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The congregation that filled St. Martin’s Episcopal Church in Houston for Barbara Bush’s memorial service on April 21, 2018, was invitation-only. Seated in the pews were family, friends, and dignitaries, four former presidents, and the current First Lady. Television networks broadcast the service live; cable news channels featured retrospectives; world leaders issued tributes.

But most remarkable was what happened outside the spotlight. A day before the memorial service, thousands of mourners had stood in line to file past her silver casket and pay their respects. For a time, her widowed husband, former president George H. W. Bush, insisted on being there in his wheelchair to thank them. After the service, when the hearse pulled away for the one-hundred-mile drive to her burial site at the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library in College Station, the roads along the route were lined with regular folks saying farewell. Some held aloft signs they had written. “Welcome Home Barbara,” one read. “Pearls & Grace: Her Legacy Lives On!” said another. Many of the women wore pearls, real and fake, as an affectionate salute.

Two months later, her oldest son, George W. Bush, marveled at the memory. “It was unbelievable, an unbelievable outpouring of affection,” the nation’s forty-third president told me in an interview in his Dallas office. His mother had been largely out of the public eye for a quarter century, he noted. “What caused her, the wife of a one-term president, to be not only heralded as a great First Lady but loved? I don’t think there have been many of them like that.”

What made Barbara Pierce Bush resonate so with Americans?

She wasn’t a charismatic speaker or a classic beauty. Indeed, her self-deprecating humor about her cloud of white hair and her endless efforts to lose a few pounds were part of her signature. She never held public office.

But she was formidable, and she was fearless.

In the spring of 2000, billionaire financier and philanthropist David Rubenstein accompanied a group that included the former First Lady and two of her granddaughters, Lauren and Ashley, on safari in Africa. At one point during their stay at the Maasai Mara National Reserve in Kenya, a hippopotamus emerged from a watering hole in a way that looked threatening. “The Secret Service is saying, ‘It’s heading to Mrs. Bush. What do we do? Do we shoot it?’” Rubenstein told me.

Amid the fuss, Barbara Bush stood her ground.

“She didn’t seem to worry about a hippopotamus that might be charging at her,” Rubenstein recalled. “I think she felt she could out-intimidate the hippopotamus.”

Indeed, the hippo retreated.

Throughout her life, Barbara Bush spoke with strength, passion, and authority about both uncontroversial topics such as literacy and controversial ones including HIV/AIDS. She was quick with a quip—“Never ask anyone over seventy how they are feeling,” she cautioned, adding, “They’ll tell you”—and had a tongue that sometimes got ahead of her. With all that, she emerged as one of the most authentic voices of her era. She also became one of the more influential women in American history, though her role often went unrecognized.

Her death came at a time when many Americans were worried about the nation’s embattled politics, which were becoming so fiercely partisan that few people in the public arena were by consensus deemed to be decent, honorable, and worthy of respect. Barbara Pierce Bush was clearly one of those few. One sign of the country’s poisonous climate was the quiet relief among many who loved her when President Donald Trump announced he wouldn’t attend the memorial service, citing a desire to avoid the disruptions of the added security, though First Lady Melania Trump was there.

Also seated in a front pew was Bill Clinton, a political foe who had become a family friend.

The Democratic opponent who ousted George H. W. Bush from the White House became an annual visitor to their summer home in Maine, although he acknowledged that Barbara Bush took more time to win over than her husband. She was “a person with a strong sense of right and wrong, not so much about political issues but about how to live a life, how to organize a family, how to persevere in the face of adversity, how to deal with the things that come to everyone,” Clinton told me. “She had a sense of how it ought to be done.”

Barbara Pierce was born to privilege in a tony New York City suburb, an indifferent student despite a high IQ, happily dropping out of college to marry the first boy she ever kissed. She followed George Bush to West Texas, where she was the parent who stayed home to raise their sizable family while her husband set off to make a name for himself. She was his essential partner as he built an oil business, won a seat in Congress, served as the top US diplomat at the United Nations and in China, was named director of the CIA, was elected vice president, and then ran for and won the White House. She would become only the second woman in history to be both the wife and the mother of presidents, and the only woman to live to see both her husband and a son in that high office.

Her life spanned a revolution in the roles of and opportunities for women. Her marriage, like many of its time, wasn’t a partnership of equals. She ran the household; he called the shots everywhere else. But over time she emerged from being a helpmate, willing to follow her husband’s decisions on where they would live and what he should do, to becoming a crucial adviser—perhaps his most crucial. “She’s about the only voice that he 100 percent trusted,” one of his closest White House aides said.

Most of those who knew them best say George Bush would have been unlikely to accomplish all he did, including becoming president, if he hadn’t married Barbara Pierce. “There is no George H. W. Bush without Barbara Bush,” grandson Pierce Bush told me. “Really, I don’t see my grandfather being able to attain what he did in life without my grandmother being there.”

Beyond the achievements, few knew about the grief Barbara Bush also suffered. The social bloodlines and the affluence and the political position were no protection from pain.

Her difficult mother left her with lifelong insecurities about her looks and her weight. The death from leukemia of daughter Robin, at age three, devastated her; for the rest of her life it would help shape everything from her impatience with prattle to her beliefs on abortion. Persistent rumors of infidelity involving the husband she adored were a source of anguish. She would suffer from serious depression for a time. Two of her children would go through messy divorces. One son would become ensnared in a savings and loan scandal. Another would battle a chronic, life-threatening disease. A beloved granddaughter would struggle with mental illness and drug abuse.

Through it all, she persevered. She was the glue that held her boisterous family together, in good times and bad. Like so many women of her day, her influence and her contribution to her husband’s successes were consistently undervalued—even by her fans. And by him. And by her.

After covering national politics over four decades, including six presidencies, I concluded that Barbara Bush was the public figure Americans felt they knew most but really understood least. Many embraced her as a down-to-earth grandmother who sported a triple strand of faux pearls and joked about her wrinkles. That soft-focus impression wasn’t inaccurate, but it was decidedly incomplete. In my view, she stands as the most underestimated First Lady of modern times.

And perhaps the most interesting.

In the summer of 2017, I wrote Barbara Bush, then ninety-two years old, to let her know that I was going to write this biography. She initially agreed to give me one interview, then a second, and then a third—five in all, once a month, in the living room or the den of her home in Houston. Her two tiny dogs, Bibi and Mini Me, notoriously ill-tempered to everyone but their mistress, were always in her lap or at her feet. (They were half Maltese, half poodle; the senior George Bush gave Mini Me her name because he said the dog that was a puff of white fur looked like his wife.)

At the end of our fifth interview, which turned out to be the last time I saw her, Barbara Bush unexpectedly granted me access to her diaries. She had begun collecting this account of her life in 1948. She had declared at the start that I wouldn’t be allowed to read the daily and weekly entries, and the personal papers and letters tucked in with them, that were archived at the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum. Those boxes and binders won’t be open to public view until 2053, thirty-five years after her death.

That meant I was able to read her diary entries about everything—even about this book. After our third interview, she wrote, “I talked to Susan Page who is writing a book about me. Boring.” (I hope “boring” was a bit of self-deprecation about herself and not a description of me, but I never had a chance to ask her.) After our final interview, she wrote, “I like her and hope she is kind to me.”

She encouraged family members and friends and former aides to talk with me. When her brother Scott Pierce asked her what he should say, she replied, “Just tell the truth.” I sat down with both presidents named Bush, and with President Clinton, and with her children and grandchildren—in all, with more than one hundred people whose lives intersected with hers.

I discovered that there was more about Barbara Bush, and her role in some of the most important events of our age, than I would have even guessed. This book is about what I found.




[image: ]







America’s saga was in her DNA.

Her direct ancestor Henry Samson, then sixteen years old, was one of the Pilgrims who arrived in the New World aboard the first voyage of the Mayflower, in 1620. During the Industrial Revolution, her paternal great-great-grandfather, General James Pierce, made a fortune in pig iron—that is, the first crude iron from a smelting furnace, shaped into bricks—though his sons would squander their inheritance. Her distant cousin Franklin Pierce was elected president during the years leading up to the Civil War, an unsettled time and one that historians would conclude he handled with catastrophic ineptitude.

She was born during the Roaring Twenties—just five years after women won the right to vote—and grew up during the Great Depression. Her father served in World War I, her boyfriend and her brother in World War II, and two of her grandsons in Afghanistan. As a teenager during World War II, she became one of the millions of women who joined the war effort at home, working one summer at a nuts-and-bolts factory; she fetched coffee for some of the same workers who on evenings and weekends would wait on her family at their private club. As a bride, she and her husband were among the flood of migrants who moved west for opportunity in the Sunbelt. Later, she would play a personal role in seven presidential campaigns.

No accounting of the era that stretches from the Reagan Revolution to the election of Donald Trump would be complete without an understanding of Barbara Pierce Bush.

For one thing, no other woman in American history has played such an intimate part in two White House administrations. Abigail Adams, like Barbara Bush, was the wife of one president and the mother of another. But of the two women, only Barbara could claim a role in both presidencies; Abigail died of typhoid six years before her son John Quincy Adams moved into the White House in 1825.

During the twelve years that a President Bush lived in the White House, the world would be transformed, then transformed again. George H. W. Bush managed with diplomatic finesse the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. George W. Bush led the nation’s response to the most devastating terror attack in its history and launched a war that would be vehemently disputed. Barbara Bush stood near the center of both administrations, forty-one and forty-three. She was never an ornament or a bystander, never just a leaf on the family tree. She had the ear of a pair of presidents in a way no other American has had, even if they weren’t always enthusiastic about hearing from her. She used her unique position to act at times as their protector, at times as their conscience.

She pressed her husband to pay more attention to homelessness and HIV/AIDS. She set out to forge a friendship with the didactic Raisa Gorbachev, an act of will that the German chancellor and Canadian prime minister credited with helping ease the superpower negotiations that closed the Cold War. She raised alarms with her son about the advice he was heeding on Iraq, a war that would undermine public support for his presidency. She cautioned both presidents about phonies and users. She could unnerve their senior aides with a pointed question or a dyspeptic look. She kept scores. Her words could sting and leave scars, even with those she loved.

“She is a strong woman, not ego-driven but protective of kith and kin,” White House speechwriter Peggy Noonan observed in What I Saw at the Revolution, her account of the Reagan era. “Those merry eyes, the warmth, the ability to get the help cracking in a jolly way, and then not so jolly. A lack of pretension, a breeziness, but underneath she is Greenwich granite, one of the women who settled the hard gray shores of the East and summoned roses from the rocks.”

Barbara Bush was both warm and tough, simultaneously grandmother and enforcer. She was organized and disciplined, focused and flexible. She built sprawling networks of friends and easily socialized with strangers, from foreign ambassadors at state dinners to factory workers on the campaign trail. She wasn’t flummoxed by abrupt changes in circumstance and locale, from Rye (New York) to Odessa (Texas) to Beijing (China) to the White House. She was comfortable with risk. Those are the qualities of successful CEOs and military commanders and political strategists and, indeed, presidents.

Had she been born a generation or two later, when opportunities were exploding for women in America, she might well have been any of those. “In a different time and a different era, my mother might have been president,” Jeb Bush told me in an interview in 1990, when it was his father who was president. She might have seen more room for personal ambition. She might have been less Barbara Pierce Bush and more, say, Hillary Rodham Clinton.

Hillary Rodham was born a generation later. Just twenty-two years apart in age, she and Barbara Pierce stood on opposite sides of a social revolution. “She lived a full and exemplary life in every way, but she was of my mother’s generation,” Hillary Clinton told me. “It was just a divide that had really significant repercussions for young women my age, coming up at the time we did.” Clinton would succeed Barbara Bush as First Lady but then become a US senator, a secretary of state, and the first woman nominated for the presidency by a major political party. In a peculiar turn, one of the Republicans vying to oppose her in 2016 would be Barbara Bush’s second son, Jeb.

Barbara Bush’s profile was more traditional, her influence less direct, her power wielded more often in private, even clandestinely. Still, she stands as a historic figure. A list of the presidential spouses who have had the greatest impact on America would include her alongside such women as Abigail Adams, Edith Wilson, Eleanor Roosevelt, Nancy Reagan, and Hillary Clinton.

Her appeal transcended party lines in a way the candidates in her family could only yearn to emulate. Jeb Bush, the two-term governor of Florida and a GOP presidential hopeful in 2016, described a common phenomenon he encountered while waiting at airports. “I love your mother,” strangers would come up to tell him. “Occasionally I would say, ‘Well, what about my dad?’ ‘No, I love your mother.’ ‘What about my brother?’ ‘I really love your mother.’ ‘What about me?’ ‘Your mom is great.’”

That said, during the time she was most in the public eye, Barbara Bush did catch flak from critics—from Saturday Night Live comics who mocked her, and from young women in Wellesley’s class of 1990 who protested her as a commencement speaker. Some saw her as a throwback, “just a housewife,” defined by her marriage to a powerful man.

That’s one reason she had a complicated and not entirely friendly view of feminism and the women’s movement. She was wounded by the protests at Wellesley. She responded by delivering an enduring message that has been quoted in commencement addresses ever since: “At the end of your life, you will never regret not having passed one more test, winning one more verdict, or not closing one more deal,” she said then. “You will regret time not spent with a husband, a child, a friend, or a parent.”

At the end of her life, Barbara Bush had few regrets.
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The ranks of America’s political matriarchs include remarkable women, among them Sara Delano Roosevelt and Rose Kennedy. But “matriarch” was a title Barbara Bush rejected for herself, along with any suggestion that she led a dynasty. “Mother was pretty good about dealing with big shot–itis,” George W. Bush told me, “and there’s nothing more big-shotty than saying, ‘This is a dynasty.’”

Whether she liked the word or not, though, it is undeniable that Barbara Bush was the matriarch of an American dynasty—a dynasty defined not only by political office but also by public service of all sorts by her children and her grandchildren and others she influenced. Besides the White House, her sons were elected and reelected as governors of two of the nation’s largest states. One grandson was elected to statewide office in Texas. Another enlisted in the US Marines and was deployed to Afghanistan, dangerous duty that was never publicly disclosed. A third left a business career to become a leader in the Big Brothers Big Sisters program. She bragged about the global health program one granddaughter cofounded, and the campaign to feed hungry children around the world that another granddaughter helped launch.

Her mind was sharp to the end, but her physical health was failing, her breathing more labored and her pain more apparent with each visit. She would pass away, peacefully, on April 17, 2018; her husband would die seven months later, on November 30. At the end of our first interview, in the autumn of 2017, I asked her, “What do you think the title of this book should be?”

She answered without missing a beat. “The Fat Lady Sings Again,” she said. And she smiled, pleased with herself.







Chapter One
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Six Brutal Months

I don’t know what to do this morning,” three-year-old Robin told her mother on that March day in Midland. “I may go out and lie on the grass and watch the cars go by, or I might just stay in bed.”

Barbara Bush was preoccupied with Jebby, the baby brother who had been born just a few weeks earlier on February 11, 1953, and wasn’t yet sleeping through the night. Georgie was attending first grade at Sam Houston Elementary School, but Robin was still home with her mother all day, at the new house on West Ohio Street. Her giggly daughter had blond curls and chipmunk cheeks and, usually, a quick smile. The notion that she was listless and exhausted, with more than just a dreamy spring fever, didn’t sound right. Barbara made an appointment with the children’s doctor, who examined Robin and drew some blood. Dr. Dorothy Wyvell, the pediatrician just about every family in Midland trusted, immediately spotted signs of something serious, but she didn’t put a name to it, not until she was sure. When the test results came back, she would call her, she told Barbara. She suggested that the parents return together that afternoon to talk, without Robin. That sounded ominous, Barbara thought, but she couldn’t imagine that something was seriously amiss.

George Bush, then twenty-eight years old, was checking land records at the Ector County courthouse, twenty miles from Midland, when Barbara called him. Dr. Wyvell wanted to see them right away. In late afternoon, as daylight ebbed, they sat down in her small office. George Bush could tell something was wrong. The pediatrician, a family friend, had been a composed and reassuring figure in dealing with the standard childhood scrapes and ailments. This time, she was struggling to find words, and her eyes were misting with tears.

The doctor finally spoke. The test results were back. Robin had leukemia.

Neither parent had ever heard of it. What was it? How do we cure her? What can we do? Nothing, Dr. Wyvell told them. Robin’s white blood cell count was the highest she had ever seen, a sign that the disease was rampant. Robin might have a few weeks to live, or even just a few days. They could choose to treat her, though the research into leukemia was very preliminary. There was no cure. The doctor’s advice was to let nature take its course. Tell no one about their daughter’s terrifying diagnosis. Take her home. Make her comfortable. Let her slip away.

They were stunned, but they were hardly ready to accept that advice. They already had demonstrated they were more comfortable taking action than sitting still. He had enlisted at age eighteen to fight in World War II; at age twenty-two, she had left the comforts of upper-crust society in Connecticut to set up a string of households in the Oil Patch. They weren’t ready to give up on their daughter without a fight. They had moved to Texas in a sort of declaration of independence, but now they were grateful for their family connections back east. Bush called his uncle, Dr. John Walker, a renowned surgeon at Memorial Hospital in New York.

Walker urged them to bring Robin to New York, where doctors had just begun some of the early research into leukemia. Perhaps nothing could be done, he said, but they would never forgive themselves if they didn’t try. “You don’t have a choice,” he told them. Even if the odds were a hundred million to one, “you’ve got to give life a chance.”

They left Dr. Wyvell’s office with the news still sinking in. They had driven there in separate cars. Barbara headed home; Bush told her he needed to stop by his office for a moment. In fact, he dropped by the house of some friends, the Fowlers, and asked Liz Fowler to come over to be with Barbara. More friends gathered at the house as the news spread through the neighborhood.

Decades later, Barbara Bush would remember every bit of it, with the crystalline recall that comes with the unfolding of catastrophic events. When their teetotaling minister and his wife arrived, George Bush offered them a drink—though they “would no more take a drink than fly,” Barbara said. The Reverend Dr. Matthew Lynn demurred. “Not now, George,” he said. The “now” deflected any sense of discomfort, as though perhaps another time the pastor might well accept. “Such a silly, small thing to remember,” Barbara would say later, and yet she did remember.

Hurriedly, frantically, plans were made. Little George would stay with one friend; baby Jeb would stay with another. The next morning, George and Barbara Bush were on a plane to New York with their daughter. Not even twenty-four hours had passed since they had received the most devastating news of their lives.

Robin’s illness and her death six brutal months later would forever change Barbara Bush. The experience would steel her resolve and broaden her understanding of the ways the innocent can be caught and crushed by the unfairness of life. It would leave an indelible stamp on her about what matters, and what doesn’t. It would cement a bond between her and her firstborn son that would last until Barbara’s passing. And it would test her marriage. George’s and Barbara’s responses to Robin’s illness and eventual death would forge a template that they would follow through the ebbs and flows of their long union.

Barbara was the strong one during Robin’s painful treatment as George dissolved in tears. With Robin’s death, Barbara was the one who collapsed into sorrow, and George became her rock. The pattern of one stepping up when the other was struggling—and of being able to switch those roles between them—would sustain the couple during times of political defeat and personal pain. It would prove to be crucial decades later when Barbara Bush struggled with depression and again when the elder George Bush was embittered by his defeat for reelection to the White House.

But nothing would ever match the heartbreaking struggle that robbed them of any sense of the seasons in 1953.

The morning after Robin died, on October 11, 1953, Barbara was shocked when she suddenly noticed that the leaves on the trees in her hometown of Rye, in suburban New York, were at the peak of their fall colors. The last time she had paid any attention to such things was six months earlier, in Midland, on that March day. “I remember realizing life went on,” she said, “whether we were looking or not.”




[image: ]







When Robin was diagnosed with leukemia, no medical journal had recorded even a single case of a patient being cured of the disease, nor of anyone surviving for more than a few months after being diagnosed. But the first breakthroughs were being made.

For more than a century, childhood leukemia had perplexed and frustrated doctors. The disease was like “a wax-museum doll,” Siddhartha Mukherjee wrote in the opening chapter of his epic 2010 tome, The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer. The disease had been studied in detail but without achieving any therapeutic advances. Patients were “diagnosed, transfused—and sent home to die,” a medical magazine noted. Indeed, that was close to the advice Dr. Wyvell had given the Bushes.

In 1948, researcher Sidney Farber at Children’s Hospital in Boston managed to push leukemia into remission by using an early form of chemotherapy—a dramatic breakthrough and a welcome one, but only a temporary respite. Within a few months, the patients invariably would suffer a relapse and die. In the early 1950s, two scientists at Sloan Kettering began clinical trials on a similar approach, using a different drug. They succeeded in bringing about a remission after only a few days of treatment, but the remission was limited to weeks.

Even so, that was enough to give Barbara and George Bush a spark of light during a dark time. “Robin does unfortunately have Leukemia, and although there is little hope for her we have taken her to Memorial Hospital for treatments,” her father wrote in a letter that summer. “Our big hope is that some new cure will be discovered for this horrible disease.” That somehow Robin could be kept alive long enough for a cure to be found.

Five years after George and Barbara Bush had left the East Coast to make their own way, they were back. John Walker, the brother of Bush’s mother, Dorothy, was a prominent doctor who would later serve as the president of the prestigious Memorial Sloan Kettering Hospital. (He had personal experience in the trials and tribulations of serious disease; three years earlier he had begun his own battle with polio.) Dorothy Walker Bush dispatched Marion Fraser, the nurse who had helped when her own children were growing up, to Texas to care for Georgie and Jebby. Barbara Bush moved into the grand apartment at One Sutton Place that was owned by her husband’s eccentric grandparents, Bert and Loulie Walker, just nine blocks from the hospital. She would spend just about every waking moment by Robin’s side while her husband shuttled between New York and Texas, where he was scrambling to launch his new oil venture.

Robin was very sick from the start. When she was checked into Sloan Kettering, the doctors there were sure the pediatrician in little Midland had gotten the blood test wrong; Robin’s white blood cell count was just too high to be accurate. But when they retested her blood, they registered the same results. It was the highest white blood cell count the experts had ever seen.

The treatments were torturous, the odds they would succeed remote. “How we hated bone marrow tests,” Barbara Bush recalled, an agonizing procedure even for adults. Robin would be awake as doctors used a biopsy needle to collect a sample of marrow from a bone. Sometimes Robin would be “panicked, crying,” George Bush said. There were endless, painful blood transfusions, and as the hospital had requested, a parade of family members and friends journeyed to Sloan Kettering to replace the pints of blood that Robin used. More than once Barbara would be called to help when her sister or a friend passed out while donating blood.

She set one rule: No crying in front of Robin.

Barbara Bush didn’t want the little girl unsettled by seeing the adults in her life in tears. But George Bush, a man of open emotion, found it almost impossible to comply. Again and again, he would tell Robin he had to go to the bathroom and then step into the hallway to regain his composure. “We used to laugh and wonder if Robin thought he had the weakest bladder in the world,” Barbara Bush said. “Not true. He just had the most tender heart.”

He knew how hard it was on Barbara to be the stoic, to be the one in control. Years later, George Bush wrote a revealing aside in a letter to a constituent in his congressional district who had been diagnosed with cancer. “Someone had to look into Robin’s eyes and give her comfort and love,” he said, “and somehow, Paul, I didn’t have the guts.”

Every morning when he was in Midland, George Bush would drop by First Presbyterian Church at 6:30 a.m. to pray for Robin. In the beginning, only the custodian was around to notice. Then the minister began showing up to join him. The two men never talked. They would sit quietly until Bush felt ready to face the day.

At the time, Bush was teaching a Sunday school class for teenagers at the church. He often would arrive disheveled and unshaven, with no lesson prepared. Instead, he would sit with the small group of students and talk about life, death, war, faith, hope, and despair. There was no stricture against crying there.
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In New York, one of Bush’s college pals began dropping by the hospital after work each night to check on Robin and to see if Barbara needed anything.

Lud Ashley had been Bush’s classmate at Yale as well as a fellow member of the secret Skull and Bones society. Like Bush, he had served in World War II, a US Army corporal in the Pacific theater. Each had a distinguished political lineage. Bush’s father, Prescott Bush, had been elected to the US Senate from Connecticut the previous November. Ashley’s great-grandfather James Mitchell Ashley was a noted abolitionist and Ohio congressman during the Civil War. Lud Ashley recently had graduated from Ohio State University Law School and soon would move back to Ohio to launch his own long congressional career.

At the moment, though, he had taken a job in New York at Radio Free Europe, a few blocks from Sloan Kettering. He stopped by the hospital so regularly that one of the night nurses assumed he was Robin’s father. “What does your husband do, Mrs. Bush?” the nurse asked her one day. “I meet him every morning around 2 a.m. when he comes in to check on Robin before going to bed.” If Robin’s door was closed, presumably for some treatment, Ashley would wander over to the waiting room, which overlooked the East River, and watch the lights on the water for a half hour or so before going back to check on her again.

When she was awake, Robin recognized Ashley, but it was clear she was failing. “Her eyes didn’t sparkle or anything of that kind,” he recalled, “and she had things sticking out of her and really, she wasn’t in good shape at all. It was really tough going for her.”

It was tough going for all of them. Once, when the end was near, Barbara Bush slipped out to the cold rooftop terrace off the parents’ waiting room to be alone, to smoke a cigarette, to cry. She found Ashley, huddled outside in the freezing cold. He didn’t want to intrude, but he did want to be nearby, just in case. In the decades that followed, the Bushes would never forget. He would remain one of their most treasured friends for life.

Barbara Bush became part of the hospital’s community of parents, an involuntary club bound by pain and hope. “We understood each other,” she said. The journey to Texas had broadened Barbara’s horizons from her days of growing up in affluent Rye and attending boarding school at Ashley Hall, in South Carolina. The long days in the hospital ward were eye-opening in a whole new dimension.

She realized how lucky she was in some ways. She had a stable home and a supportive spouse. They had health insurance and family assets. Some of the other mothers were dealing with family fissures and financial strains, which made their ordeal even harder. Sloan Kettering didn’t charge those who couldn’t pay, but there were other expenses and dislocations that debilitated some.

“I remember one precious little boy named Joey, whose mother had a big family in upstate New York,” she said. “Her husband was a laborer and was trying to cope with schools, bills, and meals. She worried all the time.” Joey’s mom rented a cheap room in the Bronx and would commute to the hospital by bus and subway each day, wearing her bedroom slippers for comfort.

“As Joey’s time drew near, I met her one day in the parents’ room and asked about her son. ‘Joey’s bad, Barbara,’ she said, then unintentionally mangled a Bible verse; Barbara realized she found her version of it comforting. ‘Do you remember in the Bible where it says, “Let the little children suffer and they will come unto me”? Joey is really suffering.’” (Years later, Barbara Bush would remember Joey when Ronald McDonald House Charities, which provides housing and support for the families of hospitalized children, asked her to help headline their annual fund-raising dinner. She accepted. What a difference the organization could have made for Joey’s mom if it had existed then, she thought.)

Cancer proved to be a terrible equalizer. Neither money nor power nor position had given Robin any more refuge from leukemia than Joey had.

Like every other parent at the hospital, the Bushes were desperate, ready to grasp at straws. One day, several friends phoned George Bush after hearing Paul Harvey on his radio program describe a doctor in Kansas who had discovered a cure for leukemia. After five frantic hours, Bush managed to get through to the doctor on the phone. He had been swamped by calls from parents who would do anything to save their children, but all he had to offer was one more unproven medicine then being tested. Barbara Bush later chastised Paul Harvey for causing such heartbreak. “He raised our hopes only to have them dashed,” she said.

True to form, Robin’s disease did go into remission for a time. Once in a while, she could visit the Walkers’ apartment with her mother. George Bush’s maternal grandfather, known as Gampy Walker, was a flamboyant and forbidding figure with a mercurial temper that had estranged him from his own children. But he was putty in Robin’s hands. He taught the three-year-old to play a simplified version of gin rummy. She thought he had called it “gin mummy,” a name she gleefully changed to gin poppy, after her father.

She could also take the rare trip to her grandparents’ home in Greenwich, Connecticut. One day she went for a walk with her father, headed to the bank, holding hands and laughing. They ran into an acquaintance of his, and the two men chatted. “George, how is your other little kid doing—the one sick, with leukemia?” the other man asked. It didn’t occur to him that the patient could be this sunny little girl. Once that summer, they traveled to the family home in Kennebunkport, Maine, and Robin got to see her brothers. Then she made a brief trip to Texas, the farthest the hospital had let a leukemia patient go. It was a chance for her to see her home in Midland, and for her family and friends to see her, one more time.

Many in Midland shied away, worried that leukemia might be contagious. Barbara Bush never forgot the pain that caused her. Later, as First Lady, she would make a point of embracing HIV/AIDS patients at a time when many were skittish. Then, her friend Betty Liedtke “saved my life,” Barbara Bush recalled, spending hours at the Bush house to make Robin laugh or encourage her to eat.

Robin had to return to the hospital in New York, her health failing, the treatments no longer working. She caught pneumonia and spent time in an oxygen tent. Her legs were covered with bruises. There were dozens of painful open sores on her torso. She was bleeding internally. Barbara and the doctors called George Bush in Texas to discuss one more operation. “I said, ‘No, we’ve done enough to her,’” Bush told them. There was nothing more that could be done. “We thought it was time to let her go.”

He flew back to New York. By the time he arrived, Robin had slipped into a coma.

“One minute she was there, and the next she was gone,” Barbara Bush said. “I truly felt her soul go out of that beautiful little body.” Her mother combed Robin’s curly blond hair for one last time. Barbara was twenty-eight years old when her daughter died in her arms.

“Like an oak in the wind, she was tossed, but she would not be moved,” author Richard Ben Cramer would write of Barbara’s forbearance. She had accomplished her mission. She had never cried in front of her frail little girl, not once. Now the tears could flow, and they did.
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The next day, her father, Marvin Pierce, suggested Barbara and George come to Rye to play golf, a chance to be outdoors, a brief respite from the hospital and the flood of demands and decisions that were about to follow. In the ladies’ locker room at the club, she ran into a friend, Marilyn Peterson. They chatted, but Barbara didn’t mention Robin. She wondered later, Would Marilyn think that was strange?

The Bushes already had decided to donate Robin’s body to research in hopes that it would speed understanding of the disease, that it might help save some other child. While she had been sick, they had overheard grieving family members in the next room berate a doctor who had asked if they would give their child’s body to science. They took a lesson from that, and applied it when their time came to answer that hard question.

They also had made preparations for her burial site.

George Bush’s father, Prescott Bush, had broached the difficult topic in a delicate way. One day, he asked Barbara to go with him to a cemetery in Greenwich to show her where he would be buried. When they arrived, he poked fun at the gravesites with huge headstones and mausoleum-style structures. “I knew old so-and-so,” he told her. “He certainly thought highly of himself, didn’t he, Bar?”

A modest headstone that read “BUSH” already marked the plot he had bought on a hillside. On one side of the headstone was a freshly planted lilac bush; on the other, a dogwood tree. She understood that he had prepared the gravesite not only for him and his wife but also for Robin, to give her a tranquil place to rest in peace.

Robin’s burial would be delayed to allow time for the researchers to examine her. George and Barbara scheduled a memorial service for family and a handful of friends at Christ Church in Greenwich before they returned to Midland. They were at the home of George’s parents, getting ready in an upstairs bedroom. They could hear the others gathering on the first floor. Suddenly, Barbara’s stoicism evaporated. She couldn’t face anyone, she told her husband. She couldn’t do it. She was done.

George looked out the window and saw Barbara’s sister and brother-in-law, Martha and Walt Rafferty, walking up the driveway. “Sure, and with the O’Raffertys, it is going to be a grand wake!” he told her. It was the sort of deliberately goofy comment that could make her laugh, that would help her to hold it together one more time.

As soon as the service was over, Barbara and George flew home to Texas to explain to Georgie what had happened to his little sister. In the Greenwich cemetery a few days later, George Bush’s mother and the faithful Lud Ashley stood by as Robin’s remains were laid to rest.
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It would be the first vivid memory of his life.

George W. Bush, now in the second grade, had been dispatched by his teacher to help carry a Victrola phonograph back to the principal’s office. He and classmate Bill Sallee were lugging it down a covered walkway when George spotted his parents’ car pulling into the parking lot. They had been away on one of their frequent trips to New York. “I remember the pea-green car,” George W. Bush told me in an interview sixty-five years later. “I saw him pull up. I thought I saw Robin in the back.” He asked his teacher if he could go say hello to his parents and his sister.

He knew Robin had been sick, but he had no idea that she might die. She wasn’t with them, his parents told him in the car. She was never coming home.

Decades later, in an interview in the living room of her Houston home, Barbara Bush was still torn over whether they had made the right decision, trying to protect their young son by not being candid about what was going on. “We should have told him that she was very, very sick,” she told me, tears welling in her eyes. I apologized for making her cry. “That’s normal,” she replied. “Don’t worry about that.” A pastel portrait of Robin was hanging on the wall, within her line of sight. “He’s never really forgiven me for that, or us. I can understand that. We just didn’t know what to do. He was a little boy.”

George W. Bush told me he understood why they didn’t tell him in advance. “Why would you burden a six-year-old kid?” he said. In the end, he added, “I turned out okay.”

At the moment, they were all reeling. No one was sleeping through the night.

In those first weeks, Georgie struggled. Not long after Robin’s death, he went over to the house of a friend, Randall Roden, for a sleepover, but he had such terrifying nightmares that his mother had to come over to the house to comfort him.

Barbara Bush herself would wake up with a wave of grief so fierce that the pain felt physical. During the day, she hated it when friends avoided saying Robin’s name, as though the little girl could or should be forgotten. She was exhausted by condolence calls from people she hardly knew, and by the awkward comments some would make in an effort to comfort her. Once, walking into the living room, she got a glimpse of a friend practicing sad expressions in a mirror; Barbara backed out of the room and came in again, more noisily. “At least it wasn’t your firstborn and a boy at that,” a visitor said. Barbara was speechless and enraged. “I just needed somebody to blame,” she said.

In an instant, Barbara and George had switched roles. She had been the strong one when Robin was sick, with the fierce discipline to maintain her composure in the hospital room while he had to retreat into the hallway to weep. “I wouldn’t let them cry in front of her, and I was very strong then,” she said. “But then it was all over, and he took over.”

She fell apart. “Time after time during the next six months,” she said, “George would put me together again.”

The death of a child can pressure any marriage, even a strong one. A study in the 1970s estimated that as many as 90 percent of bereaved couples found themselves in serious marital difficulty within months after the death of a child. A decade later, another study concluded that “all indicators of marital happiness deteriorated over time” among bereaved parents. The most serious problems developed when the mother and the father coped differently with their grief. Often fathers would take refuge in their work and try not to dwell on the loss, the researchers found, while mothers wanted to talk about their child, to express their pain. That disconnect would fray their bonds, sometimes irreparably.

But George Bush defied that stereotype of his gender and his times. It was Barbara who wanted to rush through a grieving process that could not be hurried; he refused to let her do that. “I wanted to get back to real life, but there is a dance that you have to go through to get there,” she said. “When I wanted to cut out, George made me talk to him, and he shared with me.” He reminded her that others were feeling the same pain she felt. He felt it, as did their son, and their relatives back east, and their friends in Texas. Night after night, he would hold her as she cried herself to sleep.

Robin’s illness strained her parents’ marriage, then strengthened it. It deepened her young mother’s faith, and it made her both harder and softer. On the inside, Barbara Bush emerged more aware of the fragility of life and the universality of grief. She felt a newfound sympathy and understanding for her mother, who had to deal with the repeated hospitalizations of Barbara’s brother. On the outside, she developed a survivor’s armor, and with it even less patience for the general boneheadedness of people. She had never been one to suffer fools gladly. Now her impatience was sharpened, even if those fools were well-meaning. She no longer had the time or stomach for them.

She had never paid much attention to what she wore or how her hair looked. Now she cared even less. All that seemed so unimportant. “There is a sad part of my mom and dad that those of us who have never lost a young child could never understand,” said Dorothy Bush Koch, the daughter known as Doro who was born six years later.

For the rest of her life, Robin’s death would heighten Barbara Bush’s empathy for those who were struggling with life’s injustices.

“That, I think, was maybe one of the things that made Barbara so tender to others after she got through it,” Susan Baker, one of her closest friends, told me. Barbara Bush chose Susan, the wife of former secretary of state James A. Baker III, to deliver one of three eulogies at her funeral. “It scarred her in a way that’s benefited many, many people. I shouldn’t say scarred—it’s tenderized her in a way that has benefited so many people.” When tragedy strikes, “there are many people that run the opposite direction,” Susan Baker said. “But not Barbara Bush.”
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The innocent queries of seven-year-old Georgie helped the adults around him chart a path forward.

When George Bush took his son to a football game that fall, the youngster declared that he wished he were Robin. The adults who heard him stiffened uncomfortably. His father asked him why. “I bet she can see the game better from up there than we can here,” Georgie explained. That brought a smile to everyone.

Another time, he asked his father a question that again momentarily shocked the adults: Had they buried Robin lying down or standing up? George Bush said he wasn’t sure. Why did he want to know? In school, Georgie had just learned that the earth rotated. Did that mean his sister was spending some of her time standing on her head? And wouldn’t that be neat?

“He taught me something,” Barbara Bush told me, decades later. George W. mentioned Robin easily, naturally, while others were afraid to say her name. “It taught me that when someone dies you ought to talk about them. That’s hard to do.”

It is hard, I agreed.

“But you should talk about them. Otherwise I thought that she was a nobody, when nobody talked about her. I thought, Why don’t people act like she was there?”

Barbara Bush and her firstborn son already were exceptionally close, a result of those early years when it was often just the two of them while the senior George Bush was on the road, building his business. Now Robin’s loss made their ties even stronger. He was the only one of the children who could share with their parents his own memories of Robin. “I feel very close to George, very,” Barbara Bush told me. “He went all through the Robin thing. He really took care of me.” He agreed. “We had a very, very close relationship,” George W. Bush said. “My brothers and sister did, too, but it was just different.”

In the days before her own death in April 2018, Barbara Bush worried that George W. would take her passing the hardest “because of Robin.”

During the fall of 1953, after being away for most of the past six months in New York, she focused on Georgie and little Jeb. “Mother’s reaction was to envelop herself totally around me,” George W. Bush recalled. “She kind of smothered me and then recognized that it was the wrong thing to do.” One breezy day, Barbara was in her bedroom when she overheard Mike Proctor, the boy who lived across the street, ask Georgie if he wanted to come over and play. He did, he replied, but he couldn’t leave his mother. She needed him. “That started my cure,” Barbara Bush said. “I realized I was too much of a burden for a little seven-year-old boy to carry.”

Robin’s death extended the age gap between George W. and his closest sibling. Jeb was seven years his junior. Jeb and the three who followed—Neil, Marvin, and Doro—were clustered, all born in the space of six and a half years. George W. stood apart. “For a while after Robin’s death I felt like an only child,” he said. Relatives back east worried that he might see it as his job to cheer up his grieving parents, to be the family clown. “I think kids who lose a sibling often try and find ways to, you know, make things easier in the family,” said a cousin, Elsie Walker, who herself had lost a sister.

“He felt he had to be the caretaker,” Betsy Heminway, one of Barbara Bush’s closest friends from Greenwich and Kennebunkport, told me. She thought the role Georgie filled then to cheer up those around him helped shape his personality. “He was the cheerleader—which he was at Yale, so he started early. I think that’s part of it.” Some of his relatives would wonder if Robin’s death, and perhaps his own sense of survivor’s guilt, contributed to the years when George W. as a young man would be known more for his partying than his sense of purpose.

George W. Bush would always be the one who could tease his mother and get a rise from her. The sarcastic patter between them would persist for the rest of their lives. Barbara Pierce Bush, the daughter of George W. and the namesake of her grandmother, had often heard the story about her father as a little boy, telling his friend he had to stay home to cheer up his mom. “I always thought that was so sweet and I feel like, oddly, that’s how their relationship remains,” she told me. “It was very playful; it was very funny. My dad’s role really was to make my grandmother laugh—like he got so much joy out of making her laugh.”

Robin’s death had an impact even on her brothers and sister not yet born.

“She was a constant memory,” Neil Bush, the first child born after Robin died, told me.

“It’s a strange thing to mourn someone you never met, but my heart still feels heavy when I think of what might have been,” Doro Bush Koch said about the big sister who wasn’t there. She once told her mother that she felt bad because she had straight, brunette hair instead of the blond curls Robin had.
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A year before Doro was born, the elder George Bush told his mother about the hole in his heart.

“There is about our house a need,” he wrote Dorothy Walker Bush in a letter in the summer of 1958 that he described as “kind of like a confessional.” It was found among his mother’s possessions when she died in 1992. “We need some starched crisp frocks to go with all our torn-kneed blue jeans and helmets. We need some soft blond hair to offset those crew cuts. We need a doll house to stand firm against our forts and rackets and thousand baseball cards…

“We need a girl.”

Bessie Liedtke, the wife of George Bush’s business partner and one of Barbara Bush’s friends in Midland, believes that Robin’s death expanded her father’s drive and his aspirations. “He just said, ‘I’ve got to do something that’s bigger than just the oil business,’” she told me. “I think that was a big factor in his running for office and trying to do good for people.” Barbara thought being shot down in the Pacific during World War II had sparked his determination to do big things, but Robin’s death could have contributed as well. “Maybe all those things add up,” she told me.

Bush biographer Jon Meacham once asked the former president what lessons his daughter Robin’s death had taught him.

“It taught me that no matter how innocent or perfect the child, she can still be taken away from you by horrible illness,” Bush said. “That gets into ‘the Lord works in strange ways,’ if you believe in that. I’ve never gotten a real answer to that one. But I learned a lot from it. Keep going, charging ahead.”

When George W. Bush spoke at his father’s memorial service at Washington’s National Cathedral in December 2018, he closed his eulogy with words that made him choke back tears. “In our grief,” he said, “let us smile knowing that Dad is hugging Robin and holding Mom’s hand again.”

A year earlier, amid preparations for what would turn out to be the final Christmas of her life, Barbara Bush, then ninety-two, had her lost daughter on her mind. On December 20, 2017, she wrote in her diary: “I believe this is our precious Robin’s birthday.”







Chapter Two
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“The Fighting Pierces”

Barbara Pierce Bush’s strength and perseverance may have been imprinted in her genes, in a family whose story tracked America’s history from the start.

Robert Coe was one ancestor of note. A restless and ambitious man, he was thirty-eight years old in 1634 when he boarded the Francis in Ipswich, northeast of London, with wife Anne and three young children, heading to America. The ship’s departure was delayed for two weeks by customs bailiffs, but the journey finally began in April, lasted ten long weeks on the Atlantic Ocean, and was “marked by seasickness, monotony, boredom, bad weather and a steadily deteriorating diet.” Tickets cost £5 per adult (just over $1,000 in 2018 dollars), with children charged at half price. In late July, the square-rigged ship, 100 feet long, sailed into Massachusetts Bay. Notably for the time, all ninety-four passengers survived the voyage.

The Mayflower had made its historic journey just fourteen years earlier. Coe was part of a second great surge of religious dissidents from England settling a new land. He would live a remarkably long life, especially for the era, surviving into his nineties after playing a key role in establishing churches and communities in Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New York.

He would spawn a distinguished family. His direct descendants included Charles Dawes, President Calvin Coolidge’s vice president and the corecipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1925 for his work on reparations after World War I. British prime minister Winston Churchill, whose leadership during World War II made him a hero on both sides of the Atlantic, was another, through Churchill’s American-born mother, Jennie Jerome.

Barbara Pierce Bush was also a descendant, through her mother.

By the time Coe came ashore in the new world, a direct ancestor of Barbara Bush through her father was already there. Henry Samson, sixteen years old, had arrived on the Mayflower, perhaps as an apprentice to his uncle. By the end of their first ferocious winter in America, almost half of the 102 passengers had died, among them Henry’s uncle and aunt, Edward and Ann Tilley. Samson, though, would live into his eighties, fathering nine children. (One curious note: Samson’s direct descendants include not only Barbara Pierce Bush but also the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Sarah Palin, the 2008 Republican nominee for the vice presidency, the job George Bush once held. Barbara Bush and Sarah Palin were sixth cousins once removed.)

Barbara Bush’s lineage underscores the depth and breadth of her links to the history of the United States, and the energy and independence that was part of her heritage. Her ancestors helped settle New England. They fought for independence in the Revolutionary War and for the Union in the Civil War. They amassed a fortune during the Industrial Revolution. They served in World War I and World War II.

There were imposing women in one generation of the family after another.

A great-great-grandmother on her father’s side endowed a chair at Buchtel College in Akron, Ohio, for a female professor at a time when few women could aspire to higher education. Her grandmother on her mother’s side ignored the conventions of the day after the death of her husband, a state Supreme Court justice in Ohio. With three fellow widows, she packed up a trailer and set off on an adventurous journey across the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Her tales would delight her granddaughter, a little girl growing up in Rye, New York.

As for Robert Coe, his ancestry traces back to John Coe, a resident of Gestingthorpe, in England’s Essex County. In the fourteenth century, John Coe served under Sir John Hawkwood, a veteran of the Hundred Years’ War, when he led an infamous mercenary unit that battled for various city-states in Italy.

Robert Coe was born in 1596, after his father had moved the family to Suffolk County. Coe worked as a weaver and a questman, a local person empowered to look into abuses and disputes. But the textile industry was in precipitous decline. Many Puritans saw God’s hand, arguing that the economic dislocations were divine punishment because England had not created a reformed Protestant Church, and that more hard times were likely to follow. Puritans like Coe from Suffolk, Essex, and Norfolk Counties became the heart of the American migration.

After arriving in America, he became a peripatetic figure, sometimes propelled to move on after disputes over church governance, emerging as a leader in religious and civic affairs wherever he went. He traveled first to Watertown, now part of the Boston area, where others from his hometown already had settled. A year later, he helped found a new plantation at Wethersfield, one of Connecticut’s three founding towns and the site of a bloody battle with the Pequot tribe while he was there. Five years later, in the wake of a disagreement over what rules should govern the local church, he moved to Stamford, Connecticut. There, he was appointed town magistrate and a deputy to the General Court in New Haven.

Robert Coe was “a fine example of the Puritan of his day; a man of vigorous physique, restless energy, strict integrity, strong convictions, and great force of character,” the American genealogist Joseph Gardner Bartlett recorded. By all accounts, Coe was outspoken and adventurous, words that could be used seven generations later to describe Barbara Bush.

After yet another battle over church governance, Coe and the Reverend Richard Denton, famed for the passion of his preaching, decided to move across Long Island Sound to the new settlement of Hempstead, on Long Island.

Coe would stay in Hempstead for eight years, his longest stretch in one place since leaving England. He acquired large tracts of land and served as magistrate of the town under the Dutch. At age fifty-six, Coe founded yet another new settlement a few miles west, then called Mespat and now called Newtown, part of Queens. He served as magistrate of Newtown for four years, and as an elder in the new church there.

At the time, Long Island was divided, the eastern end under English authority, the western under Dutch. There were rumors that Peter Stuyvesant, the Dutch director general of the colony of New Netherland, had offered to pay local Native Americans to slaughter the English settlers. As the town deputy, Coe traveled first to Boston to urge the Massachusetts Bay Colony to protect their fellow English settlers on Long Island, then to New Amsterdam to meet with Dutch officials. Governor Stuyvesant confirmed the unsettling rumors; Coe negotiated an agreement to safeguard the settlers. His efforts and the end of the First Anglo-Dutch War brought peace for a time.

Not all of the family’s actions were heroic. There are indications that one of Robert Coe’s sons, John, owned slaves. The religious liberty that Robert Coe espoused applied to Puritans; other religious minorities like Quakers, Baptists, and Catholics were often not welcome. His son Benjamin was among those who signed a letter pledging to help the Dutch crack down on Quakers. (It was Benjamin, the son of Robert Coe and his first wife, Mary, who continued the direct line of ancestry to Barbara Bush.)

By then, Benjamin had moved with his father to help found the town of Jamaica, now part of Queens. In 1662, Robert’s son John joined in leading a successful revolt against the Dutch government of Long Island. Robert Coe had served as magistrate in Jamaica under the Dutch, and he was reappointed magistrate under the British. He was named to other grand-sounding posts of authority: Judge of the Courts of Oyer and Terminer, and High Sheriff of Yorkshire.

By then, he was the oldest resident in town. At age seventy-five, in 1671, he finally retired from public life. Seventeen years later, at ninety-two, he passed away, his influence and his progeny established in this new land.
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In the seventeenth century, Robert Coe, Barbara Pierce’s ancestor through her mother, was a leader in the first movement of Europeans to America.

In the nineteenth century, James Pierce, Barbara’s ancestor through her father, was a pioneer in traversing the upheaval and opportunities of the Industrial Revolution. It was through this family line that she would be born the distant cousin of the nation’s disastrous fourteenth president, Franklin Pierce, who served in the White House during the lead-up to the Civil War. With the Pierce family saga—wealth gained, then lost—her forebears once again were caught up in the narrative of the nation.

In his day, everyone referred to her great-great-grandfather as General Pierce. The title was an honorific, but after he built a town and a fortune, it seemed to fit.

When James Pierce was born in 1810 in Swanzey, New Hampshire, he inherited no particular assets beyond quick wits and an entrepreneurial spirit. He worked on the family farm, attended local country schools, and at age seventeen got a job in the lumber business. He and his cousin formed a merchant business, trading cotton, horses, clocks, and stoves between New Hampshire and Erie, Pennsylvania. He began expanding into mining and eventually moved to Sharpsville, in western Pennsylvania, near the Ohio border.

At the time, Sharpsville was no more than a few houses around a gristmill and a sawmill. The town was established in 1820 by James Sharp, who fled west in 1847 when the sheriff seized the gristmill for debts. Pierce, who arrived in 1856, would build the small community into an industrial center. He was “a wiry, well-spoken man with a driving personality and immense ‘know-how,’” reputed to have a voice that carried well, the Sharon Herald approvingly noted. In his obituary, the Greenville Record-Argus described him as “a fine specimen of true New England manhood,” a man with “indomitable energy and fixed purpose in life.”

That purpose was doing the heavy work of the Industrial Revolution, and profiting handsomely from it.

General Pierce made money from coal mining, from iron foundries, and from railroads. He built a railroad to carry raw materials to his foundries from Lake Superior, in Michigan. He opened a coal mine near Hickory Township, where his homestead was located. He built furnaces in Mount Hickory with William Lawrence Scott, a multimillionaire railroad tycoon and the mayor of Erie. Pierce was the leader of a group that built the Sharpsville and Oakland Railroad, the first railroad in the Shenango Valley. He founded the Iron Banking Company, which would become the First National Bank of Sharpsville.

Pierce became a millionaire when that status signaled something big. By the time he died, he was worth $1.5 million, the equivalent of more than $33 million in 2018 dollars.

He lived like a millionaire too. During his final years, he focused his attention on constructing a mansion the likes of which Sharpsville had never seen. A local newspaper reported the jaw-dropping cost: He spent $110,000 on the house, which translates to about $2.4 million in 2018 dollars.

The Record-Argus praised its “great taste and durability, being a combination of the Gothic and Corinthian orders of architecture.” The three-story mansion boasted thirty rooms, oak woodwork, and custom wrought iron. The ceilings were painted with frescoes.

General Pierce became the local Rockefeller of Sharpsville, the business magnate whose financial support was sought for civic projects. He contributed land for the First Baptist Church of Sharpsville. He convinced the Universalist Church to locate in Sharpsville. His wife, Chloe Holbrook Pierce, contributed money to erect the Universalist building that stands today; a plaque on the organ memorializes her sister. When Pierce built the headquarters for the Iron Banking Company, he included a space upstairs to host opera performances. (The refurbished Pierce Opera House offered community productions of operas and plays into the twenty-first century.)

Education was of particular interest to Pierce and his wife. He served as a director for the local public schools, donated land for a new school building, and contributed $1,000 for its construction. His wife was a major supporter of Buchtel College, in Akron. In 1873, at a time when few women even sought higher education, she contributed $10,000 to establish an endowed chair for a female professor at the school. The Pierce Professorship of English Literature would continue for four decades, until Buchtel became the Municipal University of Akron.

But General Pierce’s late-in-life passion, his mansion, would be his undoing. Soon after construction had been completed, while his wife was on a shopping trip to Baltimore to buy furniture to fill its grand rooms, he tripped and fell down the cellar steps. The injury to his head was severe. A week later, at age sixty-five, he died.

His funeral was held in his new home, the casket placed in the library, the religious services conducted in the broad hall. The Universalist Church choir sang “He’s Gone, He’s Gone, Gone to the Silent Land.” More than two thousand people gathered, a huge crowd for the small town. Even the children who attended would file somberly by his open casket.

That misstep down the cellar steps would cost General Pierce his life, and it would open the door to the loss of his fortune. The financial strains that followed would reverberate into Barbara Pierce’s childhood.
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Jonas Pierce—Barbara Bush’s great-grandfather—was the firstborn of General James and Chloe Pierce. Their five children would all be boys: Jonas, twins Walter and Wallace, Frank, and James. All of them would be locally prominent. All except Walter would at one time or another be accused of extortion, fraud, or other wrongdoings. Weirdly, all except
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