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To my grandchildren, Caitlin Gregg Buckley and William Conor Buckley






FOREWORD

This is my father’s fifty-fifth and, inasmuch as he died while writing it, one might suppose final book. I put it this way not to be coy, but because there seems to be a possibility, given the enthusiasm in various publishing quarters, of bringing out another collection of his articles. So this might turn out not to be his last book. At the time he died, his book Cancel Your Own Goddam Subscription (what a great title) had recently come out. As I type these words, his book on Barry Goldwater, Flying High, has just been published. And now this, his memoir of his friendship with Ronald Reagan is—évidemment, as WFB would say in French—being published. My father writes more books dead than some authors do alive.

This book was substantially completed before he was struck down the morning of February 27, 2008, at his desk in his study in Stamford. He had begun work on it the previous fall, in the company of Danilo Petranovich, an engaging and very bright Yale political science PhD. They had gone together to a rented house on the ocean in Fort Lauderdale over December-January,  and were putting the final touches on it when he died. The book was left in good hands with Danilo, my father’s last protégé, in a very long line of protégés. Among Pup’s many talents was Pied Pipership: the list of young people whom he mentored—to use a verb that would appall him—at National Review or as literary assistants might well fill out the pages of this book.

The idea for this book arose from the previous book, on Goldwater. This one is a natural, even eerily fitting, coda to my father’s oeuvre. WFB was, inarguably, the founder and primum mobile of modern American conservatism. His biographer, Sam Tanenhaus, has written that his first book, God and Man at Yale, published in 1951, “contained the seeds of a movement.” As it has been put, again and again, if it hadn’t been for Buckley, there wouldn’t have been Goldwater, and without Goldwater, there wouldn’t have been Reagan. How apt, then, that his last book should be about the man whose career he in a sense enabled.

Ronald Reagan was an elusive personality. Indeed, his biographer, Edmund Morris, found him so elusive that he resorted, in his masterly but controversial book Dutch, to confecting an imaginary character in an attempt to deconstruct his subject. But though Reagan tended, famously, to shy from personal intimacy, I think it’s entirely possible that Pup may have gotten as close to him as one could. It was a true friendship. WFB was very close to Nancy Reagan, as the letters between them here will show. And at various points, Pup became a mentor (that awful word again) to the Reagan children, Patti and Ron Jr.

I first met Reagan when Pup took me along with him to California in 1967, to do several Firing Line tapings. Honesty compels me to say that for this fourteen-year-old, the real excitement of the trip was the Firing Line taping not with the new governor  of California but with Robert Vaughn, star of The Man from U.N.C.L.E. Vaughn was at the time an aspirant liberal eminence, which vocation apparently was short-lived.

The Reagans gave a cocktail party for Pup at the governor’s mansion. Le tout Sacramento turned out. I was swiftly ignored amidst the sea of grown-ups and at one point wandered out into the garden and sat down by myself. A few moments later, I sensed the presence of someone next to me and, turning, saw the Governor of California, movie-star handsome and big, in a white jacket. He had seen me wander off and, sensing that I must be feeling a bit lost and out of place, had come out to talk. I never forgot that gesture. If Reagan was capable of reticence, he was also capable of graciousness. In that capacity, he and WFB were made for each other.

Fifteen years later, completely by accident (I had written something in Esquire that had impressed George H. W. Bush’s press secretary), I found myself working in Ronald Reagan’s White House. The Reagans kindly invited me to the odd social occasion. On one of these, I very nearly made a faux pas of national proportion.

The invitation was for dinner in the residence upstairs and a movie afterward. I had a big speech to write for Bush that night, and pleaded urgently with Muffie Brandon, Mrs. Reagan’s social secretary, to be excused from the movie. She tsk-tsked but said all right, but I must be discreet about leaving. I said of course. As I made my stealthy exit just before the lights went down in the family theater, I rounded a corner in the hallway and bumped smack into—Ronald Reagan, who was returning either from the men’s room or from ordering a richly deserved missile strike on some Mideastern despot.

He smiled that 1,000-watt smile and regarded me with a look of mild surprise. “Where are you going?” he said. “We’re about to start the movie.”

“Uh,” I dissembled, “just, uh, going to the men’s room, sir. I’ll be right there. Go ahead and start without me.”

He smiled and went off, phalanxed by Secret Service, including Tim McCarthy, who a few months earlier had interposed himself between the President and John Hinckley.

I made my way down the long corridor in the basement and was about to exit the White House when I heard behind me a sibilant and very stressed “Psssst!”


Looking back, I saw Muffie Brandon, frantically gesticulating. “He just announced to everyone that we weren’t going to start without you.”


Oh my God. I skulked back, Muffie more or less leading me by the ear, to find fifty guests glowering at me, and my seat saved—in the front row, next to the President and Mrs. Reagan.

I experienced dozens of such random acts of grace and favor during my time at the White House. Looking back on it, I realize—not that I didn’t at the time—that these were reciprocations for the kindnesses that Pup had shown to the Reagans’ children.

A few years later, in 1985, I found myself—again, accidentally—ghost-writing David Stockman’s memoirs, under furious deadline pressure. (I use the term “ghost-writing” in the narrowly technical sense: my job was to turn a mountain—yea, a veritable Kilimanjaro—of manuscript into readable English.) There was a certain piquancy to this assignment, inasmuch as David Stockman had become hugely famous for an act of impertinence to Reagan while serving as his budget director. But (a)  Stockman’s beef was never ad hominem against Reagan; and anyway (b) I needed the dough.

In the midst of this death march fell National Review’s gala 30th anniversary dinner at the Plaza in New York. I pleaded with Pup that I couldn’t attend—I barely had time to eat meals. No, he insisted, you have to be there, as he put it somewhat mysteriously, for reasons that will become apparent. I grumpily assented—Pup wasn’t someone you could, really, say no to. (That’s another story.)

So I went, and was seated right above the podium when he gave the speech that is reproduced here. Looking back on that moment, on those two amazing men, I reflect that, yes, the blood of the fathers truly did run strong.

 




Christopher Buckley  
Washington, D.C.  
May 2008







INTRODUCTION

The bulk of this book was written in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. There, William F. Buckley Jr. and I spent six weeks researching, discussing, writing, and editing the chapters you will find here.

This is a story of Ronald Reagan and his contribution to American conservative politics. Reagan was, in Buckley’s—and many others’—view, the great conservative politician of the twentieth century, and it is as such, as Buckley made clear throughout our collaboration, that he should be scrutinized.

The basic Reagan narrative is pretty well known by now. There are superb volumes outlining Reagan’s political ascent, his time in office, his towering impact on the nation and the world. What is not as well known is the particular relationship Reagan had with one of the most important architects of the modern conservative Weltanschauung (to use a word he himself might have used). Buckley and Reagan met while Reagan was still a Democrat and Buckley already a renowned conservative commentator, a phenomenon of the new Right. In the months and years after this first encounter, as Reagan’s star rose (and rose),  his political philosophy crystallized and his embrace of the conservative outlook, resuscitated by Buckley in post-New Deal America, became as complete as one can expect from a political leader. Reagan was never a theorist within the conservative movement, but he became the greatest expositor of the conservative cause in American politics.

This book traces the arc of Reagan’s political career through the prism of Buckley’s contacts with him, and as such is the story of the friendship between the two great figures of the modern American Right: the movement’s articulator and its star. Buckley’s analysis of Reagan’s basic positions and policies falls under three headings: foreign policy (nuclear deterrence vis-à-vis the Soviet Union), the economy (and the bloated federal government), and federalism (the issue of states’ rights, or separation of powers, as Bill often preferred to phrase it). Thus the leading issues of the day are limned through an account of the friendship of “Bill” and “Ron” over more than three decades.

Reagan shied from drawing back the curtain on his private life. The intimate glimpses we get here should prove interesting to even the most conversant Reagan and Buckley fans.

As to the public Reagan, this book reproduces one of the most compelling speeches ever delivered by WFB. In Reagan’s presence, toward the end of National Review’s 30th Anniversary celebration, Buckley gave stirring, distinctly non-ambiguist remarks about confronting the Soviet Union in the nuclear age. If the Soviets were to launch a strike against us, he said, it would be met with resolute determination on our part, and would prove to be suicidal for their regime. And yet, Buckley asks in retrospect, if it had come to that, would Reagan actually have launched missiles?

“I was into some heavy stuff in those days,” Buckley reflected in one of our Fort Lauderdale talks. Examining the heavy stuff, he crafted a fictional (but well founded on personal knowledge) conversation between Clare Boothe Luce, godmother (if you will) of the vast right-wing conspiracy, and Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger, intended to reveal Reagan’s thinking on nuclear weapons. The President, we hear, detests nuclear weapons and is uncomfortable discussing doomsday scenarios with his inner circle. The national security experts are astonished by his philosophical and practical orientation on this most serious of issues. What is ultimately revealed by these exchanges, however, is that the intuition of Ronald Reagan was superior to that of the sophisticates, in both the conservative and the liberal worlds.

The discussion of Reagan’s economic policies deals primarily with the size of government and the budget deficit, dominant themes of the 1980s. Buckley reconstructs some of the most significant debates over Reaganomics. Reagan, of course, had promised to cut the size of government, and yet the budget deficit nearly doubled during his tenure. Was this an overt submission to increased government, or a defeat at the hands of forces he could not control? In a “self-interrogation”—a Buckley specialty, which he first deployed in his 1966 classic, The Unmaking of a Mayor—the author attempts to sort out difficulties associated with Reagan’s “economic revolution.” We also revisit the drama over David Stockman, Reagan’s young and controversial budget director, and listen in on some of the advice Reagan received from Buckley on handling the whole situation.

“Mr. Reagan,” Buckley once wrote, “has accomplished a great deal, but perhaps he will be remembered by our great-grandchildren for two reasons: the first, that he presided over the  counterrevolution against the creeping idea that the state has a pre-emptive right to the production of its citizens; and, second, that he is almost certainly the nicest man who ever occupied the White House.”

We see both of those Reagans in this book. There are excerpts from several of the Firing Line episodes in which Reagan appeared. The first is in 1967: Buckley and Reagan are carefully parsing the vital issue of federalism in Great Society America. Questions about the proper scope of government dominate the conversation, but there are also forays into related aspects of American politics and society. The reader will get a sense of Buckley’s formidable intellect and legendary wit, as well as Reagan’s instinctive grasp of the American character and his winning style of humor.

The “nice Reagan” is present throughout this book. Whether he is charming his listeners with stories or welcoming Truman Capote to the California death house, coming up with a wise-crack or gracefully recovering after the attempt on his life, the private Reagan is almost always sunny and positive. He is always confident about the most important matter, the virtue of the American character, big-hearted and open, hard-working and determined. The portrait we get here reveals a warm and captivating soul, a loyal friend, and a loving husband. We also see an overwhelmed and, at times, aloof father. Buckley writes candidly about the relations within the Reagan family. He had a warm relationship with both Patti and Ron Jr. going back to their early days, as is apparent from his correspondence with Patti while she was at boarding school, and from Ron Jr.’s visits with the Buckleys in Connecticut and New York City. Buckley’s role, it becomes apparent, went beyond that of a mentor to Reagan in  matters of political philosophy; he was also a close family friend and counselor.

The Reagan with whom Buckley had, arguably, the most intimate relationship was Nancy. They delighted in each other’s company from the start. Nancy enjoyed WFB’s wordplay. In the first letter she writes to him, she tells him that she is waiting for the right time to drop the recently assimilated term “Zeitgeist” into her conversation and amaze all her friends. Buckley writes to her with commiseration over the difficulties of life in public office. There is also a running joke that they are soon to meet at Sammy’s Bar in Casablanca. “Travel lightly, and don’t leave a forwarding address,” he advises her.

Also included in this book are selections from the captivating and illuminating correspondence between WFB and Ronald Reagan, stretching over the thirty-plus years of their friendship. These letters offer the reader a glimpse into the open and wide-ranging nature of the association between these two men. There are high-level foreign-policy analyses and discussions of Supreme Court nominees; advice on running campaigns and managing presidential staff; plans for celebrations at the Plaza Hotel and vacations in Barbados; expressions of support for the Reagan children in their pursuit of dance and poetry; and, throughout the years of Reagan’s presidency, regular reports on Buckley’s secret mission as ambassador to Afghanistan. Disagreements, even profound ones, were part of their relationship. One need not look further than their public debate over the Panama Canal, or their private exchanges on disarmament negotiations with the Soviets, to see that Reagan and Buckley did not see eye to eye on everything. But, as the letters reveal, no matter what the occasion or the argument, these two giants of American conservatism engaged  each other with deep mutual respect and solicitude for their unique and consequential friendship.

What WFB said in describing his memoir of Barry Goldwater holds true for this one as well: The material in this book is “factually reliable.” While many of the conversations are reported from memory and probably are not word-for-word accurate, there are no distortions. No thought, as he put it, is “engrafted” onto anyone so as to alter the subject’s character, inclinations, or habits of speech.

 



 



 



Assisting Bill Buckley with this book has been the most stimulating work experience I have ever had. Buckley was a brilliant writer and a penetrating and wide-ranging thinker. He organized his ideas by putting them on paper immediately. Whenever we needed to change the direction of the narrative or commence a new chapter, Buckley would open another WordStar file and start outlining. He thought best by writing things out. Sometimes I would produce a first draft or provide some background material for a chapter, but when he took the lead, he insisted I not read the material until he had fully drafted it. Once an episode was finished, he would almost never go back to it, intending to postpone any revisions until the whole draft was completed.

I liked his style. I adjusted quickly to his routine, and we produced good material on a daily basis. But, as Bill pointed out to me on more than a few occasions, this was not the pace he was used to from his “cruising speed” days. He was apologetic about this, seemingly unaware of how impressed I was both with his  work ethic and with his creative output. In spite of his deteriorating health, Buckley sustained a productive work schedule to the very end, all the while continuing to entertain old friends and new acquaintances. As he once said about Ronald Reagan, so with Bill Buckley, the show must go on.

Over the months we worked on this book we saw each other or spoke on the phone almost every day. I watched and learned from him how to craft an argument, introduce a character, enliven a scene, provoke the reader. I loved our conversations, and I thrilled at taking part in his enchanted atmosphere, which he created wherever he went. What I will remember above all, however, is his irrepressible laughter at the inevitable “potholes of life,” as he put it. Bill at times suffered a great deal, and ordinary things became more difficult for this extraordinary man as time passed. But he never stopped laughing, and teasing, and having fun, and marveling at the new and the proven old. Ours was a joyful experience, and I will always be grateful to our Lord God for intertwining our lives.

 




Danilo Petranovich  
Hamden, Connecticut  
May 2008







Prologue

This book is about Ronald Reagan. The public Reagan, obviously, but also, almost always, simply the Ronald Reagan I came to know. Except that he was a great public figure who moved mountains, there would be scant curiosity about him. But he became, for a while, the most prominent politician on earth. I would not, otherwise, be undertaking a book about him. However, this book is one in which the large scale of things is quite intentionally diminished or, better, maneuvered around, to make way for the cultivation of personal curiosity about someone who became a good friend.

I proceed as I do because I did know him, as a friend and, in a sense, as a tutor. I say this because Ronald Reagan had been a  liberal and an earnest Democrat, though he had moved far in our direction by the time we met. As our friendship matured, I became, simultaneously, a close friend of his wife, Nancy. And for a while, I was on companionable terms with their two children. Patti was fourteen and Ron Jr. eight when I first met them as children of the governor of California in 1967. The story there (father/children) is unconventional, and I played a minor role as a family consultant. I intend to tell that story, to the extent I know it, because it interests me as a family story that bumped into larger-than-life-size developments.






1

First Meeting

In January 1961, I was hired, through my lecture agent, to give a speech in Beverly Hills to an assembly called Citizens for Better Education. Over the years I spoke frequently in the Los Angeles area, and on this occasion I followed my usual routine. When passing through Los Angeles I would stay at the home of my wife’s older sister. Kathleen “Bill” Finucane had left her hometown of Vancouver, B.C., many years before to marry a California lawyer. They lived in Pasadena with their daughter, and there was always a spare room.

Bill Finucane was one of those female earth movers who run everybody’s life. She had a formal job, as head of the Los Angeles Red Cross volunteer blood program. This kept her moving, and at a tempo (she rose at 5 A.M.) one would have ruled out of bounds for a woman who, at six feet tall, weighed nearly three  hundred pounds. But Bill Finucane was anxious to be of service to friends and family, and this included picking me up at airports, driving me to her house, supervising my dress, driving me to my engagement, and eventually returning me to her house, where she put me up for the night.

On the evening in question, we had called for the dinner check at the restaurant across the street from the El Rodeo School Auditorium, where my talk was scheduled. The couple on their way out paused, and Ronald Reagan, with a voluptuarian smile, introduced himself and Nancy.

I had been told that Reagan would be introducing me to the assembly (mostly doctors) but had given it no thought. By 1961, he was pulling away from the Democratic assignments he had performed for over twenty years, during which time he had divorced from his first wife and remarried to the petite lady at his side. He declaimed joyfully his high anticipation for the hour ahead, and quoted and laughed over a barbed comment in my book Up from Liberalism at the expense of Mrs. Roosevelt.

We crossed the street and walked into a scene of some consternation. The large hall was full, but one of our hosts explained to us that the microphone was dead and the student who was supposed to have turned it on was nowhere to be found. They were happy to see Mr. Reagan. With his familiarity with stage machinery he certainly would find a means of turning on the sound.

But he did not, even after two or three minutes of trying. It appeared that nothing could be done except from the (locked) control room at balcony level at the rear of the hall. So Reagan dispatched someone to call the principal’s office and see if we could get the key. Meanwhile, he undertook to appease the  crowd. Raising his voice, he told a story or two and said the current difficulty illustrated the need for better education. There was a ripple of appreciation, but now the assistant returned and reported there was no answer at the principal’s office. By now there were rumbles of impatience coming in from the crowd.

Reagan then walked to the side of the hall and peered through the window at the parapet running the length of the building, two stories above the traffic. His diagnosis seemed instantaneous. He was out the window, his feet on the parapet, his back to the wall, sidestepping carefully toward the control-room window. Reaching it, he thrust his elbow, breaking the glass, and disappeared into the control room. In a minute there was light in the upstairs room, and then we could hear the crackling of the newly animated microphone.

That was a dramatic first meeting, and a friendship was kindled. He was, in those days, edging his way out from the political assumptions he had grown up with as a young Democrat. He had been fighting the Communists in the Screen Actors Guild and was now looking for company on what we would call the Barry Goldwater side of the political world. He would give a famous speech a few years later urging the support of Goldwater. Goldwater didn’t win, but Reagan soon found himself with a political career shaping up. A coterie of Republicans grouped about him, seeking a figure large enough to hang their shattered hopes on.

During that period I visited often, and when he confided that he was deliberating a bid for governor of California, I took to referring to him sotto voce as “Guv”—“How’s the Guv doing?” I’d jest with Nancy over the phone. But I was way behind in apprehending his potential. Governor Nelson Rockefeller, at our first private meeting (at his New York apartment in January 1968),  asked me how to account for the sounds beginning to come out of California—Why not Reagan for president? “There’s no way,” I found myself opining on politics to a man in his third term as governor of New York, “a former actor could go for president.”

“Anybody who wins the California election by one million votes is presidential material,” was Rockefeller’s answer. Five years after our first meeting, Reagan had done just that.

“He’s not even a good actor,” one commentator protested.

Oh?

“That, as it happens, is not true,” Los Angeles sportswriter Jim Murray wrote in Esquire in February 1966. 






Ronald Reagan was and is a very good actor, indeed. Seventy-five percent of being a good actor is voice. Only a Spencer Tracy can get away with a squeaky, unheroic timbre and Ronald Reagan has such a strong, mellifluous delivery that he was once a sports announcer—and a good one at that.

Look at it this way: he had to be a good actor. He’s not handsome. There’s something earnest and unromantic about him. He couldn’t make the gossip columns if he eloped with the Queen of Iran. He’s got all that hair and teeth. His figure is good, but no one ever asked him to take off his shirt in a movie to help the box office. He never tested for Tarzan. He drinks sparingly. He lives within his budget: no solid-gold Lincolns or Cadillacs, no champagne parties in New York hotels. You color him grey. “Ronnie is like the end of autumn,” a friend confides.

What he is, is a Republican. His reading runs to tomes on tax reform. His life is as organized as a monk’s. He is a home-body. His marriage is one of those the fan magazines always hold up as paragons of matrimony.

But all the things Ronald Reagan is not as an actor, he is as a politician. As a fifty-four-year-old candidate, he is handsome. He is compelling, romantic even. If you’re a forty-year-old female precinct worker, Ronald Reagan is an event in your life.




Correspondence, 1965-1966

January 4, 1965

Dear Bill--

 



Many thanks for the lovely Christmas plant you sent--it helped make everything very festive. We loved having you at our house and hope you’ll let us know when you’re going to be here again....

I’m still waiting for just the right moment to drop Zeitgeist (sp?!) into the conversation and amaze all my friends--but so far it hasn’t come--it’s terribly frustrating.

 



Fondly, 
Nancy

 



 



 



January 6, 1965

Dear Nancy:

 



The spelling is exactly right! You were sweet to write, and I’ll take you up on your invitation. Why don’t you consider, as an alternative, coming over and skiing with us in Gstaad? We’ll be there for a  couple of months (hope to finish a book1) . My most cordial greetings to you both.

 



As ever, 
Bill

 



 



 



January 14, 1965

Dear Bill--

 



Skiing in Gstaad?! How heavenly. I envy you but I’m afraid I’ll have to enjoy it vicariously--and look forward to the book appearing....

I alternately feel terribly brave about the whole thing2 and then as if I’d like to crawl into a cave where no one could find me. I know if Ronnie does decide to go into politics all the way I’d better get over that. . . .

 



Fondly, 
Nancy

February 23, 1965

Dear Bill,

 



I don’t know whether you are back from the snows of Switzerland, and what part of your anatomy may be encased in plaster of Paris. I’m not a pessimist, but it seems that all my skiing friends sport casts as proof that they had a winter vacation. I’ll hope you don’t, but if you do that it uses the smallest amount of plaster and is the least inconvenient possible.

I just wanted to thank you for what you did with regard to Mr. Hayes and Esquire magazine.3 Probably nothing can head off the vengeful Miss Mitford, but I appreciate very much your trying. Maybe it will awaken the editorial conscience of Mr. Hayes, and he’ll take a firmer grasp of his blue pencil.

Nancy sends her best.

 



Sincerely, 
Ron

 



 



 



December 28, 1965

Dear Bill--

 



Please forgive me for not writing before this to thank you for the lovely flowers--but between politics and Christmas, I don’t know whether I’m coming or going....

We loved being with you--as always--but I think I’ve been a good friend to all my friends long enough--they’ve met you now. Next time I’m going to keep your arrival a deep dark secret so we can really talk--I have a feeling we didn’t scratch the surface....

The announcement will be on the 4th, as I told you, and I must say my emotions are wired. I awaken early often and think, “Good God. What have we gotten ourselves into?” Well, we shall see. Don’t you think you’ll have to come out here sometime during the campaign for National Review? Please do--I want my friends around me too--not just my enemies!

 



Fondly, 
Nancy

 



 



 



Dictated in Switzerland Transcribed in New York February 18, 1966

Dear Nancy:

 



Goodness, answering your letter was interrupted by an emergency round trip to New York. The usual legal entanglements in re Pauling vs. Buckley.4 It goes to  trial next week, and I shall return once more to New York to transact that ugly business.

Your letter half cheered me, half made me blue. I know what you and Ronnie are going through and only wish I could spare you some of the chaff . . .

With affectionate regards to you both,

 



Bill

 



 



 



July 11, 1966

Dear Bill:

 



Where do I find the words to say thanks for what seemed like the whole magazine devoted to me, but beyond that, for a cover yet?5 It was very thrilling and it was most generous of you to do this in my behalf.

I’m grateful, Nancy’s grateful, and why don’t you come to California again so we can tell you in person?

I’m going to save that particular issue to look at in the months ahead, because I think brother Brown6  has some good, juicy, muddy ones to throw at me and I’ll need a morale booster every once in a while. I’m  going to get it just looking at that issue of  National Review.

Seriously, we do hope you have another date of some kind in California, soon. It would be so good to see you again.

Again, my heartfelt thanks.

 



Best regards, 
Ron

 



 



 



NOVEMBER 7, 1966

AM THINKING OF YOU AND RONNIE FULLY CONFIDENT. IF YOU LOSE YOU CAN AT LEAST TAKE PRIDE IN THE CAMPAIGN YOU WAGED AND IN THE HOPE YOU GAVE TO SO MANY OF US.

—BILL

 



 



 



 



RONALD REAGAN 
GOVERNOR-ELECT 
STATE OF CALIFORNIA

 



December 7, 1966

Dear Bill:

The tumult and shouting have ended, but I’m now suffering from the fallout. I thought I’d be happy to see the campaign close, but either I miss the sawdust trail or I’m getting hit over the head too often with all that has to be done.

Have you any idea how many people want to serve the State of California? But beyond that, I’m finding out  all of my charges against the present Administration were understatements. This state, if it was a private business, would have a padlock on the door and be in the hands of receivers. It is fantastic from my present vantage point to discover what really faces one when the chance comes to put order into the chaos our little liberal playmates have created.

Meanwhile, the old Guv is busily appointing judges, some 50 of them in these closing hours, including some whose records occupy many many pages in House Un-American Activities Committee reports. But, so much for that.

What I really set out to write was a heartfelt thank you for kind words spoken and written, for morale-building when morale was low, particularly morale-building for Nancy. Seriously, I want you to know I’m deeply grateful.

Nancy tells me you will be out here in the near future. I hope we’ll have a chance to get together. Perhaps then I can tell you better how really grateful I am.

 



Best regards, 
Ron
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Visiting the Reagans in California

When Nancy Reagan was shown the house in Sacramento in which California sheltered its governor, she smiled (if that is the right word for it) and announced that she would not be caught dead “in that firetrap.” The dwelling, constructed in 1877, the sometime home of Governors George Pardee, Hiram Johnson, and Earl Warren, was a Victorian Gothic pile in poor repair, located on a street heavy with truck traffic. The Reagans found a modern, habitable house in a wealthy suburb, and proceeded to install themselves in it, with Patti and Ron Jr.

I went to California from time to time on the lecture circuit, and to film episodes of my television show, Firing Line. The first  time Ronald Reagan taped a Firing Line with me was on July 6 in the first year of his term. This is a date of symbolic importance to us—July 6 is Nancy’s birthday, and my own wedding anniversary. Moreover, I had invited along, on this television jaunt, my son, Christopher, then fourteen years old and a student at a cloistered Benedictine New England boarding school.

I remember reaching the peak of paternal exasperation on the westbound flight the day before. Christopher was seated at the side of his father. He watched attentively that afternoon’s movie. He then started listening to music, or what passed for music with his generation. After two or three hours of this, my frustration broke out. I turned to my son and asked in the heaviest sarcasm I could come up with, “Christopher, have you ever read a book?”

He had adjusted his earphone only just enough to let my words into his hearing. Now he put the earphone back in place and said, “Yeah. Treasure Island.”

The tapings scheduled for me on July 6 would be with Ronald Reagan, freshly commissioned as governor of California, and after that with Groucho Marx, sovereign comedian of the age. I lunched in Los Angeles that day with Groucho and Morrie Ryskind, a staunch supporter of National Review from the beginning and the scriptwriter for Groucho’s A Night at the Opera. It dismayed but did not surprise me that Christopher elected to eat his lunch alone, sheltered from his father and those boring old men.

The next day we were in Sacramento. I visited the governor’s office, and felt well protected in the heavy wooden sanctuary. I told Reagan that I had a diplomatic commission in hand. Two weeks earlier, I had found myself cheek by jowl with Jesse Unruh, the all-powerful Speaker of the California Assembly. After  dinner he took me aside. “Would you believe it,” he asked, “that in the six months Reagan has been in office, I have not once been asked to his house, or received a phone call from him?”

I promised to relay his concern to the governor, who, on being told of it, said, “Jesse is on the other side. What’s the point in letting him say that he has spoken with the governor about this problem and that problem? If he wants to cooperate with me, he can do that, any time. Doesn’t need to be over drinks.” He gave me his half smile, with which I had become familiar. It signified no more, I would learn, than that he saw no reason to discard his air of general benevolence. He was telling me that Jesse Unruh ran the California legislature, but Ronald Reagan ran the executive branch, and no constitutional reconciliation would alter this, so why go through the motions? When, a decade and a half later, he served in the White House, he quite often did undertake to go through motions that didn’t promise success—or, for that matter, bring success.

The Reagans were giving a garden party that afternoon. We left the office and drove to their home, where they were expecting two hundred guests. The festivities were on the lawn—food and drink and music and political talk. Christopher was spirited away by the Reagan children, Patti, who was his own age, fourteen, and Ron Jr., age eight. They disappeared into the house, on the assumption, probably, that the older folk were more boring than even Groucho Marx.
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Is It Possible to Be a Good Governor?

I began that first Firing Line conversation with Ronald Reagan by saying:


The purpose of this program is to ask whether it is possible to be a good governor. By that I mean this: Are we now so dependent on the federal government that the individual state is left without the scope to make its own crucial decisions?

I’d like to begin by asking you, Governor Reagan, this: Isn’t the individual state, in the matter of taxation, required to make do with what amounts to the leftovers, it being the right of  Congress freely to exercise—to tax directly what it wants, as it wants?

REAGAN: Well, I think this is—this is one of the great problems confronting the states today, and indeed endangering the very federal system of—the system of a federation of sovereign states. The federal government has pre-empted so much of the tax source, the state finds itself hard put to find sources without upsetting the economic balance that can keep our economy moving. And then in turn, the state, in its desperation for money, reduces the local community, where the real basic services that people must depend on every day are furnished. Education, police protection, the maintenance of their streets, sewage, garbage disposal, all of these services. And your local communities are even more desperate than the state.

So your states wind up taxing and then by subvention putting a great proportion of the money that is taxed by the State of California back to the local communities.

We go to Washington, and we are faced with this hat-in-hand prospect of asking for federal grants. And I know I’m accused of oversimplifying, but it doesn’t make sense to me for the federal government to take that money first, and then dispense it back to you in grants in which they tell you how to spend it from Washington, D.C.

And of course, like an agent for a Hollywood actor, there’s a certain carrying charge that’s deducted in Washington before you get it back again.

Well, I helped write a resolution for the Republican Governors Conference in Colorado Springs several months ago with a proposal as an experiment that I thought would work—and it would work, and might lead away from this federal grant  thing. My proposal was that the federal government, as a kind of experiment, designate a percentage—let’s say it was only 2 percent of the federal income tax—and as the money is collected in each state, let the Internal Revenue collector for that state send—when he gets the total amount—send 98 per cent to Washington and simply send 2 percent of the total amount to the state government.



 



This struck me as very plausible, but I raised the question of the common assumption that the federal government needed to engage in some redistributionism between states that needed extra money, and states that were especially opulent. 






REAGAN: Yes. This also came up at the Governors Conference. There were governors who said there were states that had to depend, that were poverty states, that didn’t have the resources of the big industrial states. I challenge—I question this really. But at the same time, their idea was that if we did this system, and this became effective, then these states would not be getting an additional subsidy.

Now it makes it a little more respectable for those states to get it from the federal government as a federal grant than it does for them to have to admit that what they are saying is, We want our fellow states around us to kick in and help support us. So I made another suggestion then. I said, Well, if this should be true, then wouldn’t the first step—Maybe eventually you’d have to discover there is a state that requires a subsidy, requires its fellow men in the country to help it out. But before you come to that, why shouldn’t you take those states of lesser income, and if the percentage of income tax is 2 percent for the 
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