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To Theron Raines, my literary agent, who originated this book, and shepherded it all the way through.





CHAPTER ONE

WELCOME TO THE WHITE HOUSE, MR. PRESIDENT


When Ronald Reagan first walked into the Oval Office after being elected president, there was already a daily agenda sitting on his desk.

It was not always this way.

The first day Abraham Lincoln entered the White House in 1861, as the nation teetered on the brink of civil war, he was greeted with these unsettling words from outgoing President James Buchanan: “If you are as happy entering this house as I am leaving it, then you must be the happiest man in the country.”

Seventy-two years later, when Franklin D. Roosevelt first arrived at the White House in the midst of the Great Depression that was threatening to ruin the country, he rolled his wheelchair around from room to room shouting, “Where is everybody!” And in fact nobody was there.

Twelve years later, Vice President Harry S. Truman, who was suddenly pitchforked into the Oval Office by Roosevelt’s death while World War II was still raging, declared, “If you’ve ever been hit by a load of hay, then you know just how I feel!”

Ronald W. Reagan’s first day was nothing like those others. Gone were the days when a president could walk in and have some time to get accustomed to how things worked, to how his days might go. There were already meetings and briefings scheduled by the staff, which Reagan noted in his famous diary in an almost cursory fashion.

But the issues Reagan faced on that first day, and in the days to follow, were in many ways far more dangerous and critical to America than any of the matters dealt with by previous U.S. presidents. What was at stake was not only the fate of the United States, but possibly the fate of the world—in other words, its destruction by atomic weapons. It took a man of stern moral character to meet those challenges and, luckily, Ronald Reagan was such a man.
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When we speak of character, we mean those moral and ethical qualities that define one’s personality. Traits such as honesty, integrity, determination, courage, graciousness, leadership, humor, reliability, and intelligence, or some combination of these, define an outstanding individual. Likewise, character may show itself in the absence of certain undesirable features, such as dishonesty, cowardice, pettiness, sloth, rudeness, or cruelty. And especially in their presidents, the American people have come to believe that character counts.

Since 1789, when George Washington was elected the first president of the United States, forty-four men have served in the office. Most of them were of high moral character. Some were not. Some were effective despite certain character flaws, such as meanness, untruthfulness, jealousy, sourness, indecision, shortsightedness, drunkenness, and stupidity. Others were not.

Unlike many countries, America puts a high price on character as a precondition for our elected officials—above all, for the office of president. In fact, Americans demand it. In the past, the voters have made a  few mistakes in their choice of leaders, and lived to regret them. But when in 1980 they elected Ronald Wilson Reagan the fortieth president, whether one agreed with his politics or not, it was impossible for any serious person to question his character.

Reagan was a charismatic personality who soon acquired the nickname “The Great Communicator” for his ability to relate to the American people in speeches and interviews. The fact that he had once been a Hollywood movie star did not hurt him in this, but what most people immediately saw in Ronald Reagan was a no-nonsense guy who had bootstrapped himself up from poverty to the highest office in the land with a sense of humor, intelligence, and toughness.

To history’s profit, Reagan was one of the rare presidents to keep a daily diary while in office. (The last one to do so had been President Rutherford B. Hayes, 1877–1881.) This record allows us to see history in the making, the way Reagan himself saw it, one day at a time. The entries disclose a man of candor, wit, and even shrewdness when it came to difficult situations, confirming there is no artifice between the public Ronald Reagan people saw on television and the man himself, as revealed in his own words.
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One might best describe Reagan as a “skeptical optimist”; he would have made a formidable poker player if he’d been so inclined. He was never a “hands-on” president who fiddled with every detail, and certainly no “workaholic.” On Inauguration Day he was asleep in his bedroom when an aide knocked on the door at 9:00 a.m. to remind him the ceremony was in two hours.

“Does that mean I have to get up now?” Reagan replied innocently. He’d meant it as a joke, but when the press got hold of it they played the story as though he’d been serious and made fun of him. Once, when a reporter questioned the brevity of his office hours, Reagan replied,  “Well, I know they say hard work never killed anybody—but why take the chance?” The media made fun of him for that, too.

Today we often hear Reagan described as “beloved,” but in fact during his presidency he was frequently the target of the same snide, mean-spirited, often uninformed attacks as the rest of the modern presidents—or for that matter, practically all presidents since George Washington. Outwardly he shrugged this off, and while it would probably gratify some to hear that inwardly it pained him greatly, the fact was that it didn’t. His diaries and his conversations recounted by those who knew him indicate that at worst, while he might have become annoyed by his antagonists, he seemed to have such a steady and sunny disposition that he would simply write off nasty criticism as bad form or wrong-headedness—a fact that further infuriated his enemies, since they always hoped to “get his goat” and were angry and felt cheated.

Reagan’s major achievement of course—and this nation and the world should remain eternally grateful for it—was that he, personally, was more responsible than anyone else for bringing down the Iron Curtain and causing the collapse of Soviet Communism and the threat it posed, including the distinct possibility of world destruction. Many of his critics have belittled his role in this, but the record is clear.
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From the moment he reached the White House, Reagan faced formidable challenges left to him by previous administrations. Monetary inflation was running at the ghastly rate of 12 percent a year. In a nutshell, what that meant was that in another eight years the value of a dollar earned and saved in or before 1981, the year he was inaugurated, would be worth exactly zero. The prices on almost everything had skyrocketed, and people weren’t earning enough to keep up. If inflation couldn’t be curtailed, the country faced the possibility of another Great  Depression, in which countless millions would be left jobless, homeless, and destitute.

At the same time, interest rates—the amount of money charged by banks to borrow money—had spiraled out of control to a shocking 18 to 20 percent of the borrowed amount per year. This meant that ordinary people could no longer afford to take out loans for their houses or automobiles, and the same held true for businesses, which depended on borrowing money to finance their purchases.

The price of gasoline was $1.35 a gallon—which would be about $3.40 a gallon today, when adjusted for inflation—because of a dramatic increase in the price of oil by a monopoly of mostly Islamic countries in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. People were feeling the strain in everything from car travel to airfares to the price of home heating oil.

In short, the U.S. economy when Ronald Reagan took over was in shambles.
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Worse, America’s role as a world power had become dangerously eroded.

When the U.S. emerged from World War II, it was the strongest military force on earth, thanks to the atomic bomb. Unfortunately, the great Communist cabal of the Soviet Union—headquartered in Russia—soon began to challenge us for world domination. They stole the secrets of the bomb, aided by Soviet spies in England and among our own citizens.

Determined to spread Communism throughout the world, the Soviets and their ally, Communist China, having already taken most of Eastern Europe and much of the Far East, began meddling in South and Central America and the Caribbean, where Cuba had been turned into a Soviet satellite state. If the Soviets could get a firm hold in South  America, it would become a dangerous step in their plan to strangle the world’s great democracies.

Ever since the end of World War II, the United States and its allies Great Britain and the nations of Western Europe had been engaged in what was called the “Cold War” against the Communist powers. Sometimes it turned into “hot” war, as in Korea and Vietnam, when the U.S. and other democratic countries sent troops to fight against a Communist takeover.

But the most serious danger lay in the Soviet buildup of nuclear missiles, aimed at the United States and the other democracies. If a nuclear war had somehow started, it would have been the end of life on earth as we know it. Ironically, the world was kept at nuclear peace simply by adhering to a chilling doctrine known as Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD), which held that if atomic war broke out, there could be no winners, because the exchange of missiles would destroy both sides.

MAD, however, only worked so long as the United States—by far the most powerful nation among the western democracies—was able to keep enough nuclear missiles pointed at Russia to deter the Communists from starting a war with any hope of winning it. And that is where the trouble was, when Reagan took office.

From the mid-1960s to the early 1970s, the United States had fought a costly, controversial, and losing struggle to keep the Communists from taking over the nation of South Vietnam and the rest of Southeast Asia. Nearly 60,000 American servicemen had been killed in seven years of fighting, and in the end the U.S. and its allies pulled out, paving the way for the Communists in North Vietnam to absorb their southern neighbor.

The war left a bitter taste in everyone’s mouth. The Republican administration of President Gerald Ford had presided at last over the Vietnam defeat, and the Washington politicians were in no mood to vote  large sums of money for military spending. Soon the U.S. armed forces began to deteriorate.

The situation grew dramatically worse under President Ford’s successor, Jimmy Carter, a Democrat who had graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy. During Carter’s single term in office, he neglected the military to the extent that American warships often could not sail, and warplanes could not fly, due to lack of spare parts and trained technicians. The defense budget had been so slashed that there was often insufficient fuel and ammunition for training purposes. Morale in the military plummeted. It was even reported that some military families were on food stamps.

At the same time, while the United States had apparently forsaken its armed forces, the Soviet Communists had undergone a spectacular military buildup, and now exceeded the U.S. with more than twice as many warplanes, five times as many tanks and armored vehicles, and fourteen times as many artillery pieces.

Scariest of all was the missile gap. On the day Ronald Reagan took office, the Soviets had enough atomic missiles aimed at cities across the United States not only to destroy half the U.S. population, but also, in Reagan’s own words, “to destroy virtually all of our own missiles on the ground.” Thus the doctrine of MAD—Mutually Assured Destruction—had become merely a good idea that was no longer a reality.

Few at the time (including the Communists) realized the danger America was in, and Reagan certainly did not publicize it; instead he began immediately and desperately to do something about it.
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This, then, was the perilous strategic situation that Ronald Reagan faced when he was sworn into office at the U.S. Capitol on a cold January day in 1981.

There was, however, a bit of good news.

International terrorism had not quite yet reared its ugly head the way we know it now, but was only in its formative stages. One of those stages, however, had arrived more than a year earlier in the shape of a mass kidnapping of fifty-four American diplomats in the U.S. embassy in Iran by several hundred Islamic fanatics. This was totally in violation of international law and diplomatic practice. However, the kidnappers held the Americans hostage to protest what they said were American misdeeds against Iran, which had recently fallen under the strict Islamic control of the Ayatollah Khomeini, who denounced the United States as the “Great Satan.”

The hostage-taking was embarrassing, making the U.S. appear powerless to protect its own people. In some corners of the world America was held up as a “pitiful, helpless giant,” especially after the Carter administration bungled an attempt to land a military force in the Iranian desert to rescue the hostages. Negotiations—involving embargoes, threats, concessions, and ransom—seemed to go nowhere until, on the day Carter left office and Reagan was sworn in as president, the hostages finally were set free. The reasons will probably never be entirely understood.

The hostage release was one of the few pieces of good news to come Reagan’s way as he began to absorb the enormity of the challenges and dangers he would have to deal with. A man of lesser character might simply have pulled down the shades and gone back to bed, but Reagan did no such thing. He was sixty-nine years old, and no spring chicken, but he set to work to rectify the dismal problems that stared him in the face. He made mistakes during his eight years in office, some of them serious, but no one can say that he didn’t give it all he had. That was his character.





CHAPTER TWO

THE BOY FROM TAMPICO


American presidents have been born in log cabins, mansions, hospitals, and various places in between, but Ronald Reagan seems to be the only president who was born above a saloon. This event occurred in Tampico, Illinois, on a cold February day in 1911, and when he came into the world his father took one look at him and said, “He looks just like a fat little Dutchman.” The image stuck; for the rest of his life Reagan’s close friends called him “Dutch.”

Tampico is a small farming town way out in the prairies west of Chicago, where the land is as flat as a table and tornados roar through so often they call it “tornado alley.” Even the local newspaper is called The Tornado. In the Spanish language, Tampico means “place of the otters”; the town apparently got its name because before farmers began digging drainage ditches in the 1850s, much of the land was flooded and it was said that many otters lived there.

Reagan grew up poor, but didn’t really know it. Sometimes when times were hard, he and his brother, Neil (who was two years older and nicknamed “Moon”), ate what their mother called “oatmeal meat,”  which she would fix by mixing a pot of oatmeal with some hamburger and gravy. Reagan thought it was a perfectly good, normal meal until he got older and found out otherwise.

His father, Jack, was a shoe salesman whose grandfather had come to America during the terrible Irish Potato Famine in the 1840s. Jack kept the Irishness and “the gift of blarney” of his forebears. “No one I ever met could tell a story better than he could,” Reagan said of his father. On the other hand, Jack was somewhat cynical by nature, and defensive about being Irish ... and poor Irish at that.

Those were the days when hotels often posted signs saying, “No Theatricals [actors] or Irish,” and this led Jack to a stern commitment against prejudice of any sort. Once, on a shoe-selling trip, he arrived at a hotel where the desk clerk told him Jews were not permitted as guests. Jack picked up his suitcase and left, telling the clerk, “I’m a Catholic. If it’s come to the point where you won’t take Jews, then some day you won’t take me either.” Unfortunately, it was the town’s only hotel, and Jack spent the night in his car during a roaring blizzard.

But because of incidents like that, the Reagan household was free of bigotry, and the Reagan boys were encouraged to make friends with all people and treat them as equals. It was made clear to them from the time they were small that blacks, Jews, or anyone else were welcome in their home, and racial slurs or intolerance of any kind were strictly forbidden. It was an instructive lesson Reagan carried with him to the end of his days.

There was, however, a dark side to Reagan’s father. He was a drunkard. He wasn’t habitually drunk, but sporadically went on binges, during which he could be difficult for his family and others. Sometimes there would be loud arguments, and slamming of doors, or his father would disappear for days at a time. His mother always told the boys that their father had an “illness” and shouldn’t be blamed for it. But it remained an embarrassment. Sometimes Dutch and Moon were bundled up  without explanation and hustled off to spend a few days with an aunt or uncle. It was only much later that they understood why.

One snowy evening when Dutch was about ten, he came home from the YMCA and was stunned to find his father flat on his back, passed out drunk in the snow. Despite his chagrin and subsequent anger, he somehow managed to haul his father into the house and get him to bed. Furthermore, he never said anything about it to his mother, but the incident left an indelible impression.

Oddly enough, Jack’s drinking sprees did not occur on those frequent occasions when things were going badly, as when his shoe store business fell through, or when he lost his job on Christmas Eve. Instead, he seemed to take to the bottle when things were going well, almost as if he did not want to succeed. Jack Reagan lived in a world of broken dreams, and his personality was self-defeating, as though something inside told him he would never rise above his class—he was just poor Irish, the way his ancestors had been for many generations.

So, as if he was trying to make this prophecy self-fulfilling, whenever things began looking up, he grabbed a bottle to bring them down. Some good did come of this, though: like so many children who find traits they dislike in their parents, throughout his life Ronald Reagan seldom drank alcoholic beverages.

In contrast to her husband, Reagan’s mother, Nelle, was a saint. She was a deeply religious woman, always busy as a bee, and of course started Dutch and Moon in Sunday school and church at an early age.

Even though they were poor, and she often had to take in sewing or even other peoples’ washing to make ends meet, Nelle was constantly looking to help people even poorer than she was, down to and including prisoners in the county jail. By all accounts she was bright and cheerful, and she impressed that outlook on her two sons. This goes far in explaining Dutch’s temperament as he grew into adulthood. Unlike his father, who tended to be cynical and usually thought the worst of  people, Dutch developed a trusting, easy-going, good-natured personality, and was unfazed by criticism or slights. He did not let himself become discouraged by defeats, and was always ready to take advantage of a good opportunity—attributes that served him well when he entered politics.

Nelle Reagan was also a dedicated reader and dramatic performer, though she’d never finished grade school. In those days most people didn’t even have radios, and at night she would read to the Reagan boys. On other occasions, as a star member of the town’s dramatic group, she would perform “readings” from famous poems, books, speeches, or plays, and that was where young Ronald first got his flair for acting and the theater.

When he was nine or ten, his mother persuaded him to memorize a short speech and deliver it to the dramatic club, which he did, despite his shyness and not a little stage fright. “I don’t remember what I said,” he recalled much later, “but I’ll never forget the response: People laughed and applauded.” He was hooked.

Because of his father’s occupation (as well as his drinking), the family moved a lot. They never owned a home, but always rented—sometimes a house, but usually an apartment. Just about the time Dutch began making friends in one town, it would come time to move; probably because of this, Dutch became pretty independent, which is another way of saying he was a bit of a loner.

With the exception of a short stay in Chicago, the places where Jack Reagan moved his family were more or less like Tampico: small, rural Midwestern farming towns where conservative Christian values were stressed. Dutch came to love sports, but he wasn’t very good at them. When he’d try to catch an easy fly in baseball, invariably it would go over his head, or fall in front of him, or he’d drop it. And at bat—forget it. He was game enough, but when it came to choosing teams, Dutch Reagan was usually picked last.

One day, when he had just entered his teens, they discovered the reason. Jack Reagan had taken the family on a Sunday drive. In those days, it was a common practice after church and “Sunday dinner” to just pile the family into the car and ride around looking at things. When you passed someone else, you always waved. Dutch and Moon were in the back seat when Dutch found his mother’s eyeglasses and decided to try them on. Then he “let out a yelp.” A whole new world had opened up. Suddenly he could see the leaves on trees, the pictures on billboards, and what a moment before had been merely an undefined mass of black and white turned out to be a herd of dairy cattle.

The glasses they got him fitted with were big, thick, and ugly. Dutch described them as “monstrosities.” But he wore them anyway; he had no choice, and he accepted it. Later, after he became a football star in high school and college, he would tell people, “I couldn’t play baseball because I couldn’t see good enough. That’s why I turned to football. The ball was bigger, and so were the fellows.”1


When Dutch turned thirteen he entered Dixon High School in Dixon, Illinois. It was 1924, and America was more or less prospering. Even Jack Reagan had found good work in a shoe store and was able to move the family into a nice rented house “on the right side of the tracks.” The world, also, was more or less at peace, following the end of the Great War, as World War I was known then, which had drenched the earth with blood from 1914 to 1918.

Ever since he could remember, Dutch Reagan had felt a passion for playing football. Even though he was short and scrawny, he joined the sandlot games with the other kids. But now as the leaves began to turn and the nights grew chilly in the long, golden Midwestern autumn, he dreamed of playing on a real team, with real uniforms, before a real   crowd that packed the stands on Friday nights or Saturday afternoons in small towns like Dixon and Tampico to cheer their teams along.

The coach sized him up. Dutch was 5’3” and weighed 108 pounds, hardly big enough to play tiny mite football, but he was given a practice uniform anyway (they had to find a special pair of pants small enough to fit him), and he took his place on the scrimmage field among the other boys, most of whom outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. When the time came to post the game roster, Dutch’s name wasn’t on it. A lesser boy might have given up and joined the band, or become a cheerleader or a team manager, but it wasn’t in the nature of Ronald W. Reagan to quit that easily. He immediately “determined to make the team during my sophomore year.” Which he did.

This was before the days of weight rooms and exercise machines to build muscles, so Dutch got a job the next summer on a construction gang. It not only helped his physique, but it allowed him to put some money in the bank, a practice that followed him all through high school and college. He understood early on, and cheerfully so, that if he was going to make anything of himself in life, he would have to earn it.

That year he made the junior varsity and was elected captain of the team, playing tackle and guard—what today are described uncharitably in the coaching business as “non-skill” positions. But Dutch loved the physical contact of the line, the blocking and tackling, and next year, when he had shot up to nearly six feet and weighed 160 pounds, he made the varsity.
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