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Introduction

SITTING ON A SOFA with their plastic cups of coffee, Dustin and Maura look like a couple of twenty-somethings in a creative writing course: a sprawl of slightly scruffy sweatshirts, jeans and sneakers, Dustin in a baseball cap, Maura with her blond hair tied behind her head with a Native-American band. They both recently graduated from liberal-arts colleges on the East Coast, and they have traveled around most of Europe. Maura has worked for Habitat for Humanity in Malawi and done a spell at the European Parliament, and is about to start a job at a pharmaceuticals firm; Dustin interned at the White House, and is thinking about politics.

And those politics? Both are working for the Republican Party in Colorado Springs in 2002. Both are prolife “under any circumstances.” Both immediately volunteer John Ashcroft, the fire-breathing attorney general, as someone they admire. Both support capital punishment and oppose gun control (“At college, people were like ‘Why does anybody need guns?’ and I was like ‘Have you ever been to a ranch?’ ”). Both go to church every week. Both passionately support school vouchers. Both think government should be smaller and prison sentences tougher. Both regard the United Nations as a bit of a joke and support the decision to withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol. They dissent from the Right on some things–they dislike any intolerance toward gays, for example, and they were initially nervous about dealing with Saddam Hussein unilaterally, though they both eventually supported George W. Bush’s decision to invade Iraq (Maura’s fiancé, Jack, was among the troops). For Dustin and Maura, conservatism is a progressive creed. It is not about old people trying to cling to things, but about young people trying to change them. And that, they insist, is what America is all about too.

Few people in Colorado Springs would dispute that assertion. Nestled under Pike’s Peak, the mountain that inspired “America the Beautiful,” Colorado Springs is now one of America’s most successful cities–the home of “Silicon Mountain” and much of the U.S. Olympics bureaucracy It is also one of America’s most conservative cities. Almost all the local politicians are Republicans; more Libertarians than Democrats ran for the local state assembly in 2002.

Colorado Springs has long had a military connection, and it remains a favorite place for old soldiers to retire. But in the past two decades, the town has added two rather more Evangelical strands of conservatism. First, it has spawned a tax-cutting movement, which in 1992 pushed through a Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights that bans Colorado’s politicians from increasing any tax without first getting the electorate’s permission. Second, in 1991, the town’s leaders, battling with a recession that had left it the “repossession capital of America,” used $5 million worth of incentives to lure Focus on the Family, a Christian ministry founded by Jim Dobson, from California. There are now one hundred or so other Christian organizations in the town. As a charity, Focus, which employs 1,700 locals, is prohibited from direct involvement in party politics, but it is enormously influential in Republican circles. Each week, 8 million Americans tune in to broadcasts by Dobson, a former professor of child psychiatry who has also written a succession of best-selling books on Christian parenting. It is now de rigueur for Republican presidential candidates to make a pilgrimage to the Focus campus.

More liberal-minded Americans prefer to dismiss people like Dustin and Maura, and places like Colorado Springs, as belonging to the extreme fringe. So do Europeans, who are accustomed to visiting Manhattan, Boston and San Francisco. In fact, however, at least one in three Americans supports all the principles that Dustin and Maura believe in, and in many cases, such as the death penalty, taxes and tough sentences, Dustin and Maura stand firmly with the majority. Twice as many Americans describe themselves as “conservative” (41 percent) as describe themselves as “liberal” (19 percent). Wander around America–particularly Southern and Western America–and you’ll find plenty of towns that feel like Colorado Springs. As Republicans never stop pointing out, the counties that voted for George W. Bush take up far more of the map than the ones that voted for John Kerry.

These places help to explain modern America. They explain why George W. Bush is in the White House, why the Republican Party has won seven of the past ten presidential elections and controls both houses of Congress, why every serious Democratic candidate for president in 2004 supported mandatory sentencing and welfare reform, why the cultural capitals of Hollywood and Manhattan remain the exception and why the much disdained “flyover” land that lies between them is the rule.

This is not to say that America is on the verge of becoming a giant version of Colorado Springs. Politics is something of a tug of war, and there are millions of Americans trying to pull the country in exactly the opposite direction: witness the enormous groundswell of fury on the Left against Bush in 2004. Maura, who now lives in Boulder, Colorado’s most liberal town, spends a lot of her time arguing with friends about Iraq. America is more polarized than it has been for decades. Yet there is no doubt which pole is exerting the most force. The Right has been winning the tug of war and forcing its opponents in the Democratic Party to make compromises. All sorts of Bush haters–not just in liberal America but in Old Europe–might have imagined that a Bush defeat in November 2004 would have brought their nightmare to an end. But even if John Kerry had won, he would still have had to deal not just with the Republicans in Congress but with Colorado Springs, with Focus on the Family, with Dustin and Maura–with the huge part of America we call the Right Nation.

Indeed, places such as Colorado Springs help explain why America is so different from other rich countries. Look at most of the controversies that divide global opinion, and the United States comes down on the conservative side. America tolerates lower levels of government spending than other advanced countries, and far higher levels of inequality, at least in terms of wealth. One in six American households earned less than 35 percent of the median income in 2002; in Britain, one of Europe’s more unequal countries, the proportion of similarly disadvantaged households is closer to one in twenty.1 America is the only developed nation that does not have a full government-supported health-care system, and the only Western democracy that does not provide child support to all families. America is one of only two countries in the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development that does not provide paid maternity leave–and the other country, Australia, is actively considering introducing it.

America upholds the right to bear arms, the death penalty and strict sentencing laws: its imprisonment rate is five times that of Britain, the toughest sentencer in Europe.2 The United States is much more willing to contemplate the use of force in human affairs, even unilaterally, and much more wary of treaties than its allies. American citizens are far more religious than are European citizens, and far more traditional in their moral values. The United States is one of the few rich countries where abortion is a galvanizing political issue, and perhaps the only one where half the families regularly say grace before meals. It has taken a far tougher line on stem-cell research than almost any other country. Some of these positions are “Republican,” but most of them enjoy broad-based support. Even taking into account all those Bush-loathing liberals, America’s center of gravity is to the right of Europe’s.

AN IDEA WHOSE TIME HAD COME

“So inevitable and yet so completely unforeseen” was Alexis de Tocqueville's verdict on the French revolution. Much the same can be said of the conservative revolution that has changed America over the past half century. Fifty years ago, America lacked a real conservative ideology, let alone a cohesive Right Nation. The term “conservative” was largely absent from the American political lexicon, other than as an insult, introduced by the Democrats during the Depression, and vigorously warded off by Republicans like Herbert Hoover, who insisted he was a “true liberal.” Many early conservative heroes, such as Albert Jay Nock, preferred “radical,” “individualist” or even “anarchist.” When Dwight Eisenhower came to power in 1952, the American Right was on the wane. Its two great ideas–laissez-faire at home and isolationism abroad–had been put to flames by the Great Depression and the Second World War. The Republican Party was in the hands of the Northeast’s patrician establishment–the party of Henry Cabot Lodge, Nelson Rockefeller and a self-proclaimed “moderate progressive” senator, Prescott Bush, who would found a political dynasty. Eisenhower prided himself on being above ideology (“His smile was his philosophy,” a contemporary observed), and he appointed Earl Warren, a notoriously liberal Republican, to the Supreme Court. Richard Nixon and Jack Kennedy ran on almost identical platforms in 1960.

In the 1960s, many American liberals thought that they stood a good chance of making their country a much more “European” nation. Support for the death penalty fell to just 43 percent in the mid-1960s. Republican legislators, including the patriarch of the Bush dynasty, hugged the middle ground, under the influence of “New Republican” ideas about the mixed economy. The Kennedy administration wore its civilized European values on its sleeve (literally so in the case of the haute-coutured first lady). The president liked to point out that he had spent a year at the London School of Economics as a student of a prominent Marxist, Harold Laski.3 He also claimed that his favorite film was Alain Resnais’s Last year at Marienbad.

“These, without doubt, are the years of the liberal,” John Kenneth Galbraith wrote, somewhat smugly, in 1964. “Almost everyone now so describes himself.”4 In the 1960s, American liberals advocated the creation of a European-style welfare state, particularly through Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society program (the phrase, incidentally, was taken from the title of a book by a British socialist, Graham Wallas). They imposed greater restrictions on firearms and they mounted campaigns to outlaw executions, legalize abortion and introduce not just racial equality but positive discrimination in favor of minorities (or affirmative action), all of which were to bear fruit in the 1970s. The liberal elites of Boston and New York felt that they had a good chance of civilizing what some of them called “the Yahoos.”

The Yahoos refused to be tamed. The first howl of fury from the Right Nation came with Barry Goldwater’s presidential campaign in 1964, which by ordinary standards was a calamity. Goldwater lost to Lyndon Johnson by a greater margin than anyone before or since. Yet in the long run, Gold-water had an extraordinary influence on the Republican Party. The senator from Arizona shifted the balance of power in the party westward, to a region where the American dream was being refashioned by sunlight and open space. He did as much as anyone to redefine Republicanism as an anti-government philosophy: “I fear Washington and centralized government more than I do Moscow,” he said–and this from a cold warrior who had once suggested lobbing a nuclear bomb into the men’s room at the Kremlin.5 Goldwater’s rise coincided with a growing intellectual ferment on the Right, a ferment that was transforming the “know-nothing” wing of the party into the know-it-all wing–of autodidacts poring over Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman and William F. Buckley’s National Review.

This dynamism helped explain why in 1964 clever young Hillary Rodham was a Goldwater girl right down to her fake cowgirl outfit. But the other begetter of modern conservative America was the cause that she embraced when she left her suburban Chicago home for Wellesley College: the radicalization of the Democrats. This phenomenon was not just about Southern racism, though Johnson’s prophecy, as he signed the Civil Rights Act in 1964, that he was “signing away the South for 50 years” proved accurate. Southern whites certainly rallied to the Republicans, but so did other blue-collar workers annoyed by the Democrats’ lurch to the Left. The Great Society had failed to deliver on its promises. As Ronald Reagan put it, “liberals fought poverty and poverty won.”

The tiny band of “Goldwater Democrats” in 1964 grew into the small army of Nixon Democrats in 1972 and the mighty horde of Reagan Democrats in 1980. The Republican Party, which had once been characterized by Northeastern gentility, acquired a more ideological edge and a Southern-fried flavor. Sun Belt Republicans have won seven of the past ten presidential elections: two Californians (Nixon and Reagan) and two Texans (Bush père et fils). The American Conservative Union tracks voting records of the members of the House of Representatives on the basis of loyalty to the conservative cause. In 1972, the average score for the House Republicans was 63 percent; by 2002 it was 91 percent. (See Appendix.)

It is true that, over the same period, the Democrats had moved to the Left, with their average score dropping from 32 percent to 13 percent. But that is the result of a combination of gerrymandering (which increased the number of safe Democratic seats) and the loss of the party’s Southern Dixiecrats. The average conservative score for the House as a whole increased from 45 percent to 53 percent. The Democrats succeeded at the presidential level only by adopting at least some of the values of the Right. Bill Clinton became something of a Sun Belt conservative himself: he not only approved of the death penalty, but he returned to Arkansas during the 1992 election campaign to preside over the execution of a mentally impaired black man, Ricky Ray Rector. The most successful Democratic politician since FDR declared both “the end of welfare as we know it” and “the end of big government.” Today nobody thinks it odd that a Democratic candidate for governor should make a point of campaigning with a gun in her handbag (even though it happened in Alaska). As for looking across the Atlantic for inspiration, the leaders of the Right Nation these days regard “Old Europe” as a sinkhole to be avoided.

A DIFFERENT SORT OF CONSERVATISM

This book is both a portrait and an argument. The portrait is of Conservative America–the Right Nation. The argument is that this conservatism explains why America is different. Not only has America produced a far more potent conservative movement than anything available in other rich countries; America as a whole is a more conservative place. Americans might imagine that their politics is as varied as everybody else’s, and in one way it is: as we shall see, the gap between Dennis Hastert, the Republican Speaker of the House, and Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic minority leader (and the districts they represent in suburban Illinois and San Francisco respectively), is immense. But the center of gravity of American opinion is much further to the right–and the whole world needs to understand what that means.

Most Americans still do not realize how extraordinary their brand of conservatism is. While the American Left–unions, academics, public-sector workers–have their equivalents overseas, Dustin, Maura, Focus on the Family, the angry taxpayers and the militant gun owners are distinctly American. For instance, there are hardly any conservative talk-radio shows in Europe and only a handful of Christian radio stations. When asked about similar creeds overseas, many American conservatives mention Margaret Thatcher. “Now she was a western Conservative,” argues Bill Owens, Colorado’s ambitious young governor. In fact, Thatcherism was a far less durable phenomenon than American conservatism, and one without much of a moral agenda. When Thatcher tried to invoke God (in a sermon to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1988), she was ridiculed even by her own supporters. That would not have happened in America, where there are 200 Christian television channels, 1,500 Christian radio stations and a highly organized Christian Right. Sometimes religious Southerners enthusiastically mention Europe’s Christian Democrats, unaware that the adjective is largely ancestral. “How Christian is your party?” one of our colleagues recently asked the chairman of one such European party. “Definitely post-Christian,” came the reply.

In no other country is the Right defined so much by values rather than class. The best predictor of whether a white American votes Republican is not his or her income but how often he or she goes to church. In 2000 Bush won 79 percent of the votes of those whites who went to church more than once a week (and only 33 percent of those who never went); by contrast he won just 54 percent of the votes of those Americans who earned more than $100,000 a year.6 Yet despite the importance of values, America has failed to produce a xenophobic “far Right” on anything like the same scale as Europe has. The closest equivalent to a European hard-Rightist is Pat Buchanan, and his political fortunes have waned rather than waxed. (The paleoconservative's sole contribution to the 2000 contest was to appear puzzlingly close to Al Gore on the Florida ballot paper, confusing a lot of elderly people in Palm Beach into voting for him, and he did not run in 2004.) In Colorado Springs, most conservatives see immigrants as potential recruits, rather than as diluters of the national spirit.

The exceptionalism of the American Right is partly a matter of its beliefs. The first two definitions of “conservative” offered by the Concise Oxford Dictionary are “adverse to rapid change” and “moderate, avoiding extremes.” Neither of these seems a particularly good description of what is going on in America at the moment. “Conservatism”–no less than its foes “liberalism” or “communitarianism”–has become one of those words that are now as imprecise as they are emotionally charged. Open a newspaper and you can find the word used to describe Jacques Chirac, Trent Lott, the Mullah Omar and Vladimir Putin. Since time immemorial, conservatives have insisted that their deeply pragmatic creed cannot be ideologically pigeonholed.

But, in philosophical terms at least, classical conservatism does mean something. The creed of Edmund Burke, its most eloquent proponent, might be crudely reduced to six principles: a deep suspicion of the power of the state; a preference for liberty over equality; patriotism; a belief in established institutions and hierarchies; skepticism about the idea of progress; and elitism. Winston Churchill happily accepted these principles: he was devoted to nation and empire, disinclined to trust the lower orders with anything, hostile to the welfare state, worried about the diminution of liberty and, as he once remarked ruefully, “preferred the past to the present and the present to the future.”7

To simplify a little, the exceptionalism of modern American conservatism lies in its exaggeration of the first three of Burke’s principles and contradiction of the last three. The American Right exhibits a far deeper hostility toward the state than any other modern conservative party. How many European conservatives would display bumper stickers saying “I love my country but I hate my government”? How many would argue that we need to make government so small that it can be drowned in a bathtub?8 The American Right is also more obsessed with personal liberty than any other conservative party, and prepared to tolerate an infinitely higher level of inequality. (One reason why Burke warmed to the American revolutionaries was that, unlike their dangerous French equivalents, the gentlemen rebels concentrated on freedom, not equality.) On patriotism, nobody can deny that conservatives everywhere tend to be a fairly nationalistic bunch. “Nations have characters,” insisted Benjamin Disraeli, one of Britain’s most reflective conservative statesmen, “and national character is precisely the quality which the new sect of statesmen in their schemes and speculations either deny or overlook.”9 Yet many European conservatives have accepted the idea that their nationality should be diluted in “schemes and speculations” like the European Union, and they are increasingly reconciled to dealing with national security on a multilateral basis. American conservatives clearly are not.

If the American Right was merely a more vigorous form of conservatism, then it would be a lot more predictable. In fact, the American Right takes a resolutely liberal approach to Burke’s last three principles: hierarchy, pessimism and elitism. The heroes of modern American conservatism are not paternalist squires but rugged individualists who don’t know their place: entrepreneurs who build mighty businesses out of nothing, settlers who move out West and, of course, the cowboy. There is a frontier spirit to the Right–unsurprisingly, since so much of its heartland is made up of new towns of one sort or another.

The geography of conservatism also helps to explain its optimism rather than pessimism. In the war between the Dynamo and the Virgin, as Henry Adams characterized the battle between progress and tradition, most American conservatives are on the side of the Dynamo. They think that the world offers all sorts of wonderful possibilities. And they feel that the only thing that is preventing people from attaining these possibilities is the dead liberal hand of the past. By contrast, Burke has been described flatteringly by European conservatives as a “prophet of the past.” Spend any time with a group of Republicans, and their enthusiasm for the future can be positively exhausting.

As for elitism, rather than dreaming about creating an educated “clerisy” of clever rulers (as Coleridge and T. S. Eliot did), the Republicans ever since the 1960s have played the populist card. Richard Nixon saw himself as the champion of the “silent majority.” In 1988 the aristocratic George H. W. Bush presented himself as a defender of all-American values against the Harvard Yard liberalism of Michael Dukakis. In both 2000 and 2004, George W. Bush, a president’s son who was educated at Andover, Yale and Harvard Business School, played up his role as a down-to-earth Texan taking on the might of Washington. As a result, modern American conservatism has flourished not just in country clubs and boardrooms, but at the grass roots–on talk radio and at precinct meetings, and in revolts against high taxes, the regulation of firearms and other invidious attempts by liberal do-gooders to force honest Americans into some predetermined mold.

We hasten to add that there are numerous exceptions to this exceptionalism. Some religious conservatives would happily put the Good Book at the center of government. Visit a Southern landed aristocrat and you will hear familiar stories of military exploits, riding horses and ancestors killed in duels. Rather than emitting optimism, William Buckley founded the National Review in 1955 with the intention of standing “athwart history, yelling ‘Stop!’” It is hard to be more elitist or skeptical about progress than the “Straussians,” a group of neoconservatives who take their inspiration from Leo Strauss, a German-born philosopher who spent his life agonizing about the degradations of modernity.

Henceforth, to avoid confusion, we will use the terms “conservative” and “liberal” in the American way–to mean right- and left-wing. All the same, the fact that the Right is such a broad church–that it includes a hefty dose of liberal heresy along with the traditionalism–yields both weaknesses and strengths. On the positive side, it helps to explain why it is such a big and vibrant movement. American conservatism cannot help but contain contradictions because it contains so many vital elements. There are thousands of conservative activists, hundreds of conservative think tanks, a small army of conservative intellectuals. One useful book of conservative experts, published by the Heritage Foundation, the movement’s biggest think tank, is as thick as a telephone directory. Yet the broad church also means that people are often worshipping different gods.

Look at Colorado Springs and you’ll find at least three competing forms of conservatism–the laissez-faire individualism of the tax cutters and the gun owners, the Christian moralism of Focus on the Family and the militaristic nationalism, represented by the neighboring Air Force Academy and the bumper stickers laughing at Saddam Hussein. But how can you trumpet a strong military and a vigorous foreign policy and then insist on small government? How can you celebrate individualism but then try to subject those individuals to the rule of God? Wherever you go in the Right Nation, you discover similar contradictions.

A MOVEMENT, NOT JUST A PARTY

At this point, it is worth emphasizing the gap between conservative America and America. Despite its celebration of populism, American conservatism is not as popular as it likes to think. The Right may be in the driver’s seat and it may help to explain why the United States is different, but the Right is not the United States. In 2000 George. W Bush lost the popular vote for president by 500,000 votes. “I do not believe a majority of Americans shares our values,” Paul Weyrich, the man who invented the Moral Majority, admitted during the Monica Lewinsky affair.10 Jim Dobson of Focus on the Family may be able to remind 8 million Americans about the evils of homosexuality, but Will & Grace, a sitcom with several openly gay characters, is watched by 20 million people a week.

Hence the importance of the movement—and indeed of organizations like Focus and the Moral Majority: no matter how much they claim to represent the real America, conservatives have succeeded in part because, in a country where only half the electorate bothers to vote, they are better organized than other sorts of Americans. When Hillary Clinton talked about a vast right-wing conspiracy, conservative activists could complain about the tone of the charge much more than they could about its substance. There is far more cohesion to the conservative movement—not just at the local level but also at the national level—than most Americans realize.

Evidence of this organizing prowess is on display every Wednesday in Washington. The day begins at Grover Norquist’s weekly breakfast meeting at his Americans for Tax Reform on L Street. This used to be a fairly eccentric affair: the unhygienic libertarian types who attended were known as “droolers.” Nowadays, more than 100 people come, a third of them women. The activists include lobbyists from the National Rifle Association, Christian Coalition staffers, home schoolers, free-market fundamentalists, Orthodox Jews, Muslim business people, contrarian blacks, intellectuals from the Cato Institute, congressmen, senators, the odd visiting governor (including Bill Owens of Colorado) and, of course, a contingent from the White House. Karl Rove, George W. Bush’s chief political advisor, makes a point of turning up several times a year.

The gathering is impeccably egalitarian. Conservative grandees such as Rove, Owens or Newt Gingrich sit next to student activists fresh off the Greyhound bus. The table is littered with cholesterol, carbohydrates and caffeine. Every available surface is piled high with conservative literature: flyers advertising upcoming events; issue papers and reports; op-eds from the Wall Street Journal and the Washington Times; booklets about government waste; the latest offerings from the American Enterprise Institute. Throughout the meeting people walk around the room handing out yet more material. Here are details on an attempt to raise taxes in Oregon: can anybody help stop it? Has anyone heard of the dastardly attempt to prevent Mars from being opened to private enterprise? Now is the time to nip it in the bud.11

Norquist’s meeting ends promptly at 11:30. Many activists immediately jump into taxis to head for Capitol Hill and the Coalitions for America lunch meeting. This is a slightly smaller affair—a mere seventy to ninety people. It is more venerable, having been established by Paul Weyrich back in 1983. The participants are older, more likely to be wearing suits and more focused on the culture wars than low taxes. The table bearing the buffet is draped in red-white-and-blue crepe bunting. Most people have American flags pinned to their lapels. Before the meeting starts everyone turns to a flag in the corner of the room and repeats the pledge of allegiance. “Born and unborn” someone adds loudly as the pledge finishes.

The atmosphere here is more inquisitorial than at Norquist’s meeting. Rather than a forum for activists and staffers to pool their plans, Weyrich’s lunch gives leading politicians and people from the administration a chance to justify themselves to the assembled barons of the conservative movement. Weyrich, who also founded the Heritage Foundation, and now runs the Free Congress Foundation, presides over the meeting from a wheelchair. A congressman is hauled over the coals for pondering a run for the Senate and thereby losing a place on a key committee. Bullied about an upcoming vote on school vouchers in the District of Columbia, a senator promises to provide the names of his colleagues who might be “a little wobbly.” The barons are clearly unhappy with the prescription-drug bill—one man describes it as a “monstrosity”—but a congressman justifies it as a political necessity, and one, moreover, that George W. Bush supports.

The lunch group is much more narrowly focused on religious and social issues than Norquist’s group. The room bursts into spontaneous applause when somebody condemns a decision to remove the feeding tube from Terri Schindler Schiavo, a disabled patient in a Florida hospital, as “the Roe v. Wade of euthanasia”—and this, one participant groans, at a time when the enemy-combatant prisoners in Guantanamo Bay have gained an average of fifteen pounds because America is feeding them so well! For all that, the two meetings are pretty similar—from the high-cholesterol food to the blizzard of press releases that each issues. People at both meetings have no doubt that they belong to a coherent movement. They dismiss moderate Republicans as “establishment types,” discuss who should be “our candidate” in forthcoming congressional races and seem resigned to the fact that their lives will be measured out in an unrelenting series of battles against liberal evils of one sort or another. Every piece of paper at the Weyrich meeting is also a call to arms. Two-thirds of all partial-birth abortions are committed in New Jersey! Half of all marriages end in divorce! Girls Gone Wild videos are for sale in supermarkets!

So far nobody has thought of establishing a teatime meeting, but many of the people who have been to the earlier meetings reassemble for drinks at Norquist’s house in the evening. Some of them will reappear at various Dark Ages weekends (the conservative movement’s answer to the Clintonian Renaissance weekends) or go on holiday together. One recent vacation: a conservative ocean cruise to celebrate the liberation of Grenada, hosted by Oliver North, the lieutenant colonel at the heart of the Iran-Contra affair; Wayne LaPierre, head of the National Rifle Association; and a couple of congressmen.

This is a group of people that eats, drinks, vacations and inevitably sleeps together. At first sight, there is nothing unusual in that—most political parties have their clubs, their meetings, their romances. But they do not have the same omnivorous reach, the same devotion to an agenda and the same sense of struggle. Other groups are usually just there for the inebriation and the interns. There are brief moments when such organizations come alive—Bill Clinton’s tenure at the Democratic Leadership Council is a good example. But they do not last, and there is no uniting idea of a movement. Indeed, the movement that most resembles America’s New Right in recent history is Europe’s Old Left. It too had its agenda, its omnipresence, its zeal and its hinterland. And just as the Old Left, gathered together, was always in danger of self-parody (remember when feminists demanded to be called “wimmin” to avoid the word “man”?) so is the Right. Visit the annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), the Right’s main beanfest held between the Republican conventions, and you’ll discover fresh-faced young men buying George W. Bush dolls and queuing up at the Traditional Values Coalition to fling beanbags at grotesque trolls called “Hillary Clinton,” “The Liberal Media” and “The Homosexual Agenda.”

CONSERVATISM = AMERICANISM?

For the Right, the rise of conservatism is not a matter of political strategy and electoral opportunism; it goes to the heart of what it means to be an American—and what other countries lack. As Maura puts it, “People came to America to seek one basic thing, freedom, and conservatism has evolved with much of that freedom in mind.”

Talk to reflective conservatives about what makes their country so special and they usually mention four things. The first is the constitution. That document’s enduring power comes, it is said, from its realistic (that is, conservative) assessment of human nature. The founders recognized that human beings were not naturally good, and that the only way to prevent people from abusing power is to divide and dilute it. They also recognized individualistic and acquisitive instincts, and tried to create a framework in which people could pursue their natural desire to enrich themselves. Of course, claiming the constitution is on your side is the oldest trick in American politics, but it is noticeable how many nonconservatives have agreed that the constitution is one reason why socialism made so little progress in America.

The second feature is geography. In overcrowded Europe, people have been forced to share space and been persuaded to give up freedoms that Americans take for granted. America has enough space to give every household an acre of land and still only populate a twentieth of the continental United States (and that does not include Alaska).12 This has allowed ordinary Americans to aspire to the sorts of luxuries that were long reserved for the rich in Europe—a large house, plenty of land, an inheritance to pass on to their children. The frontier may also have helped inure Americans to violence (although why similar conditions in Canada didn’t have the same effect is one of the great conundrums of comparative history). America’s frontiersmen relied on guns to tame the wild. They also resorted to the ultimate punishment—execution—to preserve a precarious order.

A third aspect of the United States is reinvention. The New World has always been able to summon up even newer worlds, reinforcing American exceptionalism in the process. Jobs and people have moved south and west in search of cheaper land and lighter regulation. A century ago, Maine had more congressmen than Texas, and Rhode Island had more than Florida; now the two Northeastern states have just eight compared with the Sun Belt duo’s sixty-one. According to the Census Bureau, the country’s population center is still moving south and west at the rate of three feet an hour, five miles a year.13 Conservatism and growth seem to have gone together with Republicanism’s flourishing first in suburbs, then in exurbs. In booming Sun Belt cities like Dallas, the mega-churches sprout up next to office blocks and strip malls.

A fourth feature is moralism. The Right Nation has also been a Righteous Nation. G. K. Chesterton famously said that America is a nation with the “soul of a church.”14 In a recent book, Hellfire Nation, James Morone, a political scientist at Brown University, points out that American history has been a succession of moralistic crusades—against witches, drinkers, fallen women, aliens, Communists and so on. These crusades are so powerful that they can even trump America’s prejudice against big government, most notably with Prohibition. Moralism is not a monopoly of the Right: the war against slavery in the nineteenth century and in favor of civil rights in the twentieth were both conducted in quasireligious terms. But the tradition predisposes Americans to see the world in terms of individual virtue rather than in terms of the vast social forces that so preoccupy Europeans. “No man in this land suffers from poverty unless it is more than his fault,” said Henry Ward Beecher, a nineteenth-century Congregational minister, “unless it is his sin.”15 And it predisposes Americans to go out in pursuit of dragons to slay. Until the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Right Nation thought that it had a God-given task to redeem the world from the evils of communism—and to redeem America from any hint that it might slacken in this task. Now it is organizing around the struggle against terrorism.

For the Right, the battle against “Islamofascism,” as the conservative Internet bloggers call it, is a battle of good against evil. The more other countries question America’s war plan, the more the redeemer nation is convinced of its Tightness. The Bush doctrine commits America to smiting terrorism for years, perhaps decades, to come. The underlying point has to do with certainty. For the Right, terrorism is a simple thing; for the rest of the world, it is a complex debate. One key strategist at the Republican National Committee puts it this way: “Our people, like the president, deal in absolutes. They [i.e., our European allies and the Democrats] are relativists.”

This approach has a certain electoral simplicity: by putting the Axis of Evil into the slot left by the Evil Empire, George W. Bush has reunited the conservative movement. Yet for almost exactly the same reasons, the war against terrorism reinforces the differences between America and the rest of the world. America is trumpeting nationalism and pouring money into the military just when European countries are sublimating their national identities to the European Union and cutting back their armies. Europeans shake their heads at America’s lack of sophistication, what they see as the inability to look at the social causes of terrorism, at the refusal to consult them before doing things. In two years, George W. Bush spent most of the goodwill generated after September—largely by developing positions that play much better in Colorado Springs than they do in Paris or Tokyo.

This division was at its clearest in early 2003 during the arguments at the United Nations Security Council on whether to invade Iraq. George W. Bush’s conclusion that the problem required “regime change” struck most Europeans as cowboy justice; for pretty much the same reason, it went down very well in conservative America. The division can also be seen in the feud over Israel, a country whose cause has been embraced with evangelical fervor by conservative America. (Hanan Ashrawi, a Palestinian moderate and, incidentally, a Christian, is feted in London or Paris; when she came to speak in Colorado Springs, she faced mass protests from the Religious Right.) And these individual battles about policy soon merge into deeper ones about culture and values: for instance, why should Europe hand over terrorist suspects to America when it worries that America’s more punitive legal system will execute them or imprison them without any apparent hope of a proper trial?

THE EVER-RIGHTER NATION

What will become of the Right? It is worth admitting that the conservative movement’s two main crusades—against big government and moral decay—have so far been more successful as rallying cries than as policies. The fact that virtually every American politician now attacks Washington has not stopped government from getting ever bigger (particularly under George W. Bush). Meanwhile, the news from the culture war is mixed. Young people may be more patriotic and less supportive of abortion than their baby-boomer teachers, but the antics portrayed on the Girls Gone Wild videos suggest, at the very least, that there is ground to be recovered. So far this century, the Supreme Court, which Democrats accuse of engineering the Bush putsch of 2000, has disappointed conservatives with decisions on gay rights, affirmative action and medical marijuana. And one reason there are so many Straussians in Washington, D.C., is because they find it so hard to get jobs in America’s liberal universities.

So the Right is not necessarily winning on every front, but it is making the political weather now in the way that the Left did in the 1960s. We argue in this book that the stage is set for a possible realignment of American politics, to make the Republicans the natural party of government in the same way that the Democrats once were. This might seem far-fetched. In 2004 Bush regained the White House less impressively than most other reelected presidents. His second administration faces a daunting agenda abroad and an imbalanced economy at home. The Republican candidate in 2008 will probably face another close contest. And the GOP also has deeper problems to contend with. Time and again in this book we worry that the Republicans have become too Southern and too moralistic for their own electoral good.

Still, it is noticeable how much more the 2004 contest mattered to the Democrats. The presidency represented their one chance of seizing meaningful power. The Republicans easily retained control of both houses of Congress, most of the governorships (including those in America’s four biggest states) and the majority of state legislatures. Despite some demographic trends that favor the Democrats, the Republicans seem to have more of the future on their side: they are the party of entrepreneurs rather than government employees, of growing suburbs rather than declining inner cities, of the expanding Southwest rather than the stagnant Northeast.

Moreover, Bush did not have to prevail in 2004 for America to remain in the thrall of the Right Nation. We argue in this book that a Democratic presidential victory in 2004 would barely have changed America’s basically conservative stance. For the foreseeable future the Democrats will be a relatively conservative party by European standards. They rely for their cash almost as heavily on big business and wealthy individuals as the Republicans do. They cannot win an election unless they regain the “conservatives of the heart”; hence their current attempts to lure in the progun, prolife “NASCAR Democrats” of the South. A Democratic administration might try to reduce the use of the death penalty, but it is unlikely to push states to abolish it. It might restrict the use of guns, but it would not ban them. Overseas, a Democratic administration would probably support Ariel Sharon no less trenchantly and would surely have no chance of persuading Congress to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. America would still be different.

THE AMERICAN PARADOX

This book tries to paint a portrait of the conservative movement—of the people and institutions who have been responsible for pulling America to the right over the past thirty years. It introduces the leaders like Bill Owens, Grover Norquist and Ralph Reed, but also foot soldiers like Dustin and Maura and the people queuing up at the CPAC convention to buy Saddam Hussein toilet paper and “Pray for him” George W. Bush badges. It peers inside the think tanks and foundations in Washington, D.C., but it also describes the troops beyond the Beltway—the gun activists in Liberty Park in Washington State, the black voucher enthusiasts in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the home schoolers in Virginia, the planned communities in Phoenix, Arizona.

These people are interesting in themselves (and have been written about far too little), but they also constitute a prism through which we try to examine why America is such a distinctive country. We will set the Right in a global context, detailing the ways in which America is so much more conservative than other advanced countries, and looking at the consequences of that conservatism for the rest of the world.

In this exercise, we may have many weaknesses, but we would like to claim one strength: we are not members of either of the two great political tribes that dominate the American commentariat. Throughout this book, we have tried to avoid using any of the jibes that are commonplace on both sides of the debate; after all, there is no shortage of people we can quote doing this. And we have also tried to avoid the same pressures when describing both the anti-Americanism in Europe and the anti-Europeanism in America. If you have come to the book hoping to be told that George Bush is a moronic, oil-obsessed cowboy or that the French are “cheese-eating surrender monkeys,” then we hope that you paid for it before reaching this sentence.16

The paradox of the United States is that it is at once both the most admired country in the world and one of the most reviled; outside its borders, “America” has somehow become a code word for technological sophistication, meritocracy and opportunity as well as for primitive justice, imperialism and inequality. No coherent objective explanation exists as to why the hyperpower that most other governments want to emulate and befriend finds itself so often alone. This is a riddle to which everybody surely wants an answer. Whether we have found it or not is for you to judge.


Part I

History


Chapter 1

From Kennebunkport to Crawford

SIR LEWIS NAMIER, the great historian of English politics in the age of George III, once remarked that “English history, and especially English parliamentary history, is made by families rather than individuals.”1 The same could be said of American political history, especially in the age of George I and George II. There is no better introduction to the radical transformation of Republicanism in the past generation—from patrician to populist, from Northeastern to Southwestern, from pragmatic to ideological—than the radical transformation of Republicanism’s current leading family, the Bushes.

GRANDFATHER PRESCOTT

The Bushes began political life as classic establishment Republicans: WASPs who summered in Kennebunkport, educated their children at boarding schools and the Ivy League and claimed family ties to the British royal family (Queen Elizabeth II is the thirteenth cousin of the first President Bush). George W.’s paternal great-grandfather, Samuel P. Bush, was a steel and railroad executive who became the first president of the National Association of Manufacturers and a founding member of the United States Chamber of Commerce.2 His maternal great-grandfather, George Herbert Walker, was even grander. The cofounder of W. A. Harriman, Wall Street’s oldest private investment bank, Walker’s stature was summed up by his twin Manhattan addresses: his office at One Wall Street and his home at One Sutton Place.3 There was certainly muck beneath this brass: both Walker and Bush had their share of Wall Street shenanigans and cozy government deals, but in the age of Rockefeller, Vanderbilt and Morgan such things were expected.4

The first family member to hold high political office was George W.’s grandfather, Prescott Bush. Prescott was the very image of a patrician: immensely tall, a gifted athlete and a stickler for proper behavior. Exactly the sort of chap you might expect to find in the marbled corridors of the Senate. At Yale, he excelled at golf, tennis and baseball, sang with the All-Time Whiffenpoof Quartet and joined the college’s most exclusive secret society, the Skull and Bones. He married Walker’s daughter, Dorothy, in 1921, and five years later joined W. A. Harriman, which in the next decade merged into Brown Brothers Harriman.

Prescott belonged firmly to the progressive wing of the GOP: liberal on domestic policies and internationalist on foreign affairs. He even sent his son George to Andover rather than his own school, St. George’s, because he thought it was more modern. His liberalism cost him his first bid for a Senate seat in 1950. During the election campaign a radio broadcaster described him as “the president of the birth-control league.”5 This was a particularly incendiary accusation in Connecticut, which was then one of two states in the country that outlawed the sale of condoms. It also contained a grain of truth: Prescott was a member of Planned Parenthood and a friend of Estelle Griswold, the woman whose legal challenge to the state’s ban on contraception later persuaded the Supreme Court to enshrine the right of sexual privacy in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) and thus laid the foundation for Roe v. Wade. Anti-Bush leaflets appeared on every pew in every Catholic church in the state and Prescott was narrowly defeated.

Prescott eventually made it to the Senate in a special election in 1952 caused by the death of the sitting senator, and stood true to his brand of moderate Republicanism for two terms. He cosponsored the bill that created the Peace Corps and strongly supported civil rights, a higher minimum wage and larger immigration quotas. “Bush Says Tax Burden May Have to Be Bigger,” reads one delightful newspaper headline from his Senate years. Prescott beseeched his fellow senators to “have the courage to raise the required revenues by approving whatever levels of taxation may be necessary” to pay the nation’s bills for defense, science and education.6 Shortly after ill health forced Prescott to retire in 1962, he received an honorary law degree from his alma mater, Yale, alongside the young President Kennedy. The citation read: “You have served your country well and personified the best in both political parties.”7 For Prescott, partisanship was a dirty word.

The best linksman on the Hill, he frequently played golf with Eisenhower. A firm believer that “manners makyth man,” he once took Joseph McCarthy to one side and lectured him for more than an hour on his boorish behavior.8 His hostility to the radical Right was as much aesthetic as intellectual. When McCarthy came to Connecticut to address a Republican meeting, Prescott recoiled at the rowdy crowd: “I never saw such a wild bunch of monkeys in any meeting I ever attended.”9 At home he was such a stickler for standards that friends called him the “Ten Commandments Man.”10

He insisted that his four sons and many grandsons wear jackets and ties at dinner, even at their summer home in Kennebunkport, and that none of them leave the house on Sunday. Relaxation was of a bracing kind—either hunting or playing sports with alarming enthusiasm. This was to prove a permanent trait, but much else was to change.

GEORGE H. W. AND THE MOVE TO TEXAS

Prescott’s son, George Herbert Walker Bush, could easily have followed him into his world of East Coast privilege. He was educated at Andover and Yale, where he outstripped even his father, proving that he possessed a superabundance of character, athleticism and leadership. He married the eligible Barbara Pierce and was showered with offers of jobs on Wall Street when he graduated. A lifetime of lunches in the Partners’ Room of Brown Brothers Harriman, with its deep maroon carpeting and dark wood paneling, was his for the asking.

Yet the young George H. W. was made of sterner stuff. He had joined the navy straight out of school, and had been shot down by the Japanese in 1944 and rescued by an American submarine, making him perhaps the country’s youngest war hero. He wanted to make his career on the new American frontier. The day after he graduated from Yale in 1948 George climbed into his red Studebaker and drove to Odessa, West Texas, to take a job with Dresser Industries, which supplied parts for the state’s booming oil industry11

Bush was not exactly turning his back on his powerful family. Prescott Bush sat on the board of Dresser Industries, and warmly recommended his son for a job. Prescott had even given George his new car. All the same, Odessa was a godforsaken town—a scattering of oil jacks and tin-roofed warehouses in the middle of the vast West Texan wilderness. In gracious New Haven George had lived next door to the president of Yale University; in Odessa he and Barbara lived in a shotgun house next door to two prostitutes (a mother-daughter team, no less).12 But, ugly as it might be, the town was booming. Odessa and its sister city, Midland, sat on top of the largest concentration of oil ever found in the continental United States. The wildcatters and roughnecks who arrived there every day were willing to endure anything—the tornadoes and sandstorms, the distance from civilization, the endless tedium, living in tent cities and chicken coops—in order to make themselves rich.

The Bushes soon moved from Odessa to Midland, a white-collar town twenty miles down the highway. They were not the only patrician family to seek their fortune in Midland. The town soon boasted Ivy League clubs and posh cocktail parties, and the hyperactive Bushes inevitably became pillars of the local establishment. But for all that, Midland was still an entrepreneurial frontier town. Its population tripled during the 1950s. Yalies and roughnecks worked side by side to carve a living out of the desert. George W. remembers an idyllic existence playing on unpaved streets. By the time the Bushes left for Houston in 1959, George H. W. had made his fortune—and was ready to turn to politics.

At the time, Republicanism was a minority creed in Texas. This, after all, was the state of Lyndon Johnson and Sam Rayburn, a Democratic stronghold since the Civil War and a place where Republicans were Yankee pirates. “I will never vote for the electors of a party which sent the carpetbagger and the scalawag to the prostrate South with saber and sword to crush the white civilization to the earth,” Rayburn, the future Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, once explained.13 At the turn of the century, O. Henry, then a Texas newspaperman, wrote that “We have only two or three laws, such as against murdering witnesses and being caught stealing horses, and voting the Republican ticket.” Up until the late 1950s, the only real politics in Texas revolved around Democratic primaries.

Yet if Texas was Democratic, it was also deeply conservative. The state is littered with monuments to the Confederate cause, such as a huge statue of Jefferson Davis in the grounds of the University of Texas’s Austin campus and another edifice outside the State Capitol unapologetically lauding “those who died for states rights under the Constitution.” Michael Lind, a Texas-born author, labels Texas a Herrenvolk, or master-race democracy, where, as he puts it, “the ethnic majority controls the government and uses it to repress ethnic, racial and religious minorities.”14 During the brief period of Reconstruction after the Civil War, some blacks actually held office in the legislature and there was even a Republican speaker. Once the federal troops left in 1876, white Democrats “reclaimed” the state, setting up a minimalist constitution (the legislature meets only once every two years) and repressing blacks. Waco was a breeding ground for the Ku Klux Klan in the early twentieth century.

There were other things to remind George H. W. that he was no longer in Connecticut. Texans were suspicious of Yankee banks and manufacturing. As one historian, T. R. Fehrenbach, puts it, “the majority of Texans tended to admire or envy a family that owned 100,000 acres more than one that produced two great surgeons, a fine musician or a new theory of relativity.”15 By 1950, landowners were raking in $500 million a year in oil royalties. Most of the Texan ruling class had the mentality of plantation owners: resources, including oil rights, were there to be extracted, immigrant labor was there to be used, power was there to be maintained, money was nothing to be ashamed of and liberalism was to be crushed.

From this perspective, George H. W.’s timing was propitious. True, his first notable foray into politics was to lose a hotly contested Senate seat to Ralph Yarborough in 1964, but he went on to win a seat in the House of Representatives in 1966. More broadly, his timing coincided with the beginnings of a tumultuous change in Texas politics—a revolution that began while Kennedy was in the White House and was only completed in 2003 when the Republicans finally took control of the statehouse. The first chink of light shone in 1961, when a squabble between Democratic liberals and conservatives for Lyndon Johnson’s vacant Senate seat allowed John Tower to become the state’s first Republican senator since Reconstruction. Although Texans loyally voted for Johnson in 1964, Barry Goldwater’s message plainly struck a chord with local conservatives.

This switch to the Republicans lasted decades rather than years. In 1964, Democrats had controlled all 31 seats in the state Senate, and all but one in the 150-strong House. In 1968, the Republicans could count only two state senators and eight members of the House. One of the eight, a twenty-five-year-old from Midland named Tom Craddick, who had been offered the seat by both parties, boldly told a Midland newspaper that the Republicans were the party of the future.16 In fact, it would take him a decade to win any power in the House (he was eventually given the chairmanship of a committee). Many white Texans chose to stick with conservative Democrats rather than switch parties.

All the same, Craddick gradually won his bet. In many cases, the catalyst was race. No Democratic presidential candidate has won a majority of the white vote in Texas since Johnson’s civil rights act. The burgeoning counterculture and the antiwar protests also alienated white conservatives. (Texas, militaristic as ever, contributed a disproportionate number of troops to Southeast Asia.) Demography was also on the GOP’s side. The Democrats’ power base was in the old Texas of agriculture and benevolent government, but tenant farmers were being squeezed out by the big estates: between 1930 and 1957, the number of tenants was halved while the average size of farms doubled. Meanwhile, in the new suburbs and corporate office parks, the Republican message of less government, lower taxes and strong families resounded with the new arrivals (at the height of the 1950s oil boom, more than a thousand people moved to Houston every week).

If the GOP changed Texas politics, Texas also changed the GOP—and the Bush family along with it. Texan Republicanism was very different from Prescott’s country club creed: more antigovernment, more populist, more marinated in religion. Prescott had thought that McCarthy had no manners; a group of Texas conservatives sent McCarthy a Cadillac as a wedding present. The question, still debated among Republicans to this day, is: How far did George H. W. embrace this new, brasher creed?

George H. W. has always had a reputation of being “somewhat to the center of center.”17 Many Texans mistook his East Coast politeness for wimpishness, dismissing him as a “clean-fingernails Republican” or, worse, “the sort of man who steps out of the shower to take a piss,” as one of our colleagues was once told. In 1966, Yarborough derided him as a patrician Yankee, asking the oilmen in East Texas whether they were ready to vote for “a carpetbagger from Connecticut who is drilling oil for the Sheik of Kuwait.”18 When George eventually got himself elected to Congress, he made a name as a moderate on cultural issues. Wilbur Mills, the chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, even nicknamed him “Rubbers” because of his enthusiasm for family planning.19

George H. W. climbed the Republican ladder by taking on the sort of institutional jobs that would have delighted his father—ambassador to the United Nations, party chairman, envoy to China and director of the CIA. In 1980, when he ran for president, he condemned Ronald Reagan’s “supply-side” ideas as “voodoo economics”—and he was offered the vice presidency partly as a sop to what remained of the East Coast wing of the party. Despite eight years of loyal service to the Gipper, many conservatives only supported Bush’s run for the presidency in 1988 on Reagan’s say-so. Once president, he infuriated conservatives by raising taxes—and they struck back in the 1992 election by rallying to Pat Buchanan in the Republican primaries and encouraging Ross Perot, who made much of the fact that he was a more genuine Texan than the president, in the general election.

Yet he was clearly more conservative than his father was. Bush ran for that Senate seat in 1964 as a firm supporter of Goldwater conservatism—hardly Prescott’s cup of tea. He denounced LBJ’s civil rights bill, the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, increases in foreign aid and “wildly spending money on anti-poverty programs.” He even condemned Martin Luther King Jr. as a “militant” whose civil rights organization was bankrolled by the unions.20 His style of campaigning was also a long way from Connecticut. Prescott had had members of the Yale Whiffenpoof Society sing at his rallies.21 George Was introduced by country music and the Bush Bluebonnet Belles, who sang: “The sun’s gonna shine in the Senate some day / George Bush is going to chase those liberals away.”22

Bush’s rise through the institutions was not quite the pure patrician ascent it might seem: Nixon liked him because he was different from “the usual Ivy League bastards.”23 As a presidential candidate, Bush assiduously courted the Right. He employed Lee Atwater, a master of populist dirty tricks, as his campaign manager. He also flirted with the religious Right, inviting Jim and Tammy Faye Baker to the vice presidential mansion, appearing at Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University and making a video about his “life-changing” conversion to Christianity. As president, Bush eventually endorsed stands on abortion that were, by some measures, to the right of those of his son. It was also George H. W. who recommended Barry Goldwater’s The Conscience of a Conservative (1960) to his eldest son.

GEORGE W., EASTERN BORN, TEXAS BRED

Nobody can deny that George W. Bush’s career has retained some of his family’s patrician heritage. Indeed, its early stages seemed to be a faded carbon copy of his father’s: he went to Andover, where he was a cheerleader rather than a sports star, and scraped into Yale, where grandfather Prescott conveniently sat on the board of trustees. He was elected to a fraternity, Delta Kappa Epsilon, and to Skull and Bones. But it was plainly a less comfortable experience for him than for his father. George W. found Andover “cold and distant and difficult.” At Yale, he had a couple of run-ins with the police, once when he stole a Christmas wreath from a local storefront and once when he and a group of friends tore down the Princeton goalposts after a football game. (One of the original drafts of his commencement address to his alma mater contained the following reminiscence: “It’s great to return to New Haven. My car was followed all the way from the airport by a long line of police cars with slowly rotating lights. It was just like being an undergraduate again.” Sadly, it was dropped.)24

It naturally suits the forty-third president to downplay his patrician education, to hint that he longed to be back among the people of Texas—away from the snobs and among decent patriots. However, even allowing for a bit of spin, it is clear that by the late 1960s a gulf was opening up between George W.’s Texan values and the sorts of things he found at Yale. This was not just because George W. was a rabble-rouser while his father
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