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			Foreword

			BY MARK LEVIN

			Some of us are children of the Reagan Revolution. Both Craig Shirley and I traversed our own separate paths to Ronald Reagan, following this man and his conservative intellectual discipline along with others. And we are both better for it. And by the way, America was better for it too. Reagan destroyed the Soviet Union, he created millions of new jobs, he created tens of thousands of millionaires, he eradicated inflation and high interest rates, and more importantly, he lifted the national mood, eliminating the malaise of the previous four years.

			Reagan has gone down in history as one of our four greatest presidents, alongside Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt, according to liberal historian John Patrick Diggins.

			All freed or saved many people, according to Diggins, and can one find a better reason to be president than to make people free and make their country a better place to live?

			Many young people go to Washington, get corrupted, and end up as sad members of the Washington underclass. Neither Craig nor I ever intended to go to Washington to do anything other than follow our principles and take apart the Washington undergrowth.

			We wanted to join the Reagan Revolution, do our best, and then leave Washington behind.

			My journey started in Philadelphia when I tried at nineteen years old to become a Reagan delegate to the 1976 GOP convention in Kansas City. Political bossism blocked my path that time, just as bossism blocked Reagan from getting the presidential nomination that time around, but four years later, nothing could stop him—or me.

			He won in a landslide and I went to work in the Reagan administration, first helping to dismantle the federal wasteland of ACTION, just as President Reagan wanted. I ended up as the chief of staff to one of the greatest attorneys general in America history, the wonderful Ed Meese. I was honored and, as a bonus, he had been a close friend and philosophical soulmate to Reagan for many years. So, I reason that if I was helping the president’s dear friend, I was helping Ronald Reagan.

			Those were halcyon days for all of us, the young Reaganites. And Reagan was a romantic, seeing freedom conquering slavery, knowledge devouring ignorance, and his life as a struggle against the dark forces of collectivism.

			He often quoted the Founders and Framers, the men of the Enlightenment, C.S. Lewis, Locke, Churchill, and Thoreau who once said, “The character inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have done more, If the government had not sometimes got in the way.” Reagan mobilized rhetoric into an actual political, economic, and cultural idea, assembling it into a firm and logical conservative philosophy.

			There was an allure to being a Reaganite. We knew we were right. Individualism and privacy have always ruled the day. And Reagan was its chief defender. Reagan left office more popular than when he entered the White House in 1981.

			My friend Craig has emerged as one of our finest American historians and one of the best of the Reagan biographers. He’s written six books on Reagan, hundreds of op-eds, many speeches, and has taught about Reagan at University of Virginia, Georgetown, Hillsdale College, and Reagan’s own Eureka College, to name just a few. He has also lectured many times at the Reagan Library. Just to put a fine point on his station as one of America’s leading historians, he also authored the New York Times bestselling December, 1941 and its sister book, April, 1945, which was a Publishers Weekly best seller.

			As death must with all men, we’ve lost Ronald Reagan. And he is badly missed.  The next best thing now are books and articles written about the man from those who actually knew Reagan—like my friend Craig.

			Here is The Search for Reagan.

			Thank you.

			 

			Mark Levin

			Virginia

			February 2023

		

	
		
			Preface

			“‘Trust me’ government asks that we concentrate our hopes and dreams on one man; that we trust him to do what’s best for us. My view of government places trust not in one person or one party, but in those values that transcend persons and parties.”

			—Ronald Reagan

			Ronald Reagan was never as conservative as some conservatives wanted him to be, but he was as conservative as he felt comfortable being. “The New Republican Party I envision will not be, and cannot be, one limited to the country club–big business image.”1

			He believed in natural rights as did the founder of modern conservatism, John Locke. He also believed in a “natural aristocracy” of men who rise to their highest ambition without the heavy hand of nobility or government interference à la Thomas Jefferson.

			He quoted the Founders and the Framers often, much more than any recent president.

			Still, many books written by liberal historians during and immediately after his presidency gave short shrift to the man who won the Cold War and freed millions of people imprisoned behind the Iron Curtain, who restored American morale, and who solved high inflation and high interest rates while creating over twenty million new jobs. The net worth of families grew by 27 percent and the real gross national product grew by 26 percent. The number of millionaires in America grew from 4,414 in 1980 to 34,944 in 1987.

			These aforementioned books were derogatory, slanted, superficial, and not considered part of real history. These meaningless books include Ronald Reagan, the Movie; Our Long National Daydream; and Sleepwalking Through History. One of the worst books ever written about Reagan, ironically, was supposed to be his official biography: Dutch by Edmund Morris.

			It wound up being a joke, with made-up characters and fake narratives. It was met with derisive reviews, sold poorly, and now can’t even be found in the gift shop at the Reagan Library. It made a good doorstop, but that is all. More recently, books have been fairer to Reagan.

			Still, the left-wing always knew that to destroy American conservatism, they needed to destroy the most successful conservative president in twentieth-century American history.

			Even Barack Obama acknowledged Reagan’s impact on American culture and life. “I think Ronald Reagan changed the trajectory of America in a way that…Richard Nixon did not and in a way that Bill Clinton did not. He put us on a fundamentally different path because the country was ready for it. I think they felt like…with all the excesses of the 60s and 70s, and government had grown and grown, but there wasn’t much sense of accountability in terms of how it was operating. I think that…he tapped into what people were already feeling, which was, we want clarity, we want optimism, we want a return to that sense of dynamism and entrepreneurship that had been missing.”2

			Interestingly enough, Obama communicated no new ideas as president; it simply was a continuation of the welfare state. Guilty by his own indictment.

			Reagan, by like token, was an idea man, grabbing and embracing a new form of conservatism, pushing it out beyond its own previous boundaries. Reagan was just not an American conservative—a believer in a system in which power flows upward—but a “new ideas” conservative, promoting ideas such as tax cuts for the express purpose of restoring power to the individual, the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), enterprise zones, the Caribbean Basin Initiative, helping indigenous freedom fighters oppose communist tyranny, and much more. He introduced one new idea after another and, in so doing, transformed the “Grand Old Party” into a “brand spanking new party.” Too many people did not grasp that Reagan was not a reactionary but instead a revolutionary.

			Many of the new ideas that came out of the 1970s conservative movement were inspired by Reagan and his speechwriting shop (later in the White House) that was, in essence, his brain trust, or in-house idea factory. Many of his best speechwriters had not been speechwriters before taking the jobs, demonstrating the flexible thinking of the Reagan Administration. Two of his favorite speechwriters in the 1970s and beyond were Peter Hannaford and Ken Khachigian.

			– – –

			“Reagan was born in 1911, only a few years after Teddy Roosevelt had used the presidential ‘bully pulpit’ to exhort America. TR once said, ‘The only true conservative…sets his face toward the future.’”3

			He was an American conservative who knew the world he lived in and what he could reasonably accomplish versus what he could not. Early on in his presidency, he got into a tiff with direct mail money man Richard Viguerie over his conservatism. History will show Reagan got the better end of the deal and the argument. He also criticized Viguerie in his private diaries, awarding him two entries. “Richard [Viguerie] held a press conference along with John Lofton and blasted me as not a true conservative—made me wonder what my reception would be at the Conservative Dinner [Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC)]. I needn’t have worried—it was a love fest. Evidently, R.V. and J.L. don’t speak for the rank and file conservatives.”4

			And again, “Rcv’d. letter from Richard Viguerie with a copy of Conservative Digest. He tried to write in sorrow, not anger about my betrayal of the conservative cause. He used crocodile tears for ink.”5 Conservative Digest also lambasted Reagan as early as February 1982. The Reagan Administration barely had a chance to clear its throat. But a small gathering of conservatives had jointly signed a document denouncing Reagan including, paradoxically, Ron Robinson, who later became head of the Reagan Ranch.6 To be fair, Viguerie was a principled conservative who had supported Reagan for years, going back to 1965.

			– – –

			As to why he ran for president, Reagan would often joke, “If you’re not the lead sled dog, your view of the world never changes.”7 But when he got philosophical and introspective, he once said that there was a feeling it was more than one wanting to be president, but rather that one should be president.

			In 1975, Time magazine said, “Republicans now must decide whether he [Reagan] represents a wave of the future or is just another Barry Goldwater calling on the party to mount a hopeless crusade against the twentieth century.”8 How wrong was Time magazine and the entire left-wing media establishment? Reagan was not a man of the past. He was a man of the future.

			As written in Rendezvous with Destiny, “After two generations in which FDR’s New Deal coalition dominated American politics, Reagan had emerged as the Republican answer to Roosevelt: a larger-than-life father figure who would bring his party out of the wilderness and demoralized Americans into the sunshine.”9

			Reagan (nicknamed “Dutch” by his father early on) and his brother Neil, a.k.a. “Moon,” “who was two years older, grew up living the semi-idyllic Tom Sawyerish life of the typical small-town boy before the strident advent of radio, television, and the freeway.”10

			– – –

			As of 1954, he was a washed-up actor who was almost broke. Once the boy darling of Hollywood and considered one of its most promising actors, he now, at his age, had few prospects to restart his movie career. And yet, he was never callow, always reading and talking about politics and world affairs as a passionate supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt (he once saw him in a parade in Des Moines)—and later Harry Truman. He didn’t even switch parties until ten years later, and by 1980, he’d been a Democrat longer than a Republican.

			He was a deeply philosophical man, reading constantly and listening to thinkers and theorists of the right such as Nobel Prize–economist Milton Friedman—whom the Economist heralded as the most prominent economist of the twentieth century—and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an intellectual who came out of Oklahoma and the Hell’s Kitchen part of New York City. Another intellectual he listened to was Jeane Kirkpatrick, a deep thinker who taught at Georgetown University and had once been a Hubert Humphrey–Democrat. She came to Reagan’s attention when she wrote an article titled “Dictatorships and Double Standards” for Commentary magazine. She also was from Oklahoma.

			The long article was a deep study of the current world situation vis-à-vis America’s foreign policy. Reagan was greatly impressed and, in 1981, asked her to join his administration. Kirkpatrick had begun life as a traditional liberal, then moved to a neoconservative (neocon), and finally to a traditional conservative. In her final iteration of her life, she spoke often of freedom.

			She was also getting more involved, along with Richard Allen and others, in the Committee on the Present Danger, which put sunlight on the Soviet threat.

			Woodrow Wilson had The Inquiry, FDR had his Brain Trust and “Dollar-A-Year Men,” and JFK had the “Harvard Mafia,” but Reagan spent more time with intellectuals than did any other president.

			– – –

			Reagan’s candidacy and elections in 1980 and 1984 were dismissed by the left-wing intelligentsia as mere flukes, a sleight of hand, the wool pulled over the voters’ eyes. “Ronald Reagan’s critics deride his abilities and presidency, referring to him as a ‘cue card’ president who did little more than read lines written by others.”11

			But in fact, he won by landslides both times; they were some of the most impressive campaign wins of all time, rivaling FDR’s. Of the 1980 election, George F. Will once said he regarded it as a “national emergency.”12

			Reagan was also a man of letters, maybe more so than any other American president. He wrote letters in his youth, in his Hollywood-salad days, as a governor, as a president, and right up to his time as a former president. Then he wrote one more letter: one last letter telling the world he had Alzheimer’s.

			As his friend Paul Laxalt, former governor of Nevada, said, “But Ronald Reagan’s character, his warmth, his wisdom, and his philosophy of life all shine through the letters he writes to friends, to relatives, to other national leaders, and to strangers who have corresponded with him. He is a man who feels obligated to answer the appeals, requests, and compliments as well as the criticisms and differences of opinion.”13

			– – –

			“He was one of the most prolific writers in American presidential history.”14 Indeed, the Reagan Library in Simi Valley houses some 3,500 letters authored by the Gipper. All his letters were well written and thoughtful with very few typos or errors of fact.

			He had a difficult time responding to tragedy, heartache, or loss but reply this wordsmith did. Sometimes he would call rather than write. One hurting young woman wrote of her financial troubles. Reagan responded with a check, but the woman was going to frame it. When Reagan learned of this, he sent her a second check but asked her not to cash both, just one of the checks. He was forever writing letters.

			But that wasn’t enough. He also wrote the vast majority of his hundreds of radio scripts and an equal number of his columns, syndicated by King Features to hundreds of newspapers. “It was not until after the turn of the century that Reagan’s own extensive writings—radio commentaries, speeches, letters—began to be discovered and published.”15

			He would usually write about fifteen of his radio addresses at a time, have them typed and cleaned up, and then record each five-minute commentary in Harry O’Connor’s studio at Hollywood and Vine. Then fifteen reel-to-reels and 45s would be shipped out to about three hundred radio stations nationwide. The Gipper had to be good at spotting issues and trends and making sure he did not do a recording of an issue that might fade in several weeks.

			But as chock-full of facts as his radio addresses and columns were, he knew that he must cram stories, parables, anecdotes, and tales into his speeches to get his point across. As his Secretary of State George Shultz once observed, “Ronald Reagan’s talents as a storyteller are legendary. He peppered his conversations with stories. Stories lent a certain informality and ease to his speeches. He used stories to increase his rapport with the people in front of him or on the other end of the television camera.”16

			One common story was that Reagan slept on planes, which was untrue. He opened up his briefcase and went right to work: reading, writing, editing. In fact, it was on a plane, according to longtime aide Mike Deaver, when he decided to run for president one more time in 1980. As he once said, “All in all, as I look back, I realize that my reading left an abiding belief in the triumph of good over evil.”17

			Most men reach a point at around forty years of age where their politics and view of the world become fixed. They stop growing. Not Reagan. He was constantly evolving. “Reagan’s intellectual curiosity peaked later in life.”18

			The Reagan of the 1960s, often angry—angry at student demonstrators, angry at recalcitrant college professors, angry at anti-war protestors—was more hopeful, more optimistic in his outlook by the late ’70s. He also adjusted his politics from being just an “aginner” to being growth-orientated; his eye was now on the dawn rather than the dusk. It was noticeable. Conservatism, as defined by Reagan, was changing—historically and radically.

			As John Patrick Diggins wrote in Ronald Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of History, “Inspired by the libertarian views of [Thomas] Paine, Reagan saw himself as the lifeguard of American liberalism, rescuing it from drowning in the raging currents of radicalism that inundated three generations of twentieth-century history. In Hollywood in the forties, Reagan the actor saw the Old Left’s support of Stalin taint the New Deal; in Sacramento in the sixties, Reagan the governor heard the New Left’s paeans to Castro and Mao; in Washington, DC, in the eighties, Reagan the president watched the antiwar Left’s support for Nicaragua’s Sandinistas sweep the academy. By then, the lifeguard had long given up on liberalism, which he concluded would always be swept away by the siren song of the Left.”19

			There are plenty of doubters and left-wingers still around to “down” Reagan. One college professor wrote, without evidence it may be added: “He rarely thought deeply or looked for ways to challenge or reassess his strongly held assumptions. Over the years, he repeated many false statistics and shared fanciful anecdotes to support conservative policies.”20 And yet, the writer engages in the very thing he accuses Reagan of doing. He also writes of Reagan’s “shocking neglect of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s,”21 completely overlooking the additional billions he devoted to AIDS research and how he raised it as an issue in a 1984 exchange with a reporter and again in his 1985 State of the Union address. That author also ignored how much he and Mrs. Reagan did for AIDS charities in their post-presidential years.

			Reagan had once been a big supporter of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. He cast his first vote in 1932 for FDR and voted for him another three times. He always remembered how his father and his brother got jobs from the Works Progress Administration (WPA), a New Deal-era bureau. He considered FDR to be his inspiration and always defended him, even as he slowly turned to intellectualism.

			Starting in the late forties, Reagan began his historic move to the right as he battled communist provocateurs in Hollywood. At that time, he was in the 93 percent tax bracket. The government, led by the Democratic Party, was taking too much. The Democratic Party—once of the working man, of patriotism—was steadily moving to the left, to collectivism. By the early 1960s, Reagan had had enough and switched party registration. Other Democrats left also, while liberal Republicans, like New York Mayor John Lindsay, were leaving the Republican Party, thus beginning the process of making the GOP almost all conservative and the Democratic Party almost all liberal. As Reagan often quipped, “I didn’t leave the Democratic Party. It left me.” A staffer on his 1966 gubernatorial campaign noted dozens of highlighted books in Reagan’s home library on political philosophy.

			In later years, the Democratic Party would only nominate national tickets that were left of center and the Republican Party would only nominate tickets that were right of center.

			Reagan, the can-do optimist, would never accept collectivism as the final answer for mankind. He began his distrust of all forms of leftism, which started thirty years before his presidency, battling them and their groups in Tinseltown. Meanwhile, these communists saw the propaganda value of Hollywood and were dead set on taking it over.

			Reagan, like Thomas Paine, believed in hope, experiment, and freedom. But he also believed in challenging the status quo, reminding one of a letter written to Paine by Benjamin Rush, one of the most important Founders. “The American war is over,” Rush said, “but this is far from being the case with the American Revolution.”22 But unlike Paine, he believed God had a plan for him.

			He was also a child of the Enlightenment, suspicious of all concentrations of power, especially governmental and corporate.

			Reagan repeated Ralph Waldo Emerson often, America’s early advocate of liberty and independence. In his seminal essay “Self-Reliance,” Emerson called America “the country of tomorrow,” which Reagan quoted in his 1992 Convention speech.

			Reagan also, on occasion, quoted from C.S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters and often cited the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. The much-admired conservative syndicated columnist George F. Will once insightfully said of Reagan, “He did not shinny to the top of the greasy pole of American politics by accident or lassitude.”

			And he accomplished Big Things during his presidency, including the defeat of Soviet communism, the restoration of American morale, and the creation of some twenty million new jobs. He also tamed inflation and high interest rates, which had been raging out of control under his predecessor Jimmy Carter. In fact, under Carter, a new term came into being: stagflation. It meant low growth and high inflation, which economic textbooks said was impossible.

			Of his three great goals, Reagan knew American morale was the most important of all. A happy people are a productive people, and a productive people could manufacture the weapons he needed to aid indigenous freedom fighters around the world and grow an economy Reagan could use to bring the Soviets to heel.

			During his “grand strategy” campaign in 1980, which involved the interlocking causes of American morale and American productivity, he announced that the US would defeat the Soviet empire.

			Reagan despised Soviet communism and did all he could to destroy this Evil Empire. He made a pact with Pope John Paul II and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to bring it down. Reagan sent the US’s first ambassador to the Holy See and shared secret CIA information with Pope John Paul II. It helped tremendously that the Pope spoke English; Reagan and the Pope often conferred in private.

			For the first time in years, America was on offense against the Soviets. He saw it as a morality play; they were evil, and the US was good. He used every means at his disposal: the bully pulpit; selling the Soviets shoddy equipment and spending them into oblivion; aiding pro-freedom movements such as the Contras in Nicaragua, the mujahideen in Afghanistan, the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, and other movements in Hungary and the Baltics; the development of the Strategic Defense Initiative, which scared the hell out of the Soviets, and other forms of technology; Radio Free Europe and Vatican Radio; and everything and more at his command.

			Why “evil”? The use of the word is key. No American president had ever described the Soviet Union as such, but Reagan knew what he was doing. He was marshaling his forces.

			Previously, the Soviets and communism had been winning since WWII, from the Warsaw Pact countries, to building the Berlin Wall, to Korea, to Southeast Asia, to Cuba and the Baltics. Reagan and Company stopped the Soviets dead in their tracks. For the first time in the history of the Cold War, the West, led by Reagan, was on offense.

			And we won the Cold War.

			– – –

			Can you believe it? By 1988, an American president was in Moscow, standing before a statue of Lenin, lecturing an audience of college professors and college students on free market capitalism. Some philosophers will argue that man must slug his way from the swamp to the stars before being accepted by God. But Reagan rejected that Calvinist view of the world, believing that man has free will. And Reagan rejected the view that there was a hell. Reagan once said, “I can’t believe an all wise and loving father would condemn any of his children to eternal damnation.”23

			– – –

			While others say that suffering is not necessary and God loves all, regardless, they accept Jesus as their Lord. Philosophers and theologians love to argue how many angels can dance on the head of a pin, but Reagan was one who believed that Heaven was open to all, although just to be sure, you better live a good life. “In the beginning was the spirit,” Reagan said to the audience of melting communists, “and it was from this spirit that the material abundance of creation issued forth.”24 He was a regular congregant at the Hollywood Beverly Church, where he always sat on the aisle on the right side. To Reagan, there was nothing wrong with the acquisition of wealth, and in fact, God did not wish us to suffer in this world, provided we share our abundance. So put away your sackcloths.

			Reagan’s Moscow State University speech was surely pleasing to Nobel Prize–winning author Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. Reagan said government must be curtailed to allow family and commerce to expand.

			Solzhenitsyn gave a groundbreaking commencement speech at Harvard University in the ’70s called “A World Split Apart.” (You had to know it was a great speech because the left-wingers and collectivists denounced it, especially the New York Times). It was a speech for all time: He blamed the left for the fall of Vietnam, which was true. He blamed the left for the six million murdered by Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, which was true. He blamed the left for the plight of the Vietnamese Boat People, which was true. He blamed liberalism for being the force of darkness, which was true. He credited conservatism for being the force of light, which was true.

			The students and faculty denounced him. In a matter of ten years, the irony was that Reagan was more welcome at Moscow State University by a bunch of former communists who were shaking off the last shackles of collectivism than Solzhenitsyn was at an American university who was shaking off the blanket of freedom. Reagan’s speech, by the way, was superb.

			It is a deliberate lie to say the Cold War ended. Does anyone really think the Soviets would have just given up if they had a chance to win? Name one Soviet premier who willingly gave up conquered lands? Mikhail Gorbachev was forced to. Name one Soviet premier who willingly gave up power? Again, Gorbachev was forced to. Even Gorbachev said the future pointed towards freedom.

			Reagan had the good fortune to have a late reformer like Gorbachev to confront him, but Gorbachev was still a communist, still a party man who saw the handwriting on the wall—the inevitability that the Berlin Wall would come crashing down and the Iron Curtain would fall because of Reagan.

			– – –

			Reagan changed the Republican Party from one of the elitists, Eastern concerns, and country clubs to one more Western, more conservative, and more populist. He took seriously his words, “The New Republican Party I envision will not be, and cannot be, one limited to the country club–big business image,” in his groundbreaking 1977 speech to a group of young Washington conservatives. He then elaborated:

			Our task is not to sell a philosophy, but to make the majority of Americans, who already share that philosophy, see that modern conservatism offers them a political home. We are not a cult; we are members of a majority. Let’s act and talk like it. The job is ours and the job must be done. If not by us, who? If not now, when? Our party must be the party of the individual. It must not sell out the individual to cater to the group. No greater challenge faces our society today than ensuring that each of us can maintain his dignity and his identity in an increasingly complex, centralized society.

			Extreme taxation, excessive controls, oppressive government competition with business, galloping inflation, frustrated minorities, and forgotten Americans are not the product of free enterprise. They are the residue of centralized bureaucracy, of government by a self-anointed elite.

			Our party must be based on the kind of leadership that grows and takes its strength from the people. Any organization is in actuality only the lengthened shadow of its members. A political party is a mechanical structure created to further a cause. The cause, not the mechanism, brings and holds the members together. And our cause must be to rediscover, reassert, and reapply America’s spiritual heritage to our national affairs.

			Then with God’s help, we shall indeed be as a city upon a hill, with the eyes of all people on us.25

			He also changed the party’s appeal. Prior to his appearance on the scene, young voters were aligned with the Democratic Party. It was seen as the party of the future, of hope and opportunity. It was cool. Reagan—and Jimmy Carter—changed all that. Carter was a foot-washing Baptist who didn’t dance, play cards, drink, or swear. These austere Baptists believed that earthly matters were of this world and of no concern to them. They were focused on the next world. But he was also immersed in the writings of such doomsayers as Christopher Lasch. He avidly read Lasch’s book, The Culture of Narcissism, and there was thinking among the pseudo-intellectual elites that America’s day was past. Books such as The Population Bomb and The Selfishness of Others and other apocalyptic books and teachings met the required rigid, depressing thinking of the American Left at the time. This is why the American Left turned on Solzhenitsyn. He’d once been the toast of the liberal salons of Manhattan, but when he took them on for the betrayal of Vietnam in his Harvard commencement address, they turned on him.

			Reagan saw this and picked up the fallen standard of optimism left behind by Carter. “We have to make our own successes by our own effort.… At the heart of that message should be five simple, familiar, everyday words…Family, Work, Neighborhood, Freedom, Peace.” He also said that Republicans needed to look at the world “in a new way.”26

			As evidence of Reagan’s appeal, a little girl sent him fifteen cents taped to a note because her father told her that campaigns were expensive.

			It is now hard to believe how bad the world of Jimmy Carter was. America was losing at every level—politically, culturally, economically, and militarily. Inflation and interest rates were running amok. The Soviets were on the move. They invaded Afghanistan, and they were in Africa, Southeast Asia, and on American college campuses. Was Carter presiding over the last gasp of America? He gave a nationally televised address in which he blamed Americans for all the ill afflicting America. Though he never used the word “malaise,” he was forever saddled with it for the rest of his life. “In the President’s formulation, the American ‘crisis’ was essentially a ‘spiritual’ failing, the product of a popular ‘malaise’ rooted in the selfishness, narcissism and alienation of the American people, in short, in their failure as citizens.”27

			He gave an earlier commencement speech at Notre Dame, saying we should get over our inordinate fear of communism. Even the old neocon Henry Kissinger rolled his eyes and denounced the naiveté of that speech.

			– – –

			When Reagan left office, he had an overall rating of 73 percent, but among voters under thirty years of age, some polls gave him a skyscraping 85 percent approval. And why not? He spoke of limitless horizons. He spoke of the future and hope and opportunity. By the end of his administration, young Americans were moving in droves to the Republican Party.

			Reagan was an outdoorsman, his love of the outdoors starting with his time as a lifeguard in Tampico, Illinois, where he saved seventy-seven lives. He loved horseback riding and working with his hands. He was also derided for all manner of things, including once for being an actor and a cowboy. Former president Theodore Roosevelt was once attacked in the same fashion. Mark Hanna, the political handler of Roosevelt’s predecessor, William McKinley, once stormed, “Now that damned cowboy is in the White House!” when the outspoken Roosevelt succeeded the assassinated McKinley. They said the same thing about Reagan in 1980.

			During his presidency, Reagan was often condemned by the paper tigers of the conservative movement for not doing this or that in a conservative fashion. In 1987, a small group of Washington conservatives held a press conference bashing Reagan for the forthcoming Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. It was the first real reduction of American and Soviet nuclear weapons since the dawn of the Cold War. It also featured a meticulous independent eyewitness process to inspect the dismantling and storage of such nuclear weaponry.

			The press conference included Washington activist David Keene and troublemaker Howard Phillips, who audaciously called the president of the United States a “useful idiot.”28 But Reagan was doing what he’d always promised: building up America’s defenses and then calling the Soviets to the negotiating table to talk from a position of strength, not weakness. Most of Washington dismissed the actors at the press conference as lightweights. Reagan wrote in his diaries of his deep disdain for Phillips especially.

			Nancy Reagan had no use for Keene, a nine-to-five conservative activist. During the 1976 presidential campaign, Keene was making fun of Reagan, and it got back to her. She was deeply displeased. Years later, at a Washington black-tie conservative dinner, Mrs. Reagan was informed she’d be sitting between Keene and right-winger polemicist Pat Buchanan, someone else she also held at arm’s length. She is said to have blown her top and stormed, “Well just great!”29 at the notion of being seated between two men for whom she had little regard.

			– – –

			Reagan left office with high approval ratings, including an astonishing 40-plus percent approval rating among Democrats, but not before he wrote in his diaries of “the start of a new life” back in California. He wrote that at seventy-seven years of age, and it is just another example of his boundless optimism. He received his optimism from his mother and his faith. “After all, according to the Word of God, the righteous will be rewarded.”30

			He is also ranked among the greatest presidents in American history by historians and, most importantly, by the American people as evidenced in poll after poll.

			Ironically, the Conservative Political Action Conference of the ’80s often featured many panels with speakers bitching about this and that with the most conservative administration and the most conservative president since Calvin Coolidge.

			The INF treaty with the Soviets was one of the most durable treaties in the history of the United States and removed thousands of nuclear warheads from deployment. Reagan had made his anti-communist bones years before starting in Hollywood. While serving as president of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), he was forced to carry a gun after someone threatened to throw battery acid in his face.

			There was no way he was going to leave America defenseless.

			He often remarked that he was never a part of that group of lemmings who would go over a cliff with flags flying. And while he never said, “my eighty percent enemy is also my twenty percent friend,” he did believe, as a negotiator, that it was possible to get 80 percent immediately and go back and get the other 20 percent later. Peter Hannaford once said that Reagan “didn’t say it, I doubt he ever even thought it,”31 when asked about the 80 percent friendship comment.

			Reagan could throw the red meat when he wanted to and better than most, but he was also a responsible conservative who knew the world he lived in, which often called for a compromise to get things done, something not often focused on by others.

			When it came to certain issues, he was resolute, such as the pro-life issue. He even wrote a small book on the abortion question while he was president, Abortion and the Conscience of the Nation, and became the first president to ever write a book while in the White House. Dr. C. Everett Koop contributed a chapter entitled “The Slide to Auschwitz.”32 Nobody needed guess to what Koop was referring. Reagan made a concise and well-informed argument on why the federal government should not be making behavioral policies. “Make no mistake, abortion-on-demand is not a right granted by the Constitution.” The English poet, John Donne, wrote, “Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”33

			Early in his career, he was pro-abortion, falsely thinking that the fetus was not a person, but he changed his stance later over the years to pro-life as he came to know that the fetus was a human being and individual rights extend to the fetus.

			In William Ker Muir’s book, The Bully Pulpit, Muir quoted political scientist Richard Neustadt’s observation of the presidency saying, “Presidential power is the power to persuade.” Muir continued, “As any dictionary buff knows, the verb ‘persuade’ has two quite distinct meanings: to convince and to coax.”34

			As the wonderfully polysyllabic columnist and thinker George F. Will once wrote of Reagan, “Most presidents come to Washington bright as freshly minted dimes and leave much diminished. To govern is to choose and choosing produces disagreements, disappointments, and even enemies. Furthermore, the modern president is omnipresent in the public’s consciousness and the public confuses prominence with power. Therefore, too much is expected of presidents. They are blamed when it becomes clear, as it always does, that events are in the saddle, riding mankind.”35

			When Ronald Reagan burst—and burst he did—onto the political scene in 1964, the world was on the cusp of being ripe with fashionable pessimism and soon to be just scary. In the years since he made his landmark speech lauding the candidacy of Barry Goldwater, America had gone through seventeen long, terrible years. Only one year before Reagan’s speech, President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated; Goldwater lost in a landslide in 1964; the nation became trapped in the quagmire of South Vietnam, eventually losing the war, the first in the nation’s history; Lyndon Johnson was hounded from office by anti-Vietnam war protesters; President Richard Nixon faced prosecution and was the first president to resign high office; gas lines streamed across the nation due to meddling government regulations; and inflation raged all out of control in the 1970s, as did high interest rates. Not to mention there were also the race and campus riots and the assassination of other political leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert Kennedy. Pollution was everywhere, quality education was dwindling, and America was sinking into a morass.

			“The ‘New Majority’ envisioned by Richard Nixon was coming true, but instead for the Democratic Party under Jimmy Carter. After the wipeout of down-ticket races in 1974 and 1976, by early 1977 the GOP had lost complete and utter control in the Old South. ‘Jimmycrats’ had drowned Nixon’s Southern Strategy in a bowl of hominy grits.”36

			The national magazine, U.S. News and World Report had interviewed five prominent Republicans including Ronald Reagan, but only Reagan argued for a bold conservatism. The others all argued for a mushy establishment Republicanism.

			– – –

			Reagan always had an acute concern for human dignity long before he sought higher office. Back in the 1940s, he’d been invited to join a swanky country club in Los Angeles until he found out the private club had a policy against allowing people of the Jewish faith from joining. Reagan immediately withdrew his application. As a young college student and football player, he was traveling with the team for a game and learned that the hotel they were staying at had a “whites only” rooming policy. They were near Reagan’s parents’ home, and he had two black teammates, so he took them to his family home where they were warmly welcomed. His whole life he demonstrated a concern for his fellow citizens.

			Reagan was sometimes derided by a few for using the phrase by one of his favorite philosophers, Thomas Paine, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.” As John Patrick Diggins wrote in Ronald Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of History, “Yet in the 1980s, two philosophies of history existed, one on radical college campuses, the other in the White House and in conservative think tanks.”37

			Reagan said time and time again that he ignored the Washington pseudo-intellectuals, who decried even his greatest successes simply because of his conservative ideology. Though the concerns of the country were foremost on his mind, he would often work from Camp David, less so from Rancho del Cielo in California, which sits high in the Santa Ynez Mountains of California. He wanted to get away from the nattering nabobs of Washington and the pseudo-intelligentsia, most of whom he had little regard for.

			Reagan was in many ways a Libertarian or at least a small “l” libertarian. He once told Reason magazine, the unofficial magazine of the libertarian movement, that libertarianism was the fundamental basis for American conservatism. On matters of personal rights, dignity, and financial affairs, he was a libertarian right down the line. He said nearly the same thing to Mike Wallace of CBS in 1975 as he was getting ready to take on Gerald Ford for the 1976 GOP nomination for president. As president, he often cited the rights of the individual in his speeches.

			His views on personal freedom and privacy were much like Barry Goldwater’s and were colored by the endless panorama of the American West.

			He believed as the great justice Oliver Wendell Holmes was thought to say, “The right for one man to swing his fist ends where the other fellow’s nose begins.” Only on matters of national defense and foreign policy was he more hawkish, more traditionally conservative. Still, he was reserved. In fact, he only committed US ground troops twice in his presidency, once to successfully liberate Grenada and, against his instincts, to Beirut, where 307 US Marines were killed by a suicide bomber.

			Reagan’s old friend and assistant Marty Anderson once estimated Reagan’s IQ at 170. Anderson would know. He received his undergraduate degree from Dartmouth and his doctorate from MIT.

			Reagan read five newspapers a day and several books a week. He was partial to nonfiction, especially historical biographies, but did enjoy the novels of Louis L’Amour and practically invented Tom Clancy. Someone had given him a copy of The Hunt for Red October, which had been published by a formerly obscure press in Annapolis. Reagan was thoroughly enamored with it and was asked about it by some reporters who saw it under his arm.

			The rest is history.

			– – –

			This book is not about Reagan, the strong and decisive conservative. There are plenty of books about that. This is not a book trashing him. Snowflake liberals have produced most of those. He certainly was strong and decisive, but he was also more subtle, a terrific negotiator and compromiser than many realize. He knew that was the effective way to govern. His years as president of the Screen Actors Guild and later governor of California taught him to be a good negotiator.

			Though he certainly was strong and resolute when it came to collectivism, abortion, the expansion of government, corruption, and the freedom of people, he was flexible on other issues such as tax reform, picking George H. W. Bush as his running mate in 1980, picking Senator Richard Schweiker as his running mate in 1976, negotiating with the Democrats over certain issues, negotiating with Mikhail Gorbachev, gay rights, and other issues.

			He did not invent the “Eleventh Commandment”; he merely popularized it. It was actually invented by the chairman of the California Republican Party, Gaylord Parkinson, in the aftermath of the bloodbaths that dominated the GOP in the ideological wars raised by the Barry Goldwater–and–Nelson Rockefeller candidacy, but Reagan embraced it and used it all of his life.

			In 1977, after the debacle of Watergate and electoral losses of 1974, Reagan had had enough and outlined a new Republican Party in a speech before the small but growing Conservative Political Action Conference. He told them of his vision, a complete refutation of doctrinaire liberalism.

			– – –

			Reagan was a born seer, a born leader and a born winner. He’d been successful at many careers—radio broadcaster, movie star, president of the Screen Actors Guild, after-dinner speaker, governor, on-air political commentator, and erstwhile presidential candidate. Thus, he was as well rounded a man as ever entering the White House.

			There is no formula for someone to enter the “executive mansion” and assume the awesome powers of the presidency, but Reagan’s was as good as any. The Constitution only says thirty-five years old and a natural-born American. The American people fill in the rest.

			One of his best qualifications may have been that the man was just naturally effervescent. His Secretary of State George Schulz once said that Reagan was also a fun guy. From his childhood right up until the shadow of Alzheimer’s crept over his countenance, he was always a happy and optimistic soul. When he graduated high school, his senior quote underneath his photo in the yearbook was, “Life is just one sweet song, so let the music play.”38 That was in the darkest days of the Great Depression. Cheerfulness was one of his most abiding attributes.

			There are many fun and true things about Ronald Reagan. He was blind as a bat and as a child, he couldn’t distinguish the leaves on a tree; the things that were trees were just green blobs. Only when he was riding in his parents’ car did he absentmindedly reach for his mother’s glasses and put them on, only to discover a world with which he was not previously familiar. He was a bashful eyeglass wearer and, oddly and secretly, wore contact lenses all his adult life. Curiously, when giving a speech, he would pop out one lens to read the cards while keeping in the other to watch the crowd’s reaction.

			He was born left-handed, but at the time, children born left-handed were forced to write right-handed, thinking that there was somehow something wrong with them. Even so, he chopped wood left-handed, fired a gun left-handed, and when he smoked, did so left-handed.

			He was the most social of men who also craved the privacy of his ranch with just Nancy for company. It was called Rancho del Cielo: “Ranch in the Sky.”

			Ronald and Nancy really were best friends as well as husband and wife. They were soulmates. Happy was their own world when needed, even in the California gubernatorial days and certainly during the White House days. And in his final days, when the dark curse of Alzheimer’s was enveloping him, she was his comforter and protector. They met on a date in the late ’40s and that was it. They were meant for each other. Other presidents and first ladies slept in separate bedrooms in the White House. JFK, the Clintons, and others all had separate bedrooms. Not the Reagans. They always slept together until his affliction. Even after Ronnie was not there, she still slept on only one side of the bed.

			Reagan was sui generis, Latin for “singular” or “one of a kind.” He was unlike any other man who occupied the presidency, yet he had great reverence for the institution. A myth had taken hold that he had never entered the Oval Office without a coat and tie. Not true. Often on Saturdays, he recorded his weekend radio broadcasts while wearing a flannel shirt, dressed to go to Camp David after the recording. But even so, he had deep respect for the office and never put his feet on the furniture, unlike later presidents who took office.

			Reagan was doing a series of exit interviews when he received an interesting question. Was there anything he learned from his days in Hollywood that helped him become a better president? He thought for a moment, and then smartly replied, “I don’t know how you can do this job and not be an actor.”39

			He began many traditions for the presidency, starting with his first day in office. Since the early 1800s, the swearing in of the new president began on the east façade of the Capitol. With Reagan, the tradition moved to the west side of the Capitol. It was not Reagan’s decision; it was made by Senator Mark Hatfield, Republican of Oregon. Reason? It cost $100,000 less to have the ceremonies on the west side of the Capitol. But Reagan would have applauded the decision. The view from the western side was more convivial, toward the spacious west.

			It was poetic that Reagan also began the tradition of leaving a letter for his successor in the top drawer of the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. He also began the practice of singling out an average American who had done something extraordinary in his State of the Union addresses. He was also the first president to have been shot—and survived. By doing so, he also beat the twenty-year jinx of the American presidency since William Henry Harrison was elected in 1840, continuing through Abraham Lincoln in 1860, and all the way through James Garfield in 1880, William McKinley in 1900, Warren G. Harding in 1920, FDR in 1940, and finally JFK in 1960. All died or were murdered while in office.

			He wrote, by some estimates, about five hundred thousand words while president. And as much as he had a photographic memory, he also had a vivid imagination. He saw a world without the Soviets. He saw an Eastern Bloc without a wall. He saw America as fruitful and peaceful and yes, free.

			– – –

			What kind of president was Ronald Reagan then? He was a conservative who was not rigid in his outlook. He could be flexible in his behavior. But on some issues, he was inflexible and principled, such as the rights and privacy of the individual. He stood up against the neocons in his public life. Between the late ’70s and ’90s, “the neocons who see themselves as followers of Reagan…left a trail of blunders.”40

			He has probably replaced Abraham Lincoln as the most popular Republican in history even though he often said he would leave his legacy to the historians to decide.

			As NPR reported, even as early as 2012, “It’s no secret who the most popular Republican is in this year’s GOP presidential race. In just one single debate last year, GOP candidates mentioned the former President Ronald Reagan 24 times. Right now, each candidate is vying for the mantle of Reagan conservatism.”41

			And so it goes.

			Each Republican, to this day, vies for the mantle of Reagan. He is both understood and misunderstood by Republicans.

			But still, they try to emulate him.

			
			
		

	
		
			Young Reagan

			“You have to start with small town beginnings.”

			—George F. Will

			To fully understand Ronald Reagan’s abilities as a compromiser, one must go back, as with most good stories, to the beginning. He often said to understand him, you had to understand small town values and morals.

			Sinclair Lewis was wrong.

			And Reagan never compromised positions, only tactics.

			– – –

			As George F. Will so eloquently said of Reagan’s hometown, “There Reagan acquired a talent for happiness. Since then, he has traveled far and had a good time all the way.”42 Reagan once wrote that all of us have a place to begin with, and for him, it was Dixon, Illinois.

			It’s a fair thing to ask the question: what might have happened in Reagan’s formative years that would have affected his negotiating skills later in his life? What singular events, you ask, could have given him the wherewithal to cut sensible deals as the president of the Screen Actors Guild, as governor of California, and as president of the United States? Were there one or two major events in Reagan’s youth that molded him into a conservative champion, or was it a long road of experiences that shaped Ronald Reagan into the leader who defined a generation?

			In truth, like many of us, Reagan’s thought processes didn’t spring out of two, three, or even four major instances. The tactical skills that would serve him so well as an adult grew out of a myriad of circumstances that can be traced all the way back to Reagan’s early childhood. Far from the glamour of Hollywood and later Washington, Reagan’s childhood was one of austerity and poverty. It was a childhood lacking any material wealth, where one earned his keep by his own hand, where the absence of resources was filled with a fervor for God. This, in a nutshell, was Reagan’s childhood. “Reagan’s childhood was materially poor but rich in spirit.”43

			Of course, to comprehend his childhood, one must take into consideration Reagan’s mother and father.

			Reagan’s father, John Edward “Jack” Reagan can be best described as a flawed man. His career path was never exactly stable, with Jack at various times working as a store manager and a traveling salesman. He was a hopeless alcoholic who the young Reagan once found lying in the snow outside their home passed out from drinking (more on that momentarily). Nevertheless, Jack’s influence would be profound on Reagan’s ability to compromise, and, in his own way, Jack’s influence would set Reagan on a trajectory opposing discrimination and racism that was years ahead of his time.

			Descended from the indomitable, hardworking Irish, Jack had been raised by the sort of salt-of-the-earth immigrant parents that formed the bread and butter of American society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although born to Irish Catholic parents, Jack himself was more of a pedestrian when it came to religion, more Catholic in a cultural sense than spiritually.

			Nonetheless, Jack’s identity as an Irish Catholic played an important part in his sense of being and his worldview, aspects of which he would later pass on to his younger son, Ronald. As an Irish Catholic, Jack held strong views against discrimination and the ostracization of certain cultural and ethnic groups, in no small part because of the mistrust many English and Scots-Irish Americans still felt toward their Catholic cousins.

			– – –

			Particularly, Jack abhorred the violently enforced discrimination practiced by the Ku Klux Klan. The Klan, among its numerous other prejudices, was never known for harboring a great love for Catholics. Based on a skewed belief that America should be a strictly Anglo-Protestant nation, the Klan sought to rip out, by the roots, any they saw as agents of the Papacy. Accordingly, Jack hated the Klan and everything they stood for, and he forbade his sons from seeing The Birth of a Nation when the infamous film premiered in their small Illinois town.44

			While considered a monument of filmmaking at the time of its release, we remember that work of cinema today as bloated propaganda, elevating the Klan to heroic knights in shining armor who galloped in to save the day. Jack, in his wisdom, saw the film for what it really was: the glorification of an army of murderers and domestic terrorists who were a stain on the American legacy.

			“That movie glorifies the Ku Klux Klan. They’re not heroes, they’re murderers, and we’re not going,”45 Jack is said to have told Ronald and his brother Neal when the film debuted.

			Another fine example of Jack’s strident stance against discrimination was his intolerance for anti-Semitism, not just from the Klan but from anyone in general. As with his hatred of the Klan, Jack’s fervent opposition to anti-Semitism was far thinking compared to many of his contemporaries (sadly, there are still a fair number of Americans who fall into the folly that is baselessly hating Jews). As previously mentioned, Ronald Reagan would not join a club that prohibited Jews. He walked away!

			Meanwhile, not too far away but some years later, Anne Frances Robbins was born, otherwise known as Nancy. She never knew why she was called Nancy, but she went by it her entire life. She was never “abandoned” as was falsely reported but was raised lovingly by Edith Luckett Davis and Dr. Loyal Davis—her adopted father.

			On another occasion in Reagan’s youth, Jack was traveling for a sales trip. When checking into a hotel, the clerk informed him that he would enjoy his stay because Jews were not allowed to stay in the establishment. Jack is said to have replied that he was a Catholic and “if it comes to the point where you won’t take Jews, you won’t take me either.” The story goes that Jack ended up sleeping in his car that night.46

			In short, Jack Reagan was a complicated man whose fiercely proud heritage and belief in the dignity of his fellow man was tempered by a happy-go-lucky attitude that worked both to his advantage and detriment. But if we want to consider how Jack left an impression on the young Ronald, then we must not discount the pillar of Reagan’s childhood that was his mother.

			Nelle Wilson Reagan might have, more than anyone else in his life, bestowed upon Reagan the steely optimism that made him famous as a politician.

			Where her husband was an Irish Catholic, Nelle was born to a family of Scots-Irish Protestants. Where Jack was, as we have said, pedestrian when it came to matters of faith, Nelle was devoutly religious, believing that everything was part of God’s higher purpose. Nelle was of the opinion that whatever life threw at you, good or bad, it was all meant to lead to something that was good. Nelle’s faith in both God and the inherent potential of man drove her in everyday life, and she made it a point to impart this belief in goodness onto her boys.

			Nelle was a member of the Disciples of Christ and was extremely active within her congregation. No mere weekly churchgoer, Nelle would often lead Bible studies and readings and was a fervent believer in the power of prayer.

			Outside of church or when she wasn’t working, Nelle was known to visit the poor, the sick, and prisoners.47 She went well beyond that extra mile that is asked by the Savior in whom she so passionately believed, and that drive to help her fellow humankind is what made her such a pillar in her young son’s life. Nelle wanted the best for others because she saw the image of God in others, demonstrating an unshakeable optimism that would have made the early Church Fathers blush.

			This family life of self-reliance, of an abhorrence of bigotry, and of fiery faith in the Lord God Almighty is the world in which Ronald Reagan grew up. Jack’s determination and Nelle’s optimism, Nelle’s fervent belief and Jack’s respect for dignity shaped the molding clay of Reagan’s life and gave him the tools he needed to compromise.

			One area already alluded to is the fact that Jack Reagan was an alcoholic, and it goes without saying that anyone who grows up the child of an alcoholic has to learn to compromise from a young age. Retaining one’s sanity heavily depends on it.

			– – –

			Perhaps the most well-known story is of one episode in Reagan’s youth. It was a freezing February Illinois night when the eleven-year-old Reagan, walking home from what he thought would be a normal evening, found his father lying in front of their house. Jack was drunk, passed out in the snow with no help, and completely exposed to the elements.

			The young Reagan, resigned to nursing his incapacitated father, proceeded to drag Jack inside the house and saved him from freezing to death. It’s the most famous of Reagan’s recollections of his father’s drinking problem, but there are doubtless countless instances throughout Reagan’s childhood that went unrecorded.

			For her part, Nelle told her sons not to blame their father for his bad habits, asserting that alcoholism was a disease from which Jack could not escape.48 Be that as it may, the reality was that Reagan had to contend on a semi-regular basis with a father who was prone to go on binges, shout, rage, and at times, drink himself into oblivion.

			Whether he realized it or not, Jack was teaching his son valuable lessons of extreme patience and how to hold his ground in the face of adversity. It’s the patience that comes with trying to reason with a drunk and the patience of waiting for a drunk to return to sobriety while making sure he doesn’t hurt himself. In those years, Reagan learned to stand firm while his drunken father shouted in his face and to give as good as he got whenever Jack decided to act a fool or make an ill-formed decision in the haze of the drink.

			In perspective, it’s not unlike dealing with unruly party members, putting combative members of the political opposition in their place, and patiently persevering during the indelible slog that is a presidential campaign.

			Reagan as a child also had to learn how to deal with poverty.

			The Reagan family was never anything close to wealthy when the future president was growing up. As a traveling shoe salesman, Jack Reagan’s wages depended entirely on his ability to sell, which of course was hampered by his drinking habit. Nelle worked as a seamstress to help make ends meet, and both Reagan boys worked part-time jobs to keep the household afloat during those years.

			What these early years of hard work taught Reagan was the importance of responsibility: in order to survive, one must often sacrifice the time we might otherwise spend in self-gratifying activities. How many games, walks with friends, or just plain leisure did Reagan have to miss in order to work so he and his family would have food on the table, I wonder?

			“Graduating deep in the [D]epression days, he decided he wanted to become a radio sports announcer. In 1932 jobs did not come easily, but young Reagan hitchhiked from town to town seeking any kind of job in a radio station. After several months he found one, surprisingly as a sports announcer, on a station in Davenport, Iowa. The career that was to take him all the way to the governorship of California—and perhaps farther—had begun.”

			“After high school, the young Ronald Reagan worked his way through Eureka College where he played football, captained the swimming team, participated in campus dramatics, and worked on the yearbook.”49 At the time, he was one of the 10 percent of high school graduates who went to college.

			As president, one certainly has very little time for leisure, even when your poll numbers are high, the economy is booming, and every half-wit world leader with a bone to pick isn’t ringing the Oval Office twenty times a day.

			The president, in short, has no free time. His time belongs only to the American people. His office is more important than family, friends, vacations, or personal aspirations. His first priority is the nation and the nation’s well-being and prosperity. There’s no day in office when the president can afford not to put his best foot forward, and any president not willing to give the office his undivided attention is unfit for the job of chief executive.

			So, learning to sacrifice free time early in life, as Reagan certainly did, is a fair prerequisite for anybody with aspirations for a higher office.

			Despite the troubles at home growing up, one area where Reagan found solace, and indeed became a fixture throughout his life, was religion.

			A child of two different Christian denominations, Reagan, like many children even today, had to learn to compromise with parents who had varying religious beliefs. Although both Christians, Jack and Nelle were still stark opposites when it came to their faith.

			As noted, Jack was raised as an Irish Catholic, an old institution with even older, formal traditions dating back to the time of antiquity. Nelle was born into a Protestant house, with plain, raw services of pure faith and fervent prayer. Growing up, Reagan was exposed to both of these faith traditions and had to learn to choose between them.

			Reagan was comfortable with the Catholic Church, but in the end, he decided to fully embrace his mother’s Protestant tradition and became a member of the Disciples of Christ. Perhaps it was partially because Jack was a Catholic more in word than in deed, but regardless Reagan decided to be baptized in his mother’s church. There, Reagan found his spiritual home and began to truly take in his mother’s plain but fierce belief that all man has the potential for good with the right guidance. But he always carried his father’s “parish perspective” with him—down to actually speaking like a Catholic, using the pronoun “we” rather than the first-person pronoun “I.” He was accused of sounding like John F. Kennedy in that regard. He later received a letter from a young JFK Jr. who urged Reagan to go right on speaking like his father.

			In an interesting turn of events, Reagan’s older brother Neil would go on to choose their father’s church over Nelle’s Protestant faith. Reagan and Neil were always close as brothers, and few have no doubt that they probably had many fascinating discussions on theology as a Protestant and a Catholic living under one roof.

			It is important to remember that this was a time when there was still a great deal of mistrust between the Protestant and Catholic traditions. This was due in no small part to the fact that they were instinctively ethnic religions; that is, Protestants were mostly of English, Anglo-Saxon descent who dominated American society at the time, while immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Germany, and other places formed the ranks of many American Catholics.

			Keeping that in perspective, the young Reagan’s ability to accept a different branch of Christianity was a virtue. Later—much later, in fact—it served him well electorally when he ran for president.

			Reagan’s childhood decision to become a Protestant did have political ramifications. When Reagan was running for president, both in 1976 and again in 1980, a great many Protestant Americans still did not fully trust their Catholic cousins, especially conservative Protestants. Only a generation earlier, John Kennedy had been forced to make assurances to voters that he would not be a papal puppet, choosing the Protestant Lyndon Johnson as a running mate to prove his point.

			Not much had changed by the time Reagan ran for president in 1980: at that point, much of the electorate, particularly conservative primary voters, were self-identified Protestants and Evangelicals. Remember too that this was the era when the likes of Bob Jones and Jerry Falwell were ascending, and the Moral Majority truly began to exert itself into American politics. Bearing that in mind, conservative and many independent voters still felt more comfortable with a non-Catholic occupying the White House.

			Granted, it is doubtful that Reagan would have won the Republican nomination in 1980 if he had been a Catholic. Nonetheless, he was able to gain the trust of both Catholic voters and religious officials while maintaining solid support from their Protestant cousins throughout his presidency.

			– – –

			As a boy, Reagan learned how to compromise in the domestic matters of the home and in the spiritual matters of faith. But as he matured into young adulthood, he began to contend with very serious, very adult issues as one must when leaving childhood. And, if there was one matter where Reagan stood apart from many of his contemporaries in the realm of compromise, it was his stance against racism. At that time in American history, racism was markedly institutionalized across much of the country.

			By the time Reagan began attending Eureka College in 1928, legalized segregation was in full swing in many parts of the country. While today we best remember the staunch segregation that existed in the Deep South, many other states from sea to shining sea practiced segregation in various forms, including Reagan’s native Illinois.

			Hotels, public bathrooms, restaurants, schools, athletic teams, neighborhoods, churches, and even cemeteries were separated by race. African Americans and other ethnic minorities were, for decades, treated like dogs rather than human beings. From Georgia to Pennsylvania, from Missouri to Wyoming, and from Texas to California, Jim Crow reared his ugly head to glare down contemptuously at non-white Americans to make their lives a living hell without dignity. The vestiges of slavery, only removed by a few generations, clung to American society like a nasty, malignant boil that marred our country’s beautiful name for nearly a century.
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