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FOR MY WIFE, ERIN


Because of her, I now understand what Ronald Reagan meant when he said he missed his wife when she was just in the next room.


FOR OUR CHILDREN, GRACE AND JAKE


Whose very existence thrills Erin and me beyond words and who bring unending joy to us every day.


FOR MY PARENTS, JUDY AND HERB WEINBERG


Without whom I would not be here, but beyond that, who were and are the embodiment of everything good in the world.


and


FOR NANCY AND RONALD REAGAN


Welcoming and warm, they allowed me the greatest experience anyone could imagine.





INTRODUCTION


NANCY REAGAN’S LAST GOOD-BYE


August 2015


My rental car and I are finding our way down the streets of Bel Air, on a trip I hadn’t taken for years. Back then, when I worked for President and Mrs. Reagan, every one of these trips seemed important. Yet this one was perhaps the most important of all. I didn’t know it for certain, of course, and I sure hoped it wasn’t true. But I had a feeling this would be the last time I would see Nancy Reagan alive.


The pop-culture notion of the Reagans’ former neighborhood is of multistory mega-mansions tucked behind elaborate gates and exotic foliage. There are, in fact, many homes like that—Elizabeth Taylor once lived nearby—but by no means does that image apply to all of them. That includes my destination that summer afternoon: the home of Nancy and Ronald Reagan.


With all due respect, if tourists were driving through Bel Air to ooh and aah over houses, they would not give the Reagan home a second look. “It’s a very ordinary house,” an onlooker said once when the former First Couple moved into their multimillion-dollar digs at 668 Saint Cloud Road in January 1989. By the time I make this drive again, the former president has been gone for more than ten years, but that doesn’t matter. I still see the house as theirs. His widow clearly felt that way, too. She’d have never dreamt of abandoning the comparatively modest three-bedroom ranch house they shared a couple of miles from Century City, where the former president maintained his office after leaving the White House, and about an hour’s drive from the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum in Simi Valley.


There’s a nondescript metal mailbox in front of the gate, and at the appointed hour, I pull into the driveway, past the security station after having been cleared, and make the short drive to the front door.


In earlier days, whenever I came to the house, I’d knock on the large, round, brass door knocker, and either the president or Mrs. Reagan—or sometimes both—would open the door without pretense and show me in. Whenever I left, one or both always walked me to the door and stood there, waving, until my car was out of sight. So it was no surprise to me, on such a balmy day, that a smiling Nancy Reagan—at this point, largely confined to a wheelchair—was at the door to greet me again. Standing beside her were a home health care aide and her housekeeper.


As her health declined, Mrs. Reagan had allowed very few meetings like this one—which she knew in advance was an interview for this book. Her staff didn’t want her to be overwhelmed with requests from former aides and old friends. So my visit was kept quiet. As I understand it, it was the last interview she ever gave.


I didn’t know what to expect, but even at ninety-four, Nancy Reagan looked and acted like—well, Nancy Reagan. Her hair was a little less puffy than when she was First Lady, but still very nicely styled, and her makeup—essentially only lipstick—looked perfect. She wore an orange blouse and cream-colored pants, simple earrings, and her wedding band. Her eyes and smile were warm. And her voice, while slightly softer, was otherwise exactly as it had always been, warm and welcoming. Just hearing it immediately evoked so many fond memories of our many years together—especially when she laughed. As I saw her again, my thoughts returned to the first time I’d met her, when I joined the 1980 Reagan presidential campaign. We had not gotten off to the best of starts.


We had landed somewhere during our dizzying cross-country campaigning, and the Reagans were asked to stay aboard the plane for a short while because their motorcade was not yet ready. It was essentially just the two of them at the front of the plane, and I thought I saw an opportunity to ingratiate myself with Governor Reagan’s influential wife.


I walked up the aisle, presented her with some trinkets I had found in a hotel gift shop, and said, “These might be fun for your grandchildren.”


Mrs. Reagan accepted them, looked at me, and said “Thank you” in a perfunctory manner.


I strutted to the back of the plane, feeling cocky because I had made myself known to the candidate’s wife.


As soon as I got off the plane, however, another staff member came up to me. “You’re a fool,” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“Don’t you realize, Mrs. Reagan doesn’t have any grandchildren?” He explained that the “grandchildren” were the children of Michael Reagan, a son from the governor’s first marriage to the actress Jane Wyman. My heart sank. Needless to say, I never mentioned grandchildren to the First Lady again.


Mrs. Reagan did not hold that incident against me. That may surprise some people who bought into the caricature—created by some critics and carried out in the press—portraying her as some sort of Cruella de Vil. Over the years, I’d learn many times how very wrong and unfair that characterization was.
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“I’m not really walking very much anymore,” she confessed as we met for that final time in California, “so I hope you’ll forgive me for not opening the door.”


“Of course,” I replied, and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. “I brought you something.” An orchid, one of her favorite flowers.


“Oh, how beautiful. Thank you, Mark.” She held it for a second, until the housekeeper reached down to take it to her bedroom.


Probably by design, the house still felt as if the president might be just down the hall, walking into the room at any moment, with a quip or story on hand. This was very much the house, after all, of a woman still mourning a husband who, because of Alzheimer’s disease, was tragically lost to her long before he actually died.


“Where shall we go?” Mrs. Reagan asked. “How about in here?” She motioned toward the den. Outside the room hung Norman Rockwell’s famous painting of the president, done in 1968 when Reagan was governor of California, which had been there for as long as I could remember.


The den, too, was precisely the way it was the day the Reagans moved into the home. Two of the walls were lined with bookshelves holding many leather-bound collections of books on various topics. There were a few decorative silver plates and framed photos interspersed among the shelves: Mrs. Reagan with Queen Elizabeth II—the two had become good friends over the years—and another of the Reagans with Pope John Paul II at the Vatican.


The den had dark paneling, but the room was very bright because one wall was glass and looked onto the backyard. There was a small fireplace tucked into one wall and a TV hidden by the paneling. On the large red-and-white couch sat an embroidered pillow that bore a map of the United States, highlighting the forty-nine states Reagan won in 1984 (all but Minnesota, Democratic opponent Walter Mondale’s home state), the words “You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet”—one of the ’84 reelection campaign slogans—and an embroidered inscription, “Love, Fran and Ray.” The pillow was a gift from Fran and Ray Stark, he the legendary Hollywood producer who, many lifetimes ago, discovered Barbra Streisand, and gave her a film career. Ray Stark was involved with dozens of motion pictures, including West Side Story, The Misfits, Funny Girl, The Way We Were, and Steel Magnolias. In front of the couch stood a very large coffee table, piled high with videos of movies in which Ronald Reagan had starred.


Nearby was a round wooden table, on which sat a beautiful orchid plant and some hand-painted enamel boxes.


The home health care aide gently wheeled Mrs. Reagan to this table, and I took a chair right next to her.


After I updated her—at her insistence—on my wife and children, we came to the reason for my visit. I reminded her that I was writing this book: the story of the Reagan presidency through the movies we watched at Camp David, the presidential retreat nestled in the wooded hills of Maryland, about an hour northwest of Washington, DC.


“I know you are,” she said, smiling.


Her eyes sparkled when she talked about our weekends at Camp David. For all that has been written about the Reagans over the years, it was an aspect of their lives about which little was, or is, known. She seemed eager to relive the memories and to see them live on in print.


“That was such a special time.”


Indeed it was. Which is the reason I wanted to write this book. It had been thirty-four years since I was a twenty-three-year-old White House press aide assigned to travel with the Reagans to Camp David for the weekends, and became one of the few members of the administration who saw them off guard and up close.


The idea of having a Press Office staffer accompany the president to Camp David was White House Press Secretary Jim Brady’s. He thought it was essential that there be a point of contact with the chief executive at all times—someone who could act as his eyes and ears “just in case.” Because Jim and his two deputies were married with young children, the role fell to the two assistant press secretaries: David Prosperi and me. For the first year of the administration, we alternated weekends, but after David left the White House staff for a big job in the private sector, word came that “the missus is comfortable with Mark,” so I was more than happy to go every weekend.


I was assigned to a small cabin called Sycamore, located down the path from Aspen Lodge, the presidential residence, and just a stone’s throw—literally—from Laurel Lodge: the main and largest building, where there was a big living room with a brick fireplace, conference room, presidential office, and dining room for senior staff.


Almost every weekend, a small number of the staff spent our evenings with the Reagans doing one of the things they loved best: watching movies. Over the eight years, we watched nearly every major motion picture of the 1980s—from 9 to 5, to E.T., to Back to the Future, to Raiders of the Lost Ark, to Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. The last film we saw together, the 363rd in their eight years—was Cattle Queen of Montana. The last wasn’t an eighties film but one of the president’s “golden oldies,” as he liked to call the films he’d starred in, and yes, we did watch other films in the Reagan repertoire: Knute Rockne All American, Hellcats of the Navy, and Bedtime for Bonzo. And we were very glad to do so.


The official “call time” for the movie in Aspen Lodge was always 8:00 p.m. But invitees knew to gather at 7:40 because, without fail, at 7:45 the front door would open, and President Reagan would usher in his guests, which usually included his personal aide, physician, military aide, Camp David commander, senior Secret Service agent in charge, Marine One pilot, senior White House Communications Agency (WHCA) officer, and me. Mrs. Reagan was usually standing in front of a roaring fireplace or near a large picture window, depending on the season, of course, and as soon as she saw us, she would wave us in with a big smile and say, “Come in, come in. Get out of the cold [or heat]. So glad you’re here.”


If it was a Friday night, the president’s hair would look much softer and shinier than usual, because he had washed it that afternoon. (He did not dye it, nor did he slick it down with grease.) When I first saw it, I was struck by how nice it looked and told him so. He smiled, winked, and then did a spot-on imitation of the old TV shampoo commercial featuring an actress saying “I just washed my hair, and I can’t do a thing with it.” Everyone had a good laugh. Mrs. Reagan—never a fan of the wet look—motioned me over and whispered, “Keep telling him that. Ronnie needs to hear how nice it looks.” I obliged every Friday thereafter.


Invariably, one person would be running a little late, so the group would stand near the fireplace and talk with the Reagans about such innocuous topics as the weather or sports. Once the straggler arrived, everyone would take his or her regular seat in the living room. The president and Mrs. Reagan sat on the couch with two ottomans, the personal aide and I were in easy chairs with ottomans next to the couch, and everyone else was in comfortable chairs behind the Reagans’ couch.


Once everyone was seated, a screen would automatically come down from the ceiling, the lights dimmed, and the movie started. It was just like in a commercial theater. There was a projection room behind the dining room in Aspen Lodge, but the “window” through which the film was shown was hidden by a framed print, which was removed just prior to the showing of the film. A projectionist operated a state-of-the-art projector and ran the reels, which had come in the typical metal “cans” in order. About thirty minutes into the film, the presidential food service coordinators from the Navy White House mess who attended the Reagans wherever they went served popcorn in individual baskets, first to the Reagans and then to the guests. Water was also served. I once considered asking for a beer but did not have the nerve. After the president was diagnosed with diverticulitis, nuts and seeds were eliminated from his diet, and popcorn was banned. So on Fridays, a few hours before departure, I walked to a candy store across the street from the White House and purchased a large box of smooth-center chocolates, which the president liked. I thought about going back there one day and telling the nice ladies who’d carefully packed the box each Friday that their chocolates had been for the leader of the free world, but I never did.


Once the movie was over, everyone stood up, reassembled near the fireplace, and shared views on the film for a few minutes. The president always spoke first. Not because he insisted on it, but because the guests all wanted to know what he thought. If the movie was one that either the president or Mrs. Reagan had been in, the conversation could go on for quite a while, as all of the guests had lots of questions. Both Reagans were more than happy to regale us with tales of their days in Hollywood, which were always interesting. Their memories were razor sharp, and they made us feel as if we were actually on the soundstages with them. If it was a Friday night, the president would dismiss his guests with a cheery “See you at noon tomorrow,” which was the time of his weekly radio address to the nation.


The Reagans scrutinized every one of those films—watching them without moving their eyes from the screen—like students of the artistry of filmmaking. At the end of each movie, the president would immediately look at his watch to note the running time (he would track his radio addresses the following morning the same way). During the first couple of movies, I ended up watching the Reagans watching the films more than watching the films themselves.


Even though some of us younger folks in the “Aspen Movie Club” (which is what the regulars dubbed ourselves) were usually skeptical about the older movies the Reagans sometimes favored, we were always anxious to see films that the president and/or Mrs. Reagan had been in. Ronald Reagan said that watching his old movies was like “looking at a son I didn’t know I had.” To watch them with him was almost surreal.


As I sat with the president and Mrs. Reagan in their cabin at Camp David on our many movie nights, I was privileged to get a rare glimpse into their inner lives. I saw a small part of what made them tick—what resonated with them and what didn’t. I saw what merited their glowing praise and what was gently cut down with their trademark good humor. It was during our weekends at Camp David, and especially as we watched movies together over the eight years the Reagans were in the White House, that I got to know them.


It did not take long before I realized that, for the Reagans, the movies weren’t just pleasant distractions from the burdens of office. It was the world from which they originated during the prime of their lives, the language in which they sometimes communicated, the profession that changed their lives’ trajectory, and the source of many life lessons. Old habits die hard. Sometimes, when asking for a Saturday radio speech text, for example, the president would call it a “script.” And from time to time, he referred to me as his “publicity man.”


“We were introduced to a whole new world and so many new people,” Mrs. Reagan recalled, when I asked her about her Hollywood days. “You learned how to develop a tough skin and how to protect your privacy.”


Those of us who knew President Reagan understood keenly that his years in the motion picture industry were probably the most enjoyable of his life. That is not to say he did not enjoy the presidency, but it did seem that he had more plain old fun making movies. Who wouldn’t?


Though his political opponents routinely sought to diminish him as a “B-movie star,” Ronald Reagan was never embarrassed about having been an actor. In fact, he was quite proud of being in “the motion picture business,” as he called it. During our White House days, I remember once joking with a colleague that if Ronald Reagan could carve his own tombstone, it might read:


RONALD REAGAN


Movie Star


(Who Later Served in Public Office)


I have always felt that part of what he loved most about Hollywood was that that was where he met Nancy in 1949 and where they began their life together. Mrs. Reagan made that point as well. “It brought us together,” she told me. “Ann Straus, who worked in publicity at Metro [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, or MGM Studios], suggested we meet. I thought that was a nifty idea.”


To the consternation of his staff, Ronald Reagan would sometimes say he did not see how someone could do the job of president without having been an actor. Critics seized on that as evidence that he was shallow, insincere, and just playing a role. Ridiculous. I asked him about it once, and he told me what he meant: that because of television (there was no internet during the Reagan years) the modern-day US presidency required an understanding of how to influence public opinion in a new way. He was keenly aware that most people formed their opinions based on what they saw on-screen, and that a simple gesture, expression, or image could have far more impact than a perfectly crafted policy platform or speech.


He also was acutely aware of the fact that when people saw their president on television, they expected to see a person who conducted himself or herself with dignity because the president represented the American people. He viewed himself as a symbol and knew that what people in other countries thought about the US president was what they thought about America. Yet he did not obsess about details of these events. He wisely left that to the staff, whose expertise he respected as fellow professionals. It was nice to work for someone who understood and appreciated the technical requirements of the presidency, such as lighting, camera angles, and backdrops, which he had learned about in Hollywood.


Some of us on his ever-cautious, ever-worried Washington press team would have preferred the commander in chief downplay his Hollywood years. We thought there was something frivolous about the movie business, but Ronald Reagan did not. He viewed it as an honorable profession, one that required talent and hard work, and he often reminded us that, as a business, the motion picture industry was quite successful. I remember him pointing out on more than one occasion that the export of American culture and values—primarily through movies—was how many countries got to know and form opinions of the United States.


It’s true that Ronald Reagan was most animated when recounting his Hollywood days, which led to unfair and unflattering stories about his lack of interest in more weighty matters of policy. But in fairness, his film career was what people asked him about most often. It was a lot more interesting to hear about being on a soundstage with Errol Flynn than it was talking about budget negotiations with bland politicians.


Reagan’s friends and detractors alike often described the president’s elusive nature. That he was, as many put it, a hard man to get to know. Sometimes I think that’s true, and sometimes I think that’s total nonsense. But his Hollywood career does provide some explanation for it.


In 1965, long before he entered the White House, Reagan entitled his first memoir Where’s the Rest of Me? This was a famous line from one of his movies—the dark 1942 drama Kings Row—in which he played a man injured in a railroad accident who wakes up from surgery to discover to his horror that his legs have been amputated. Reagan worked for days on end to perfect that delivery. And the line stuck with him for years thereafter. “No single line in my career has been as effective in explaining to me what an actor’s life must be,” he wrote in the book. “So much of our profession is taken up with pretending . . . that an actor must spend at least half his waking hours in fantasy, in rehearsal or shooting.”I That life also encouraged actors to keep to themselves, since every few months or so, they’d have to make friends with a whole new cast and crew, shoot a film, and then move on to something else.


“My world contracted into not much more than a soundstage, my home, and occasional nights on the town. The circle of my friends closed in. The demands of my work—sometimes as much as fourteen hours a day—cut me off even from my brother, Neil, who lived within half a mile of my apartment.”II President Reagan had a very warm relationship with his only sibling, his older brother, Neil, who went by the nickname “Moon.” They both went to Eureka College, and Neil also began his career in Hollywood. He was a radio director, an actor, and a television director. Even though he never appeared with his brother, Neil directed him in the television series Death Valley Days. Neil eventually went on to become a successful advertising executive.


The Reagans became accustomed to short, though often valued and memorable friendships, and depended more and more on each other for support and comfort. That was one of the secrets to their great love and enduring marriage.


Together, of course, they starred on the greatest and most important stage in the world. And they did it using all of the skills they’d honed during their many years in Hollywood—particularly a belief in the importance of telling a story. Which, of course, is the goal of every film.


Each movie I selected for inclusion in this book—from a list of the hundreds we watched together—tells a story of its own. Each occurs at a particular moment in time in the Reagan presidency and provides a view of what was going on in the administration behind the scenes. For example, we watched Rocky IV during a crucial turning point in the Cold War. Each film also tells us something about the 1980s, a decade many Americans still recall nostalgically. Top Gun, for example, is generally regarded as one of the definitive films of the era. And, just as important, each reveals new insights into the Reagans themselves.


Let me be clear at the outset: I am a proudly biased fan of President and Mrs. Reagan. I feel incredibly honored to have had the rare opportunity to work for them, travel with them, and share some of their deeply treasured time at Camp David with them. I hope this book enables readers to rediscover some of the most iconic movies in our country’s history through the eyes and experiences of two of its most memorable public figures, who were also two deeply proud artists of the craft of filmmaking. I hope, too, that this book gives some more insight into their life together at Camp David, the White House, and afterward, and offers some understanding of what the Reagans were like behind the scenes. And I hope you enjoy reliving these memories at least a fraction as much as I did.





I. Ronald Reagan with Richard G. Hubler, Where’s the Rest of Me? (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1965), 6.


II. Ronald Reagan with Hubler, Where’s the Rest of Me?, 6.
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	Starring:


	Jane Fonda, Lily Tomlin, Dolly Parton







	Directed by:


	Colin Higgins







	Viewed by the Reagans:


	February 14, 1981
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The Film That Made the Reagans Angry and Propelled a First Lady’s Crusade


It was February 14, 1981, and Ronald Reagan, less than one month into his presidency, was faced with a dilemma. With the press chronicling his moves and Secret Service agents trailing him everywhere, how was he going to surprise his wife with a Valentine’s Day card?


Earlier that week, the president had told his security detail that, like most married men, he had personally selected a card every year during their nearly twenty-nine years of marriage, and he intended to continue the practice. To their consternation, Reagan further informed the Secret Service that he wanted to leave the White House, head over to a nearby gift shop, and purchase a card for the First Lady of his life.


Ronald Reagan could be very stubborn, especially on a matter that he held important. And on this question, he held firm.


So, after a series of troubled glances and murmurs, the agents relented and drove the chief executive to the store, where he picked out an assortment of cards for his wife.I That was when Reagan fully absorbed just how much his life had changed.


The result of his excursion was not what the president expected: total pandemonium, as stunned customers milled around and a crowd of onlookers formed, causing discomfort for the agents.


“That was just about the last shopping expedition outside the White House,” Reagan recalled later. “It caused such a commotion that I never wanted to do that to a shopkeeper again.” Still, he was quite tickled that he could surprise Nancy with a card that Saturday at Camp David, on one of their first visits to the presidential retreat.II


The Ronald and Nancy Reagan love affair is, of course, legendary. I confess that I did not understand its intensity—or believe in its sincerity—at first. When I heard the president say once that he “could not imagine life without Nancy,” I didn’t get it. Admittedly, I was single at the time, but that seemed a bit much. Yet as I got to know the Reagans over the years, I realized he was telling the truth. (And once I got married, I got it.)


Contrary to my cynical impression, there was nothing fake or staged about their relationship. It was not just for the cameras. Everything seen in public was the same behind the scenes. They held hands, whispered to each other, exchanged glances, and were edgy when the other was gone. Their devotion was so complete, in fact, that it could be, at times, isolating for others.


That isn’t to say the relationship was without hiccups. Some were typical: the president expressing annoyance that his wife was taking too long getting ready to go somewhere, for example. If Ronald Reagan had one long-standing complaint about Nancy, it was that she was on the telephone a lot. It was not uncommon when we would be getting ready to go somewhere for the president, all dressed and ready, to stand with the staff and Secret Service, waiting for Mrs. Reagan. He would look at his watch and grumble, “Nancy is on that damnphone”—he made it one word—“again.”


One time at the White House, he was in his tuxedo waiting impatiently for her. She emerged finally in a beautiful gown, and we got into the elevator that would take us from the family quarters to the ground floor, where the motorcade was staged. The annoyance melted away. Mrs. Reagan said to her husband, “You look pretty, honey.” A quizzical look crossed his face, and he said, “I’m trying to figure out if it’s okay for a man to look ‘pretty.’ ” I assured him that it was.


The first time I arrived at Camp David, that Valentine’s weekend, I was not entirely sure the experience was real. Who was I to be on Marine One with the president of the United States and spending a weekend with him and the First Lady at this famed place? I expected a burly man in a dark suit to come up behind me at any moment, tap me on the shoulder, and say, “It’s over; you know you don’t belong here,” as he escorted me to a waiting government sedan.


My first impressions of Camp David were “Wow! This is amazing!” and yet, shortly thereafter, a sense of “This is it?” The presidential retreat was both overwhelming and understated, which I later came to realize was the point. It was designed to be a contrast to what some saw as the cold formality of the White House, which was really a museum where the First Couple’s lives were constantly on display. Here the president and the First Lady could kick back, relax, and just be themselves. The facilities were neither fancy nor rustic; comfort was the goal. The devoted and discreet staff at Camp David succeeded in ensuring that everyone felt at home.


Camp David, Mrs. Reagan recalled, offered “a tremendous feeling of release.”III It helped the Reagans keep a perspective on things and have time to reflect. It was such a special place that they guarded it, being careful about who was allowed to join them there. It was not that the Reagans had anything to hide. It was just that they did not want or need a large entourage when they were at this quiet, picturesque place where they could just relax. And there was nothing that helped them relax more than watching a feature film.


As had quickly become the practice since the Reagans began traveling to Camp David, the small group of staff with them was invited to join them in their residence to watch what was usually the latest popular movie. President and Mrs. Reagan had a strong desire to provide some entertainment for aides like me who, as he put it, “have to go with us” to Camp David. (As if we had better options.) The president was sometimes criticized for leaving the Oval Office at five o’clock every day, contributing to the false impression among some in the pundit class that he was old and lazy. Actually, it was an intentional practice. He left then because he knew that if he was in the office, the staff would stay as long as he did. He wanted them to go home at reasonable hours and be with their families.


Once he got to the family quarters, he would spend several hours at work at his desk in an office adjacent to his and Nancy’s bedroom. The Reagans also scheduled their December trips to California to begin after Christmas Day, so that staff, press, and Secret Service could be with their families for the holiday.


That chilly February evening, Mrs. Reagan greeted all of us for the showing of the evening’s film, the comedy 9 to 5, which had been released to great success the previous December. The film grossed nearly $4 million in its opening weekend, a huge take at the time, and became the second-highest-grossing film of 1980 (behind only The Empire Strikes Back and Superman II). The combination of the movie’s star power and timeless message helped to make it one of the first real hits of the Reagan era.


The critics, as is often the case, were tougher to impress. The New York Times found the social commentary ham-handed. “ ‘Nine to Five’ begins as satire, slips uncertainly into farce . . . and concludes by waving the flag of feminism as earnestly as Russian farmers used to wave the hammer-and-sickle at the end of movies about collective farming,” grumbled Vincent Canby, who at the time was one of the preeminent film critics in the country. The legendary film critic Roger Ebert called the movie “a good-hearted, simple-minded comedy.” But he praised the debut performance of the country music star Dolly Parton, calling her “a natural-born movie star; a performer who holds our attention so easily that it’s hard to believe it’s her first film.”


Parton wrote and recorded the movie’s theme song, also called “9 to 5,” which became one of her biggest hits. One wag almost immediately renamed the song “9 to 10” to poke fun at President Reagan’s age (he had just turned seventy) and his alleged love of naps, a recurring joke that would resonate throughout the Reagan years. A 1979 Saturday Night Live spoof joked about Reagan’s “dentures,” his need to eat soft foods such as rice pudding and cottage cheese, and his need for frequent napping during the day. Reagan himself would make jokes in this regard. But in fact, the president hated taking naps during the day and did so only when required by his doctors, such as after the March 1981 assassination attempt.


Shortly after Reagan left office, however, the mostly good-natured ribbing about his alleged dozing crossed a line. After all, at that point, he wasn’t even around to be in on the joke himself. Word reached us at the postpresidency office in Los Angeles that some on George H. W. Bush’s White House staff were still cracking sleep jokes. Specifically, we had heard that on an overseas trip that began very early in the morning, a staff member said laughingly to the press, “Can you imagine the Gipper up at this hour?” It was understandable for a new president to want to establish his own identity, but taking a crack at his predecessor seemed mean-spirited to us.


Somehow word got back to Mrs. Reagan. One of the offending staffers wrote an apology note to her (which was answered by the staff). I spoke about it with President Bush’s press secretary, Marlin Fitzwater, who had been my boss during the last two years of the Reagan administration and was a friend. He was certain that the crack came from a place of genuine affection, but nonetheless, he promised to take the matter to the top. True to his word, Marlin walked into the Oval Office and told President Bush of our conversation. Bush immediately handwrote Ronald Reagan a note (which began “Dear Ron” and mentioned Marlin and me by name) assuring President Reagan that he had nothing to do with such comments and that he’d ordered his staff to say no such things anymore. He added that he had the greatest respect and affection for the president and Nancy. When the note reached Los Angeles, President Reagan read it and completely accepted his successor’s apology. He put Bush’s note in his desk drawer, and that was that. Silly political squabbling never bothered or even interested Ronald Reagan. To this day, I wish I had asked him if I could have that note.


9 to 5 centers on the lives of three career women: a widow played by the comedian Lily Tomlin, a recent divorcée played by Jane Fonda, and a southern secretary played by Parton. Jane Fonda’s role in the film, and others that we viewed in the 1980s, was problematic, especially for the military members who traveled with the president to Camp David. Memories were still fresh over her role as “Hanoi Jane” during the Vietnam War, where she was seen, at least by conservatives, as a traitor to the nation. As a result, some members of our small Camp David staff expressed reluctance to watch anything in which she appeared—but did so as a courtesy to the Reagans. Ms. Fonda was then married to the liberal activist and fierce Reagan critic Tom Hayden, but if that bothered the president, he did not mention it. That was politics. I think he just wanted to see a funny film.


In the movie, all three women cope with lecherous sexual advances and other forms of discrimination from their male boss, played by the talented character actor Dabney Coleman. When Coleman’s character, Franklin Hart Jr., discovers that Tomlin and the other women had accidentally poisoned his coffee and then attempted to cover it up, he sees an opportunity for blackmail. An outlandish series of events then leads the women to hold Mr. Hart hostage at his home until they can prove his own criminal misdeeds.


It is a silly but fun plot. Looking back, it is amazing how dated it is. The film shows what was then a state-of-the-art Xerox machine that takes up a whole room. The women are still being called secretaries and use giant electric typewriters that they cover every night. There are rotary telephones and what would now seem like over-the-top creepy bosses, such as the one played by Coleman, who wear three-piece suits and mustaches, and refer to their female employees as “girls.”


Still, there was plenty of laughter throughout, including from the Reagans. However, one scene left the president angry. Early in the movie, the three women strengthen their friendship by sharing revenge fantasies against their boss while smoking marijuana. This scene would have been “truly funny,” Reagan said, “if the three gals had played getting drunk, but no, they had to get stoned on pot.” The president found that to be a distasteful endorsement of pot smoking.IV


The scene caught Mrs. Reagan’s attention, too, so much so that she cited it during the launch of her most visible and important initiative during her husband’s presidency: her antidrug campaign, which was dubbed in the press as “Just Say No.” “Just Say No” was never envisioned as a slogan, but rather it was the answer to a question Mrs. Reagan gave to a child who wanted to know what to do when urged to use drugs. Mrs. Reagan’s answer was, “Just Say No!,” which became part of pop culture. “When I am out talking to kids, more and more often they ask me why the media glamorizes drugs, and I’m afraid I don’t have an answer,” she said in a speech on her initiative. “However, the fact must be faced that, all too often, the media—and here I’m talking about those in entertainment, advertising, and news—present the idea, perhaps unconsciously, that drugs are acceptable. Well, drugs are not acceptable. Drugs injure individuals and shatter families.” Referring to the film, without naming it, she went on to describe “a scene in a popular movie” in which three female coworkers “get hilariously high on pot.” This kind of drug use in entertainment, she said, would only support “the notion of drug acceptability” to American youth.V


The film presented other themes that resonated with the Reagans. Tomlin and Fonda were prominent feminists and supporters of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). First introduced in 1923, and re-introduced several times thereafter, the ERA is a proposed amendment to the United States Constitution designed to ensure equal rights for all citizens, regardless of gender. It failed to be ratified by the required number of states within the time frame allowed. Over time 9 to 5 itself became something of a cause célèbre for women during the Reagan era. It was especially played that way by feminists against a Republican administration that some prominent women’s rights groups tended to oppose. In 1983, for instance, the National Organization for Women (NOW) declared that Reagan’s reelection the following year would constitute “a crisis for American women.”


When it came to women, Ronald Reagan had an interesting (some might say contradictory) pattern of behavior. He never viewed women as anything less than men. To him, there was no job a woman could not do. From what I saw, those who influenced him the most—and those for whom he had the greatest respect and relied upon most heavily—were women.


Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of Britain was every bit as influential on the fortieth president as any man was. Maybe even more so, because she did not have designs on his job or an agenda to enhance her status in American politics. Nor, of course, did his wife, who was indisputably the most influential and relied-upon person in his life.


Ronald Reagan knew Nancy had the best instincts of anyone in his inner circle and that her only agenda was his success. He valued her counsel. Sometimes he sought it, and sometimes it was “volunteered.” In different ways, his two daughters were also significant influences on him. Maureen, his oldest child, from his marriage to Jane Wyman, shared her father’s interest in politics. She served as cochairman of the Republican National Committee, sought elective office, albeit unsuccessfully, and became a trusted advisor to the president. And while he and his first child with Nancy, daughter Patti, often did not agree on political issues, he listened to her with an open mind—even when she was staunchly opposed to something he might have said or done—and was proud that she was passionate about things.


Because Ronald Reagan never judged people on the basis of gender, he was bothered that historically in America women had been denied certain opportunities simply because of that. In that sense, some of the themes of 9 to 5 undoubtedly struck a chord with him.


During his 1980 campaign, he’d said that if elected president, he would seek out the most qualified woman and nominate her to the Supreme Court. He did not pretend otherwise. That’s not to say he was willing to compromise standards so that a woman could serve on the high court. He just believed that among jurists “qualified” to serve on the nation’s highest court were many women, and it was high time one was appointed. He kept his promise just six months into his first term by nominating Sandra Day O’Connor to replace retiring justice Potter Stewart.


Women occupied many staff positions at the White House in the Reagan administration. Ronald Reagan was the first president to have a female military aide. At his insistence, the White House Military Office identified a woman with the background and skills to be one of those who walk a few paces behind the president carrying a briefcase—the “football,” with the codes for launching a nuclear strike. Her name was Vivien Crea.


Many times over the years, Reagan shared an anecdote he’d heard. In one such story, there was an accident. The victim was stretched out, and a man elbowed his way through the crowd that had gathered. Seeing a woman bending down over the victim, the man shoved her aside, saying, “I have had training in first aid. Let me take care of this.” He then started doing all the techniques he’d learned. Finally, the woman tapped him on the shoulder and said, “When you get to that part about calling the doctor, I’m right here.”


While I never knew him to judge people on the basis of gender, Ronald Reagan did not treat women the same way he treated men. While with men he could share and appreciate a salty story or joke, he would never do so in the presence of women.


Once, former President Reagan and I were in the car on the way to a portrait unveiling at a swanky club in New York City, and I thought I would be very clever with him. “Sir,” I said, “have you looked at your remarks in the briefing sheet for this event? You know the club is hanging a very fine portrait of you, and it’s very important to be well hung.” Without missing a beat, he looked in the front of the car to make sure there were no women agents present, then at me, and with that Reagan twinkle in his eyes, said, “Well, Mark, I’ve never had any complaints!” Even the Secret Service agents in the front of the car broke up in laughter. He would never have said that had there been a woman in the car.


The one exception to that rule was his mother-in-law, the actress Edith Luckett Davis. “The president and Edith had a special relationship,” Mrs. Reagan’s stepbrother, Dr. Richard (Dick) Davis, told me. “When the Reagans would visit Loyal [Nancy’s stepfather] and Edith in Phoenix, the president and Edith would retreat someplace and exchange Hollywood gossip—Edith knew everyone—and off-color jokes.”VI (Nancy’s mother divorced her biological father and later married Loyal Davis, who adopted Nancy when she was fourteen.) He always insisted that women precede him when doors were held open. That became an issue years later when, as a former president, he was announced onstage for a speech. If any woman accompanied Reagan, he would insist that she walk in front of him. A booming voice would intone, “Ladies and gentlemen, the fortieth president of the United States,” the curtains would part, and out would walk a woman no one had ever seen before, smiling awkwardly. Eventually, when women were doing the advance work in such circumstances, they would slip away just before President Reagan was announced onstage.


Getting back to the movie, 9 to 5 ends with a sort of feminist wish fulfillment: each of the women proves her value; they move on to new adventures through their merit; and the evil Mr. Hart is transferred to South America, where he’s never heard from again. The American Film Institute named the film one of the top movies of all time, and it is continually referred to as a Reagan-era symbol “for women seeking equal treatment in the workforce.” Whether it should be or not.
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OH, GOD! BOOK II
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The Film That Starred One of the Reagans’ Dearest Hollywood Friends, Who Modeled How to Joke About Old Age


The first full weekend of March 1981 came on the heels of one of the biggest media events in years. On Friday, March 6, the iconic CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite, who for three decades had covered eight US presidents and delivered the news to Americans during times of war, crisis, and assassination, signed off the air for the last time. President Ronald Reagan was one of his final guests.


The Cronkite interview was a high point for any White House press aide. But for a midlevel press aide like me, I was finding that the White House wasn’t always glamorous.


Shortly after settling into my cabin one of the early weekends at Camp David, I received a call from the camp commander.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MOVIE
NIGHTS

with
THIE
REACANS

A Memoir

MARLRK WEINBEREG

SSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/images/secbreak.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781501134012.jpg





OEBPS/images/com01.jpg













