to let him use the Oldsmobile that night because it had a radio and their other car did not. He was so afraid we would sit in stony silence and have nothing to say to each other. For years he has teased me that there was no silence that night and I haven’t stopped talking since. All I know is that I liked him a lot.

He went back to his school, and I went to mine. We wrote letters all winter. Only one day of our spring vacations overlapped, and he and a friend took me and a houseguest of mine out to a movie.

I was so excited when he invited me to come to his senior prom. I stayed with Prissy and Pen Hallowell, a house master and his wife, who were great friends of my sister, Martha. Poppy walked me all around the campus and introduced me to his friends. The other girls seemed so sophisticated to me—they obviously had been to a senior dance before. I hadn’t and had just turned seventeen that very week. “Sweet Sixteen and never been kissed” has been written about me, and it was true. But after the dance, Pop walked me home and, in front of the world, leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. I floated into my room and kept the poor girl I was rooming with awake all night while I made her listen to how Poppy Bush was the greatest living human on the face of the earth.

Pop graduated and joined the Navy on June 12, 1942—his eighteenth birthday. Most of his friends waited for a year or two, but Pop wanted to go right away. He went to basic training, and I had a summer job working at Lord & Taylor department store in Greenwich. We wrote letters back and forth. On the way back to school that fall, I stopped off for a few hours in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where he was training. Travel was curtailed in those days, and I was very lucky to get on a train that stopped at North Carolina. Before I went, he wrote and asked me to please tell everyone I was eighteen years old. He was the youngest man in flight training school and got teased all the time. As we walked around campus, we met a few of his friends and not one of them asked me how old I was, although I tried to work it in several times. After that visit, Pop wrote my mother and asked her to please send him a picture. She sent one that was several years old and featured my cairn puppy, Sandy. Poor Poppy. That picture made it look like he was dating a twelve-year-old. Shortly afterward, I had a graduation picture taken and at least it was without the dog.

George got his Navy wings in Corpus Christi, Texas, in June 1943. At age eighteen, he was the youngest pilot in the Navy at the time.

I graduated that same June and was accepted at Smith College. None of my family came to my commencement because travel was “unpatrioric”; most trains and planes were reserved for troops and military personnel. Much to my mother’s distress, I worked that summer in a nuts and bolts factory in Port Chester, New York. I rode my bike to work with a boy I knew, and both of us were “gofers,” doing the most menial of jobs. Yet, we were constantly told we were helping our country as the company did some war work.

By this time, my sister, Martha, had graduated from Smith, married Walt Rafferty, and had a baby girl. Walt had joined the Marines and was in Camp Pendleton, California, waiting to be sent overseas. Martha had gone out to say good-bye, and they had been in a holding pattern for several months. They missed their baby, who had stayed back east. The baby’s German nurse was afraid to go on the train to California alone—she thought people would think she was a spy—so I was tapped to accompany them. I was very excited, as I had never been west of Dayton, Ohio. What I remember most was bodysurfing in the Pacific Ocean and being terrified of the big waves. Walt eventually shipped out to the Pacific and landed on Guadalcanal. Many of his friends died in the war, and his brother Kevin, a pilot, was lost in Europe.

Pop was due home on leave for seventeen days. His mother invited me to come to their home in Maine and stay with them throughout the leave. I guess Mrs. Bush had all sorts of reasons to invite me, but I suspect they wanted to see as much of their son as possible before he went off to war. By having me there, it meant Pop would spend less time going back and forth. That was my first trip to Kennebunkport, Maine, and my first glimpse of our beloved Walker’s Point.

All the way up on the train, Poppy kept telling me about his wonderful family—and scaring me to death. I knew, of course, they would hate me. George is from the biggest, closest family. His grandmother and grandfather were alive, and all six of their children were there with spouses. George’s family lived next door in a considerably smaller house than it is now. About eight of us shared the only bathroom.

Because of gas and tire rationing, the Bushes had a horse-pulled wagon. The horse’s name was Barsil. George’s brother Pres used to tease me and call me Barsil, and that is how I got my nickname, Bar.

It was a wonderful visit, with lots of undercurrents. First, we knew Pop soon would head overseas—either the Atlantic or the Pacific. And there was the budding romance. Did they like me? Did I like them? I know the answer to that one—yes. But they were overwhelming. The teasing was enormous from everybody, except George’s mother. She was the most wonderful woman and had an extraordinary ability to see good in everyone without sounding insincere or like a Pollyanna.

When she told my mother I was a great cook, I thought I’d die laughing. My mother said something like, “Oh?” Mrs. Bush recounted the story of the night she and her husband were going our for dinner and she didn’t have time to make dinner for Bucky and Johnny, Pop’s brothers who were about four and ten at the time. According to Mrs. Bush, I stepped right up and said I’d take on that little project and made the most delicious peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for all. My mother’s face was worth seeing.

We rode bikes, went to the beach, played tennis, collected sea glass and seashells, and had marvelous picnics. At night, Poppy and I walked on the rocks and watched the moon come up, and we were finally alone. I can’t speak for George Bush, but I fell madly in love. We got secretly engaged.

The time came when Poppy had to go back to his ship and I went to Smith College. George wrote and he called some, but not much. Telephone use was limited because of the war, although servicemen had prioriry.

Smith then had around two thousand women undergraduates, and it was the first time I had been in a racially mixed school. I had some very exciting times just finding my way around campus. It must have been a lean year, because I not only made the freshman soccer team, I was captain. I lived in Tyler House with my great roommate, Margie Boyce, and many other girls who quickly became good friends.

However, in the fall of my first year the most unpleasant thing happened. A pretty little sophomore came to me and said, “I’ve looked the freshman class over and have chosen you to go with me on a blind date to Amherst.” I made some excuse and thanked her. I wasn’t the least bit interested in going on a blind date. I was in love with George Bush, but it was a secret. This happened several more times, and then she stopped asking me. My roommate, Margie, came to me and told me my secret was out. She said that nasty sophomore decided I didn’t like men and told everyone that Margie and I were lovers. To protect herself and me, Margie told everyone that George Bush and I were engaged. I was shocked by all of this. What a protected life I had lived. As far as I knew, I had never been the victim of gossip before. It was a lesson then—and now—that you shouldn’t believe everything you hear.

Poppy and I decided to announce our engagement at Christmas. When I called to tell my family I had a surprise—and to ask permission—they said, “So, you’re going to marry Poppy. How nice.” I couldn’t believe they weren’t surprised. “You fool,” my brother Jimmy said. “Anyone within a mile of you two knew you were in love.”

I went with George’s mother to the Philadelphia shipyards for the commissioning of George’s ship, the U.S.S. San Jacinto. The San Jac, a converted cruiser, looked enormous at the time, but compared to today’s aircraft carriers, it was tiny. George flew a Grumman Avenger, an awkward plane compared to jets now. How he landed that big thing on that tiny deck is a wonder. He gave me my engagement ring on that trip, before he headed for the Pacific.

I went back to Smith, where I drifted through the rest of my freshman year and summer school. I was hoping to graduate in three years, but I did not put my heart and soul into my studies. I’m not too proud of that, but it was true. My poor dad spent a lot of time explaining to Miss Corwin, the freshman dean, that my marks were bad because my fiancé was on a ship in the Pacific. I’d like to say that was true, but I also just did not work. My dear father, who had worked his way through high school, college, and graduate school, must have suffered.

I certainly did miss George (for his sake, I’ll quit calling him “Poppy”), and I was really worried about him. We listened for every piece of news from the Pacific, and rumors ran wild. Edward R. Murrow had a radio report that we all listened to and it almost made us feel like we were there. Well, we certainly weren’t there compared to today’s news reporting. Every word he said was censored, and we heard lots of “This is Edward R. Murrow from someplace in the South Pacific” or from some other theater of the war. No names and no places. The reporters in those days were much more careful than they are now about not giving away too much information in combat situations.

George wrote faithfully; sometimes I would receive many letters in one day, and sometimes a month would go by with no word. All mail was censored. No hints were allowed as to where they were. We all read between the lines as best we could. He received mail in the same fashion. (Unfortunately, in all our moves over the years, I’ve lost his letters.)

George was due to come home in the fall of 1944, and I was leaving Smith to get married. The plan was for me to return to college when George returned to his fleet. We heard nothing from him that September, but that was not unusual. Mail was slow. Then one day I got a letter from Doug West, a pilot in George’s squadron, who told me George had been shot down off the island of Chichi Jima in the Bonin Islands. Doug said he had buzzed overhead and had seen George swimming toward the raft. (I later learned it was thanks to Doug that George had even found his raft; Doug buzzed it with his plane, pointing George in the right direction.) Doug also said that he and another plane had strafed an enemy boat that had set out after George from the Japanese-held island.* I called Mrs. Bush, who had just gotten the same notice and was calling me. We were frantic, but Doug’s letter held out hope that a submarine had been alerted and might have rescued George. I really don’t remember the next three days—they are just a blur—but the Navy got a message to the Bushes that George had in fact been picked up and was in Hawaii for some R&R before being returned to the San Jac. His two crew mates, however, had been lost. George could have gotten home leave if he wanted, but he was anxious to get back to his ship. Of the original fourteen pilots in his squadron, four were dead.

I continued making wedding plans, addressing the invitations, and buying my trousseau. Mother begged and borrowed shoe coupons from friends since shoes were rationed during the war.

One might well ask why our parents would sign permission slips for us to get married at the ages of nineteen and twenty. I know that our children have asked that question. The answer: In wartime, the rules change. You don’t wait until tomorrow to do anything.

Just before I was married, Daddy invited me into New York City for lunch. This was an enormous treat for me. I rarely went into the city, even though we lived so close, and I hardly ever got to be with my dad alone. I will never forget that luncheon. He talked to me about marriage and the commitment it meant. He told me the largest cause of divorce was money or the mishandling of money. That shocked me, for my dad absolutely idolized my mother, and yet she constantly spent more money than Dad made. I got up my nerve and asked him about that. He said Mother was different. He budgeted the money that he could afford for her allowance, and then gave her half. Then twice a year—at Christmas and at their anniversary in August—he bailed her out and she thought he was a hero! I think that he learned the hard way that no matter what he gave her, she was going to spend twice as much. The top drawer of the nightstand next to Mother’s bed was full of unpaid bills. I thought she kept that a secret from Daddy, but he knew. He had just given up trying to get her to live within her budget. Several years later, when Mother died, vendors from around the country came to Daddy with unpaid bills. Thanks to her example, I have tried to pay my bills as they came along.

He also told me that the three most important things you can give your children are: the best education, a good example, and all the love in the world. He certainly lived by that rule and gave us all that and more, including trust. George has done the same with our children.

George’s return date kept being put off. We eventually scratched December 17 from our wedding invitations and wrote in January 6. He finally called from Hawaii to say he was on his way home, waiting for a military flight. On Christmas Eve, he called from New York City, and I met him at the train station in Rye. What a Christmas present!

On New Year’s Eve, we went to Miami Beach for his brother Press wedding to a wonderful girl, Beth Kauffman, which began a lifetime friendship between the two of us. Then it was our turn.

We were married January 6, 1945, in the First Presbyterian Church in Rye. Aunts and uncles and cousins by the dozens came on both sides and as many friends as possible. Needless to say, there were many more women than men at the wedding. My brother Jim was not there as he was in the service and couldn’t get leave. It was a lovely, cold day, and I remember standing in the back of the church with my dad. The bridesmaids were just about to start down the aisle when the church door blew open and there stood Gerry Bemiss, a childhood friend of George’s, in a Navy uniform. He said he was in the wedding, but my dad said that he wasn’t, that it was too late. Wrong. Gerry whipped out of his winter gear and was racing down the aisle before the bridesmaids. I was told that George’s smile when he saw Gerry was wonderful. We had a lovely reception, and then headed for New York City for the night. Before leaving town, we saw Meet Me in St. Louis at Radio City Music Hall and then took the sleeper to the Cloisters in Sea Island, Georgia. We had such a nice time there. Most of the people were older, but we did meet some other honeymoon couples. We swore that we would return often. So much for resolutions. We finally went back to that lovely place in 1991 for a wonderful weekend.

For the next eight months we moved around the country while George’s new squadron formed and trained. Sometimes I could go with him and sometimes I couldn’t. We went to Grosse Ile Air Base in Michigan and lived in rooms in Wyandotte and Dearborn. The first room we rented was dark, and the landlady took great pleasure in my mistakes. I made many. I heard her say one day to a friend on the phone, “You should have seen what she did today. She washed all her silk underwear and it shrank.” I did, and it did, but how mean of her not to tell me how to wash it. We moved over to Dearborn and stayed with the dearest family, Joe and Grace Gorgone and their children. We have stayed in touch all these years, until Grace died in March 1993. She taught me some of the things my mother thought I should be able to pick up by reading—things like how to cook, clean, and wash clothes.

We were moved to a base in Maine and lived in several rooms in the Lewiston-Auburn area. George’s mother came to see us and told my mother we lived in the red light district. Rooms were hard to find in base towns. We had a small, one-room efficiency apartment with a kitchen in a closet and a Murphy-in-a-door bed. It smelled of other people’s cooking, and there was really very little to keep me busy all day. So I wandered the streets and read a lot. I’ll never forget the day George came home early because Franklin Roosevelt had died. We were sick. Neither one of us had ever voted—we were too young—and we probably would have voted for the other fellow, but Roosevelt was our President, the Commander-in-Chief of a country at war, and we joined the world in mourning. We felt truly lost, very young and alone. Who had ever heard of Harry Truman?

The next time I joined George was in Virginia Beach. I had been warned by an older friend from Rye that I should go down early to get a place. She also suggested that we try to join the Princess Anne Country Club, which had several very inexpensive service membership: available. We ended up with a tiny basement apartment in a really big private home right across the street from the club, and for six dollars, we became members of this little gem of a place. The food was good, and the golf course was beautiful. The woman we rented from, a Mrs. Grandy, was an absolutely crazy woman. We had a tiny bathroom across the hall from our little room. Mrs. Grandy rented out space on her living room floor and said that our bathroom went with it. So I instantly became the cleaner of a public bath. She had wild, dyed red hair and wandered around that big house in her nightgown. There were hundreds of stories about her, and I believed them all. The one I liked best was the fact that she hated hairy men and made her late husband sit in a bathtub of Neet hair remover. We never heard how he died, but we guessed it was a very painful death.

It was a fun summer. We sat on the beach, parried, and entertained guests. George’s sister, Nancy, came to visit and lived on the beach. We warned her about the sun, but she said she didn’t burn. Famous last words. We sent her home on the train with a burned face and closed eyes.

George took up golf with Max Moore, another young pilot, who has remained a friend for life. The boys would send me into the fairway about three hundred yards ahead. Then one of them would hit, and I’d hear a yell: “Left.” Then I’d charge into the woods to the left and try to find the ball. Those two lost more golf balls than you can believe. We laughed our way through the summer with Jacquie and Doug West. Milt Moore, Jack and Bea Guy, and Max Moore.

But again, the undercurrents were strong. George and his new squadron, VT 153, were getting closer and closer to going back overseas, probably to be involved in the anticipated invasion of Japan. By now I realized that what my dad had told me before I married was true. He said that every day you stay married, you fall more and more in love with your husband or wife. It was certainly true in my case, and I did not want George to return to the war. Many of our friends were dying. V-E Day came and went, and yet the Japanese fought on. Then the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Horrid as those bombs were, they saved many, many American and Japanese lives. I’ve always respected Harry Truman for making that courageous decision. I was also very grateful.

V-J Day arrived in August, and the rejoicing on the streets in Virginia Beach was loud, wild, and fairly liquid. And why not? There was a lot to cheer about. Before the day ended, George and I went to a little church to thank God for ending that war and to pray for all who had not lived. What a waste of so many good men and women, including many friends.

[image: Image] Because George had been in for three years, and had served overseas in combat, he was one of the first in his squadron to get out of the service. He had two air medals, a Distinguished Flying Cross, and a wife, and he was headed to Yale University.

George had been accepted into Yale his junior year in high school, but his family felt he was too young. So four years later, in 1945, George and I moved to New Haven, Connecticut, for his freshman year of college. The GI Bill paid for his tuition, and he had some savings from his years in the Navy.

We went to all the football games and joined his family and friends at tailgate parties in the stadium parking lot. George played his beloved soccer his freshman year, but did not continue as it took too much time. He became a member of Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity and was chapter president for a short time. He really worked hard.

I, on the other hand, played bridge and went to movies with some of George’s more frivolous friends. I did work half a day at the Yale Co-op and audited a course (nicknamed Pots and Pans by the students) given by John Phillips, an authority on American furniture and silver. I did not go back to Smith, and Yale did not take women at the time. I could have commuted to Connecticut College, but I hated to ask my dad for the tuition. I had every opportunity to finish my education, both then and in later years. George would have been very supportive. I chose, instead, to have a big family.

We lived in three different places the two and a half years George was at Yale. The first was a shotgun apartment on Chapel Street, a tiny, adorable place we loved. The front faced the avenue, with the trolley going up and down our street. Two doors down was a funeral home. Somebody has to do it, I know, but I have been a little cynical about funeral homes ever since. We often saw the men standing in the back of the building in shirtsleeves, kicking the hearse’s tires, chewing, smoking, spitting, laughing, and joking. Five minutes later, these same men appeared in the front of the building with the hearse with their Digger O’Dell suits and long, funereal faces.

On Thanksgiving, George invited ten of his best friends at Yale from Andover days to have dinner with us. Travel was still difficult, the boys could not get home, and rationing was still on. I do not remember too many of the details, but I know we had a turkey and we did not have a dining room. We sat on the couch, chairs, and the floor. I remember pulling out every pan we owned and getting every dish, piece of silverware, and glass dirty. After dinner, they went home and we fell into bed exhausted. It took me three days to get those things washed. Today, I can clean the kitchen up after feeding fifty in less time than it takes to say “Thanksgiving.”

We had a wonderful black standard poodle puppy named Turbo. We were devoted to him. He was a great dog and went to work with me. He would stay behind the counter until George’s last morning class, then George would pick him up and take him on to his next activity.

George played baseball for Yale and was a great fielding first baseman. There are lots of jokes about his hitting ability, but the truth is, George hit when the chips were down. I should know—I kept score. He never missed playing in a game the three seasons we were there, and his team won the Eastern Championship for two of the years. I sat behind third base, with family members of the other players and some faithful Yale baseball fans. Finally, one game, Ethan Allen, the Yale coach and a former big league player, asked me to sit behind home plate, where they had a safety net. I was huge and weighed more than a Yale linebacker. Yes, I was pregnant with our first child. The Chapel Street landlord liked dogs, but not babies. So we moved to Edwards Street, where they did not like dogs, so Turbo went to live with George’s mother and father in Greenwich. The baby did not come and did not come. George’s mother finally gave me a good dose of castor oil and that baby came all right—I’m tempted to say covered with glory. The baby was a lovely little boy, but sad to say, he did not weigh sixty pounds. That is what I had gained and that was what I had to lose. George and I were mad about our baby, whom we named George Walker Bush. My mother said she hated to be in the room with the baby, for if she took her eyes off him, George looked hurt.

In the fall we moved into our third and last New Haven home, on Hillhouse Avenue. The president of Yale University lived next door in a tremendous old Victorian house. The houses on either side belonged to the university and had been converted into housing for students who were married and former military. George and I shared the first floor with two other families. We were so lucky, for we had three tiny rooms and a tiny bath. That was the key—our own bath! We shared a kitchen with the other two families. There were two of everything, and since the other two families did not speak to each other for various reasons, George and I had a third of one refrigerator and a third of the other. They scheduled their mealtimes so they would not be in the kitchen at the same time. And the communal bath was a source of great contention. It was fairly amusing. I think there were nine families and eleven children living in that house. Longtime friends Bill and Sally Reeder lived on the third floor with their twin sons, Boots and Shack. Our second year in the house, we lost one of our kitchen mates, thank heavens, and we had some peace. In their place came Patsy and Jack Caulkins with their little boy, Corky. They have been very dear, close friends for the last fifty years. Communal living has its ups and downs, but since I’m a people person, I loved it. It was hard for George to study there, but he certainly managed. He won a number of awards and was Phi Beta Kappa his senior year. It was during George’s Yale years that we began a lifelong relationship with Bill Trent, then head of the United Negro College Fund (UNCF). George was involved with the school’s annual charity fund drive, and UNCF was one of the beneficiaries. George brought Bill home after one of the meetings, and a friendship was born.

Bill and his wife, Vi, invited us to come to their home in Harlem for dinner following a baseball game between Yale and Columbia University. Most of George’s family was at the game; I sat with Bill and Vi. The family all looked us over, but George’s Ganny Walker—who truly was a dear woman—said in a loud stage whisper as she walked by, “It’s all right. They look like Indians.” I was embarrassed, but Bill and Vi understood; they had lived a life of segregation.

This very special man died in November 1993 after spending a lovely Thanksgiving at home surrounded by his wife of fifty-nine years and his children. He truly was a great American.

[image: Image] Recently, I learned my father was just as proud of George then as I was. I came across a letter Daddy had written a childhood friend, updating him on the Pierce family. He wrote about us:

My second daughter, Barbara, went to Smith College for a year and a half and then married in January 1945 a young fellow named Bush, to whom she had been engaged for two years while he was flying a torpedo bomber in the Pacific. He won the Distinguished Flying Cross and altogether is a great guy. They are still living in New Haven where he is attending Yale until his graduation in June. He is by all odds the biggest man on the campus, having been the last man tapped for Skull and Bones and having been awarded a faculty prize for having done the most for Yale. He is captain of the baseball team and a hell of a good first baseman. They also have a baby and I hope I live long enough to see George Bush [our baby] playing one end for Yale and Kevin Rafferty [Martha’s baby] on the other.
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 Striking Out on Our Own

George interviewed for jobs all winter and spring of 1948. We had spent most of his savings from Navy days, and we needed to get on with real life and make a living.

It was very important to George that he like his work. He told me he had thought about it a great deal while standing night watch on the submarine deck after being rescued. He had decided he did not want to work with intangibles; he wanted a product he could see and feel. I think that meant he did not want to be in the investment or banking business like so many of his family. His dad was a partner with Brown Brothers, Harriman and Company, and his grandfather was the founder of G. H. Walker and Company.

We looked into farming briefly and read some books by Louis Bromfield. Thank heavens we did. It saved us from racing off into a life we were unqualified for and which is hard work. Bromfield made farming sound very romantic and idealistic. But he also made it clear that in order to be a success, you needed a lot of money to invest, which we didn’t have. So realism overcame idealism, and we looked elsewhere.

Numerous companies came to New Haven to interview Yale graduates, but there were many applicants for every job. The country was gearing down in peacetime, military plants were cutting back, and there were many out-of-work servicemen. I do remember that Procter & Gamble interviewed George, and they turned him down.

George had several good choices, but ended up accepting an offer from Dresser Industries, a holding company that had several oil-related subsidiaries. The CEO was Henry Neil Mallon, a classmate of George’s father and a dear family friend. I had heard stories about “Uncle Neil” almost from the moment I met George. He and Prescott Bush were certainly about as different as two men could be. George’s father was six feet four inches tall with a full head of black hair and a take-charge attitude; Neil, a bachelor, was about five feet nine inches, bald, and a modest, quiet man. Yet, both men were very successful in their own fields and were the best of friends. Every family should have an “Uncle Neil.” The most thoughtful man alive, he always seemed to have time for everyone.

One story will explain why the Bush kids loved this dear man. When they were about ten or eleven years old, George and his older brother, Prescott, were playing catch as Neil watched. One of the boys threw a wild ball, and it shattered the car windshield. George’s father came charging out the door, bellowing at Poppy and Pressy that they knew better than to play ball near the house. Neil quickly stepped up and took the blame, saying he was the one who threw the ball!

Neil’s excitement about George coming to Dresser was contagious. He wanted George to have experience with all the various companies, starting with Ideco (short for International Derrick and Equipment Company) as Dressers only trainee.

So the day after graduation, George headed for Odessa, Texas, in a little, two-door, red Studebaker, a graduation present from his mom and dad. He stopped on the way in Birmingham, Alabama, to see his Yale baseball teammate, Frank Quinn (who had signed with the Boston Red Sox for $100,000) play minor league ball.

Our son, Georgie, and I went to Maine and stayed in “the big house” with Gampy and Ganny Walker. As always, they spoiled us to death. It was a happy time—except I missed George. He promised me he would send for us the moment he found a place to live. I remember he wrote his grandparents to thank them for putting us up. He also told them he was so happy he had gotten a great education at Yale, because he was putting it to good use. He knew this for a fact, because his boss, Bill Nelson, told him he was the best warehouse-sweeper-outer he had ever seen. He also was very good at painting oil field equipment in temperatures that reached 105 degrees at noon. As you can tell, George started at the bottom.

Odessa was a boomtown and there was little or no housing available Midland was twenty miles down the road, but that’s where the white-collar workers lived. The blue-collar workers, like us, lived in Odessa. A week after his arrival, George finally called to say that he had found a tiny place and we should come down. He said it was a sorry little house—and it was—but Georgie and I were so excited about being with him. This was an adventure the three of us had signed up for together.

We stepped off the plane—after a twelve-hour flight in those days—to a whole new and very hot world. Odessa is flat as a pancake and as different from Rye, New York, as any place imaginable. Nothing comes easy to West Texas. Every tree must be cultivated, and every flower is a joy.

As far as my mother was concerned, we could have been living in Russia. Who had ever heard of Odessa, Texas? She sent me cold cream, soap, and other items she assumed were available only in civilized parts of the country. She did not put Odessa in that category. I loved being given all that stuff, but eventually had to write and tell her we had big, beautiful supermarkets, which Rye did not have at the time.

George had rented a two-room apartment on East Seventh Street. We first shared a bath with a very nice couple from Oklahoma, Valta Ree and Jack Casselman, who had a similar apartment on the other side. When they moved out, three females moved in: a grandmother of thirty-eight, a daughter of twenty, and a three-year-old. The two older women had questionable occupations, and we saw very little of them, day or night. To use the bathroom, we walked in and locked the door on their side; then when we were done, we unlocked their door before going back to our own room. The big key here was remembering to unlock the other door as you left. Our neighbors’ many gentlemen callers had a hard time remembering that, which caused a small amount of friction. We would be locked out of our own bathroom! Otherwise, sharing a bath did not seem strange to us—we had done it most of our married life. We also felt lucky, because most of our neighbors did not have bathrooms at all, just outhouses. The family two doors down not only had an outdoor toilet, but mules and some other livestock. The overwhelming smell drove the neighborhood wild. We also had the only refrigerator on the street. As life is relative, we lived pretty well.

Speaking of smells, I still blush when I remember awakening soon after our arrival to the strong odor of gas. I woke up George, Georgie, and the Casselmans and made everyone leave the house before it blew up. The Casselmans were dear and patiently explained to me that the wind had shifted and I was smelling fumes from the nearby oil-related plants.

[image: Image] Some wonderful things happened in Odessa, and we certainly grew up a little more. George and I learned a whole new outlook on life. Texans are apt to think that the “Texas way” is best. One day at work a man said to George, “Say, you’re a college grad, aren’t you?’” When George told him he had gone to Yale, the man thought a minute and said he’d never heard of it. He mumbled something that sounded like “Too bad.” George got the distinct impression he felt sorry for him. So much for eastern elitism. It didn’t count much in West Texas.

Texas was “high and dry” then—literally. You could not buy liquor by-the-drink over the counter. You either belonged to a private club or bought a bottle and “brown-bagged” it. Some counties were absolutely dry—you couldn’t even buy a bottle. Nearby Midland County was “dry,” and Ector County was “wet.” So people drove to the Ector County line to Pinky Roden’s liquor store—a rather profitable business. It wasn’t until 1970 that a liquor-by-the-drink bill passed, much to our dismay, which I’ll explain later.

We drank little or nothing, but I remember one night when George brought home a man named Smitty, an Ideco salesman from Oklahoma. Smitty was a real good ol’ boy, and when George offered him a drink, Smitty picked up our one bottle of bourbon and took a big swig. He then passed it to me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw George watching to see what I’d do. He had a big grin on his face. I let the men pass the bottle. Poor ol’ Smitty eventually was “run off,” caught by the boss for having very light fingers, and George poured him on the train for Oklahoma after emptying his pockets of Ideco supplies.

We had another very interesting visitor in the tall of 1948, whom I wrote home about:

Friday Pop did not come home for lunch as he had to meet a man who was coming in from Dallas—a Mr. Rabacheck from Yugoslavia. He does not speak English. Just “hello,” “okay,” “good morning,” etc. We find some West Texans are not only Eastern-prejudiced, but also “furiner” prejudiced. No one in the store wanted to have anything to do with Mr. R. He has visited all the Dresser Companies and has been wined and dined by the presidents and vice presidents of these companies. He gets to Odessa and they act like he has a disease. Consequently, Pop has been with him constantly since Friday. He is an excellent engineer. Pop says Mr. R. was very apologetic that he couldn’t speak better English so he could talk to Bill Nelson. (This was all with the help of a dictionary and the hands.). Pop looked up the word “shy” and told him that Bill was shy, but the truth of the matter was that Bill did not want to have anything to do with a “furiner” and a “commie.”

Mr. R. wanted to know how to skid a rig from well to well without breaking the derrick down, moving it and reassembling it again. This is a very complicated process, and Pop had to ask for answers to almost everything that Mr. R. asked. Something gets lost in the translation. It has been good for Pop, but not so great for Mr. R.

Friday night we took him to the football game. He was fascinated and a charming guy. Last night he wanted to see “cowboy,” so we took him to see a western movie. He loved it.

He and Pop went out to different rigs Saturday, Sunday and Monday and today, and will probably go out until he leaves on Wednesday.

He came back here last night after the movie and we had a very interesting talk. It was rather like playing The Game. [We would guess what each other meant, using our hands, facial expressions, and the dictionary.]

Both George and I really liked this man a lot. It broke our hearts when he said good-bye to us, clutched his heart, and said “Friends.” George and I felt sad that because of his country’s policies, we could not really be friends. As I write this in 1993, his beautiful country is under terrible civil strife, and I think of this warm man and his family.

[image: Image] My letters home during this period are boring, filled with stories of Georgie—a much beloved and slightly spoiled little boy. They sound lonesome for family and family news, although the people we met both at church and at work were very nice to us. One of the many things we have learned in all our travels is that it’s the people who count. West Texans were the best. Most people everywhere are interesting, and if you can’t find a friend, then maybe there is something wrong with you. For our brief stay on East Seventh Street, the Casselmans were friends. And our housemates from Yale, Bill and Sally Reeder and their twin boys, lived in Midland and we saw them several times.

We had our first Christmas away from family. We got many packages from home and decorated our new little apartment on East Seventeenth Street—still considered on the wrong side of the tracks, but we had our own bath.

On Christmas Eve, Ideco opened the doors to its shop and had an open bar for all its customers. George and another fella were put behind the bar to pass out Christmas cheer. Each “good ol’” boy had a drink, and you had to have one with him. George starred sipping early, and at dusk Christmas Eve, store manager Leo Thomas drove up to the house in a pickup truck and dropped George off—literally. He opened the back of the truck, dumped George in the yard, and drove away. It was a long time before I let George forget it. Maybe that’s why my letters to my family were so boring. I left out the more interesting things happening to us!

[image: Image] In the spring of 1949, George, Georgie, and I moved to California, where George first worked as an assemblyman at Pacific Pumps, and then became a salesman for Security Engineers Company, a manufacturer of drilling bits. Both were Dresser companies. We lived in a motel in Whittier, the beautiful Pierpoint Inn in Ventura, a rented house in Bakersfield, and finally came to rest in an apartment in Compton. By this time I was very pregnant with our second child.

That fall my brother Jimmy married Margie Dyer in Cleveland, Ohio. I went east for the wedding and had a great time with my family and friends. She was a lovely bride, and we were all so happy that my precious, funny, slightly wild brother had found the rock of Gibraltar to settle down with. She has remained a great beauty and a great wife.

At that time, George was working in the Pacific Pumps factory seven days a week, eight-hour shifts. A week or so after the wedding, George came home early one day and had the terrible job of telling me that my mother and father had been in an automobile accident. My beautiful mother had been killed immediately, and my dad was in the hospital. After much discussion with my sisters and brothers, we got the message from Daddy that I was not to come home. He did not want the baby endangered. What a lonely, miserable time that was. I was so glad I had been home for the very happy family wedding. Sudden death is a terrible shock—but then all death is a struggle and a shock. My younger brother, Scott, a freshman at Yale, heard the news on a car radio. Jim and Margie came home from their honeymoon, moving in with Daddy for several years until he remarried. My sister, Martha, and her great husband, Walter, took charge of all funeral plans. And I sat in California.

George was wonderful. His bosses gave him the next day off, and he called several friends from Yale and Smith who were living in the Los Angeles area. Margie and Dick Jenkins, David and Suzy Grimes, and Barbara and Bill Mannon were marvelous to me, and all have remained friends for fifty years. Certainly, George and I could not have lived the life we have without friends.

We had a lovely little apartment, living near a couple with four small children. They seemed so very nice. She agreed to keep Georgie when I went into the hospital to have the baby. About a week before the baby was born, we heard screaming, banging, and shouting. Then four little children came tumbling out of that apartment and said, “Call the police. Dad is killing Mother.” We brought the children in and called the police. They arrived, knocked on the door, and the noise suddenly stopped.

In a few minutes the wife came to the door bleeding, with a blackened eye and a red, tear-stained face. She said there was no problem and became angry with us because we called the police. It was so ugly and awful. The police finally went away, and we tucked the children in for the night. Eventually the husband drank himself into a stupor and the wife’s father and brothers came, put the drunk on the floor, and moved the family out. George and I grew up a little more.

For prenatal care, I was going to a clinic where you saw whichever doctor was on duty. So I didn’t meet the doctor who delivered our little girl until the night of her birth, December 20, 1949. I can’t remember his name or what he looked like, but I remember thinking he was a knight in white armor, a prince, and a saint. Any woman in labor feels all that and more about the doctor who delivers her baby.

We named our daughter Pauline Robinson Bush and called her Robin. We were considering calling her Pauline Pierce Bush until George’s mother said the poor child would go through life as P. P. Bush and that would never do. That was so unlike Dotty Bush—it’s funny the things you remember.

George brought Robin and me home Christmas Day. You can’t ask for more than that. Daddy gave us a Hoffman television set—a big, heavy rectangular thing with a tiny little yellow screen—and our friends came over for Milton Berle, which was fun. My sister, Martha, visited us for a few days that Christmas, which was wonderful. Daddy and Scott went to a fishing lodge in Florida for the holidays, and Scott told me that they were very lonely. We all missed Mother as she really loved Christmas.

Fortunately, Scott wasn’t lonely for long. He married his childhood sweetheart, Janice Chamberlain, when she graduated from Mount Holyoke College and he from Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. They have been a team for some forty years and have four wonderful children.

And there is another happy footnote: In June 1952, my father found a wonderful woman named Willa Martin, a writer with the Associated Press and an artist of some renown, from Greenville, South Carolina. She brought many good things to the family when they married, not the least of which was her niece Patty, who eventually married George’s youngest brother, Bucky.

[image: Image] In 1950 George was transferred back to West Texas, but this time to Midland. He was back working for Ideco as a city salesman, calling on oil companies mostly located right in town. I was glad, as he had traveled a great deal in California. At first we stayed in George’s Courts, a motel right on Main Street in downtown Midland. The first morning, George went out to get some milk for the baby, but he came rushing back into the motel and changed his clothes. He had on Bermuda shorts, and the truck drivers were whistling at him. I don’t believe he wore shorts ever again, except to play tennis.

We stayed there until we were able to settle into our very first house. It was located on East Maple Street in a section of town called Easter Egg Row. Every brand-new, identical house was painted a different wild color and cost just under $8,000. We loved that marvelous little home.

Many Easterners had come to Midland to get in on the oil boom—John Ashmun, Toby Hilliard, Dottie and Earle Craig, Hopie and Jimmy Ritchie. There were Texans, too, like John Overbey, Marion and C. Fred Chambers, Steve and Anne Farish, Liz and Tom Fowler, and Betty and Murphy Baxter. There were Oklahomans like the Liedtkes—Betty and Hugh, and Bessie and Bill—and Jimmy and Jocie Hewgley, Marian and Bill Bovaird, and many more. We all had been uprooted; we all had young children; and we all were having a lot of fun. The women joined the Midland Service League, and the men played touch football in the Martini Bowl. We all worked in the Little Theater and the YMCA and volunteered at the hospital. Most of us were active in church; George was an elder, and we both taught Sunday School at the First Presbyterian Church. We took turns having cookouts on our tiny patios or in backyards and watching each other’s children. When the chips were down, all of us were there for each other.

George was working very hard trying to support his growing family. After several years of working for Dresser, he decided to go off on his own. He went to see Neil Mallon, and in his usual supportive fashion, Neil said that if he were young again, he’d do the same thing. So in late 1950, our neighbor across the street, John Overbey, and George went into business together, forming Bush-Overbey Oil Development Company, Inc. George’s wonderfully loyal Uncle Herbie Walker helped him finance his part of the deal.

George worked even harder and spent a lot of time traveling, looking for good oil deals and financing. A few years later, in 1953, Bush-Overbey joined forces with the Liedtke brothers, Hugh and Bill, calling their new company “Zapata.” (They took the name from a Marlon Brando film playing in downtown Midland at the time, Viva Zapata!) It was truly an exciting time, a life filled with risk and hope.

We moved again, into a slightly bigger house, on West Ohio Street, and we all had more babies. For us, it was John Ellis Bush, born in February 1953. We called him Jeb.

Life seemed almost too good to be true.
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