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			To Ganny and Gampy, may your love for each other inspire us all.

		


		
			When she shall die 

			take her and cut her out into stars

			and she shall make the face of heaven so fine 

			that all the world will be in love with night 

			and pay no worship to the garish sun. 

			—Originally by William Shakespeare, but edited slightly by President George H. W. Bush for Barbara Bush’s funeral on Saturday, April 21, 2018.
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			Foreword

			President George W. Bush

			My niece, Ellie, chose to write about a subject dear to our entire family: the love story of George and Barbara Bush. The longest-married Presidential couple in history has been an inspiration and example to Laura and me, to my siblings, and—I like to think—to many of our fellow citizens. I’m thankful that Ellie has recorded their relationship in these pages.

			When asked on his 90th birthday what the happiest moment in his life had been, Dad said that it was the day that he married my mother. In this book, Ellie writes about the moment 17-year-old George Bush was struck by the beauty of Barbara Pierce and wanted to ask her to dance, but he didn’t know how to waltz. She shares the love letters that the young Navy pilot and Smith College coed wrote each other during World War II—and of their secret engagement during Dad’s leave in 1943.

			Ellie also illustrates how the young couple’s obvious affection made the engagement a poorly kept secret. As my father wrote to my mother before their wedding, “I love you, precious, with all my heart and to know that you love me means my life. How often I have thought about the immeasurable joy that will be ours some day. How lucky our children will be to have a mother like you.” How prescient Dad was.

			I once asked my mother how she and my father managed to stay happily married for more than seventy years. “Both of us have always been willing to go three-quarters of the way,” she explained. Because they were more committed to their marriage than they were to themselves, they were each willing to sacrifice their own needs in order to satisfy the other’s. Throughout my life, Mother and Dad demonstrated truly selfless love. And Ellie brings that love to life in this book, across dozens of cities and nearly as many decades. From the shared pain of losing a child to the triumphs of the Presidency, when they needed each other most, Mother and Dad were both willing to go three-quarters of the way—and every step of the way, their marriage emerged stronger.

			On April 17, 2018, Barbara Pierce Bush spent her final hours the way she wanted: holding hands with the love of her life. Before Mom left this Earth, she said her soul was settled. She believed in God and Heaven above. And she knew that one day her soulmate, George H. W. Bush, would join her there for eternity.

		


		
			Acknowledgments

			Writing this book has been a fascinating and fulfilling journey and there are a number of people who helped us along the way. We must thank the dedicated, passionate staff at the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum: Warren and Mary Finch, Chris Pembelton, and everyone who worked behind the scenes. We are grateful to our editor Michael Steere for his guidance as well as the hardworking team behind him at Down East Books and Rowman & Littlefield.
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			And of course, Gampy and Ganny, President George H. W. and Mrs. Barbara Bush, who have shown us how to always think about the other guy and live a life full of gratitude, kindness, friendship, loyalty, and love.

		


		
			Introduction

			The first memory I have of my grandparents together happened during a momentous occasion. It was 1992 and we were in Houston, Texas, at the Republican National Convention, and my grandfather had just been nominated for reelection. He was about to enter into the general election campaign with the hopes of serving as president of the United States for four more years. I was on stage along with my parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and Gampy and Ganny (as we call them) were standing in front of us.

			I can see them now—my grandmother in her blue suit and pearls beside my grandfather in his suit and red tie. I was just about the right height, waist high, to see them instinctively reach for each other’s hands—two linked silhouettes against a backdrop of confetti and cheers.

			A few years prior, my mom, Doro Bush Koch, moved from Portland, Maine, to Washington, D.C., with me and my brother, Sam. My parents had recently separated and my mom longed to be near hers. As a young mother raising two sometimes mischievous children, she relied on her parents’ love and support and as a result we were frequent visitors to the White House.

			Photographs from that time reveal Sam and me all over the White House—running through the long corridors, leaving a trail of toys and crumbs. We spent many weekends there, and the White House became like a second home for us, as odd as that sounds. It was during those first few years in Washington that I grew especially close to my grandparents.

			Today, I live in Boston, Massachusetts, with my husband. When we moved here in 2014 we weren’t sure how long we’d stay, but the greatest perk of living in Boston has been the short hour-and-a-half drive to my grandparents’ summer home in Kennebunkport, Maine.

			We spend almost every weekend there during the summer months. Kennebunkport, and specifically Walker’s Point, is heaven for me. It means summer breezes, delicious seafood, and most importantly, the place where our family comes together during the warm summer months. Naturally, it is where my husband and I decided to be married in the fall of 2014. It is also in Kennebunkport where I have had the privilege of being a witness to my grandparents’ relationship.

			As they started growing older, my grandfather didn’t mind staying home at night with my grandmother and watching a movie, but Ganny believed it was important for both of them to stay active. She accepted invitations for cocktail parties and scheduled dinners with family and friends. When the long dinner table at Walker’s Point was crowded and noisy, Ganny would interrupt: “Please repeat that for Gampy!” She’d quiet everyone down to ask Gampy his thoughts on whatever it was we were talking about.

			During those years, she never let him retreat.

			In researching this book, that guiding principle—being strong when the other is weak, speaking up when the other is quiet, being patient when the other is hurting—surfaces throughout their marriage. They loyally carried each other through World War II, a move to a new part of the country, the tragic death of a child, the ups and downs of politics, personal battles with depression, and public scrutiny and loss.

			In reading notes jotted on paper and glancing through scrapbooks of precious materials gathered over ninety years, I found that it was also the small gestures that have carried a lot of weight: a quick letter to say I love you, a phone call when you know the other is lonely, or the touch of a familiar hand during a stressful time.

			Toward the end of the research for this book, my grandparents had been in and out of the hospital. When my grandmother was sick, my grandfather sat by her bedside, his arm outstretched holding her hand. I remembered that image captured by that five-year-old little girl.

			My grandmother passed away just a week after conducting a final interview for this book, and she was still bright and candid—and in love with my grandfather. “You have to go 75 percent of the way,” she offered when asked for marital advice. “Be thoughtful and make things nice for your husband or wife . . . it’s a two-way street.”

			She continued, “I believe I’ve had a very happy marriage and I’m having a happy marriage.”

			Would she change anything? I asked. “I would have been nicer, thinner, smarter, more beautiful, more educated, I mean, all those things,” she said, her voice slightly rough as she made everyone in the room laugh. “No, I wouldn’t have changed anything. You’re not going to talk to anyone any happier.”

			“I have no secrets,” she said finally. She felt proud of the story she and my grandfather had written, as she should, but I believe there is one more to tell.

			While there have been countless books produced about my beloved grandparents, the story of their decades-long love affair has never been written. This is not a comprehensive account of their life together, but rather a tribute to what can only be considered a great American love story.

			—Ellie LeBlond Sosa

		


		
			Authors’ Note

			For this book, the authors interviewed Barbara Bush at Walker’s Point in Kennebunkport, Maine, and at her home in Houston, Texas. They also referenced her memoirs as well as President George H. W. Bush’s autobiography, Looking Forward. Throughout the book, the reader will find a number of letters, diary entries, and newspaper clippings, and many of these items were collected from the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum in College Station, Texas, as well as a few from the Bush family’s personal collection. Almost all of the photographs in the book were provided by the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum.

		


		
			Two

			Poppy

			August 2017

			President George H. W. Bush rests on his stone patio in Kennebunkport, Maine. He closes his eyes and tilts his head toward the sun. He’s listening to his aide read to him—most likely a piece of historical nonfiction pulled off the shelf. Inside his summer home, and many miles away at his house in Houston, bookcases are stocked with stories about former presidents, first ladies, wars, and politics—each prominently displayed spine binds legacies of leaders past.

			When asked about his legacy, President Bush told author David Baldacci close to a decade ago: “I’ve banned the ‘L’ word. I just think it’s better to let history sort out what you got right and what you got wrong. But that doesn’t mean you don’t care.”

			Now in Maine, he sits and listens. The nearby ocean slams on the ancient, jagged coastline before retreating back. The Northeast’s waterways are notoriously dangerous but the powerful sea has always been a source of comfort for President Bush. When he was young, arriving in Maine meant adventures with his older brother, Prescott (“Pres”), and off the coast of Kennebunkport, he learned how to fish and steer a boat. Shutting his eyes, he can almost puzzle together the tiny pieces of memories that flutter like movie reels. Amid the crash of surf are the voices of young boys playing. For a moment, he can go back to 1933.
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					Young George in Kennebunkport.
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					George, Johnny, and Pres as young boys in Maine.

				

			

			Summer 1933

			The icy Atlantic waters surrounding the family compound in Kennebunkport have always dictated the day’s adventures. When the tide retreated, George and his older brother Pres explored nearby tidal pools full of sea-dwelling creatures that hide beneath the tawny seaweed. On days when the weather turned (as it did frequently), they’d run inside and watch the storms pass from the shingled house on the coast—waves lunging at rocks and rain pounding at the windows, as they huddled inside playing board games and tiddlywinks. At night, thousands of white stars studded the black sky as George fell asleep listening to the tidal breath of the sleeping watery giant.

			Maine was George H. W. Bush’s childhood summer paradise.

			The peninsula was purchased by George’s maternal great-grandfather, David Davis Walker and his son George Herbert Walker in 1902. They erected two matching mansions, and every summer George’s family—his father, mother, older brother Pres, younger sister Nancy, and younger brothers Jonathan and William (“Bucky”)—would ride north to the summer retreat.
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					George swimming in the ocean.

				

			

			Tomboy was George’s grandfather George Herbert Walker’s lobster boat. The vessel was stored in Maine, and for those brief months, it was host to many maritime adventures. On board, George and Pres learned about driving a boat and navigating currents and tides and having a basic understanding of the local ocean floor. Especially in Maine waters, Tomboy was tested, its bow moving up and slamming down and its motor pushing it through the waves.

			G. H. Walker also taught his grandsons how to fish. On calm days, he might cut the motor to rock on the surface. With “a basic green line wrapped around a wooden rack with cloth from an old shirt or handkerchief used as lure,” they’d catch mackerel and pollock easily. The larger ones would put up a bit of a fight, but the prize was great: “Bringing one in, especially a green beauty, ranked right up there with eating ice cream and staying up late,” recalled George.

			By the ages of nine and eleven, George and Pres had proven to G. H. Walker they were capable of handling Tomboy on their own. From then on, they were almost always sea-bound; that’s when George’s passion for the sea and boats developed. “I loved the physical sensation of steering a powerful machine, throttle open in a following sea, and the surge that came when the waves lifted the stern and drove the bow down,” he remembered.

			When summer ended, the Bushes returned to their Victorian on Grove Lane in Greenwich, Connecticut, and to routine. In the morning, at the breakfast table, Prescott or Dorothy sat with their children and read from the Bible. Even when the kids were grown and out of the house, George’s parents started their day this way. “Life gets so hectic that I feel I am constantly in a jet plane whirling through space. I am more determined than ever to let nothing interfere with our quiet little time for morning reading and prayer together each morning before [Prescott] goes to the Senate,” Dorothy Walker Bush wrote to Anne Morrow Lindbergh after her book Gift from the Sea was published.

			Beginning in first grade, George and Pres attended Greenwich Country Day School. George was a year too young, but his parents enrolled him so he and his brother could be together. The school was started by a group of local parents in 1925, and the founding principles were “studies, play, and character.” The concept of the educational movement, which occurred in pockets across the suburban towns of the United States, was to prepare students for preparatory school by mimicking the curriculums. There were plenty of extracurricular activities, such as marbles, which at Greenwich “dominated free time and after-school time.” The tournaments “generated great excitement as marbles were won, lost, and traded with avarice.” Classes were held in large estates around town, such as the Warner estate, which had a large tract of land for exploring, another important element of the school’s mission. They attended classes through the fifth grade, and each day the boys would be dropped off by the family driver. After school, they’d scurry up the stairs of the Grove Lane house and turn right into the room they shared, closing the door behind them.

			His briefcase in hand, Prescott took the train to New York City each day, where he worked at W. A. Harriman (which merged in 1931 to create Brown Brothers, Harriman and Company). At the age of twenty-two, Prescott served as Army field artillery captain during World War I. Having been described as “big, strong, principled,” his children never wanted to do anything that warranted his disappointment or interference. Of course, occasionally they did. There was the time when George and Pres were eight and ten and paid a girl in the neighborhood to run across the living room naked. They never forgot running to her parents’ house to apologize after their father heard what had happened. While his father “wasn’t cozy like Mother,” George remembered, he was warm to his children. In the 1930s, Prescott became more involved in politics, and volunteered as Greenwich’s town moderator and later was elected to represent Connecticut in the U.S. Senate from 1951 to 1963. His father’s career had an enormous influence on George, but his mother was his North Star.

			“Dad taught us about duty and service. Mother taught us about dealing with life on a personal basis, relating to other people.”

			—George Bush
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					Dorothy and Prescott.
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					George and Dorothy playing tennis.

				

			

			George was especially close to his mother. She could do anything, and the tales of her competitive nature continue to be retold to new generations. There was the time she challenged a friend to swim from Walker’s Point to the Kennebunk River Club, which was a mile away. “Thinking she was joking, the friend quit after a few hundred yards,” but Dorothy, recalled George W. Bush, “swam the full distance in the frigid Atlantic waters.” Tennis was her forte. In 1918, she was one of eight to compete in the women’s singles at the U.S. National Championships, which took place on the grass courts of Philadelphia Cricket Club in Pennsylvania. She raised her kids to be high achievers but above all humble.

			Enough about yourself, George, she said to him during his 1980 campaign. “I pointed out that as a candidate, I was expected to tell voters something about my qualifications. She thought about that a moment, then reluctantly conceded. ‘Well, I understand that, but try to restrain yourself.’”

			When George’s father Prescott ran for senate in 1950, Dorothy Walker Bush found herself in the unflattering limelight. She told Connecticut Life walking in a parade through the streets of New London behind a brass band was “ghastly.” “She not only had no training for the goldfish bowl; she had been trained against it. Her father abhorred having his daughters photographed. Miss Porter’s School in Farmington instilled in her the same distaste of publicity it gave Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy a generation later,” wrote Connecticut Life on May 4, 1961.

			“[My mother] had these truisms that served me in good stead even when I got to be president of the United States. She said nobody likes a braggadocio. Don’t be bragging about yourself all the time. Listen, don’t talk all the time. She said give the other guy credit. She set a good example for all of us, and if we got hurt, she’d be there, to brush us off and get us back in the game.”

			—George Bush

			It is in the moments you are not trying to teach that your children learn, and Dorothy Walker Bush set the bar high. George envied and inherited by osmosis her competitive nature and her loyalty to family. Once he decided he liked Barbara Pierce from Rye, he made it his mission to woo her. [image: ]

			
				
					A letter to my future children

					In third grade, my class was asked to do a project on someone special in our lives. I chose my great-grandmother, Dorothy Walker Bush, who my mom “Doro” is named after. I asked Gampy if he could send me some information about his mom since I didn’t know her very well. She passed away on my sixth birthday. Boy, did Gampy have a lot to say about his mum. Gampy gave me that gift, so I’ve decided to try and do the same for you about your great-grandfather, one of the greatest guys I know.

					When people ask me about Gampy, it’s hard for me to tell them how much he really means to me without getting emotional. Gampy is the kindest, most loving person I have ever known. You are lucky to have his genes.

					Growing up, Gampy always put family first. My cousins and I couldn’t have cared less about his
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