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    “See the conquering hero comes!

    Sound the trumpet, beat the drums!”

   —DR. THOMAS MORELL,

    text for Handel’s Joshua

  


  1

  HE STOOD ON THE PLATFORM OF UNION STATION, Los Angeles, narrow as a long knife, an easy smile on his tanned young face, his chestnut hair Brylcreemed to perfect order. Photographers crowded in close. One called out, “Step back, Ronnie… you’re casting a shadow across Miss Parsons.” Ronald Reagan acknowledged the command. The small, dark-haired middle-aged woman beside him held her toothy, smiling pose. Clearly, she knew she was the focal point of the group about to depart. In a few moments, they would board the City of Los Angeles for the two-day journey to Dixon, Illinois, and the “Louella Parsons Day” celebration that was being held in her honor. Reagan and Parsons were both former Dixonites, a fact that had given Hollywood’s most powerful columnist the necessary angle for the best press coverage of the event.

  Reagan was one of Hollywood’s most popular young players, on the verge of becoming a major star. The studio felt he needed Parsons and the publicity her name generated to give him a bit of a nudge over the edge. His mother, Nelle, was accompanying her son on what she reckoned was his moment of glory—his return as a celebrity to Dixon. Once considered petite, Nelle now appeared almost frail. But she stood steadfastly behind him like a tin soldier, arms at the side of her white-collared print-silk frock, her proud new hat balanced on her head like the grandest tricorn. She and Parsons were about the same age. Yet Nelle had the aura of an earlier generation.

  Fifteen minutes had been allotted to the press. When that time ran out, Virginia Lindsey, one of the publicists accompanying the tour (which would also present the other Hollywood players gathered on the sun-glinted platform), stepped forward. Parsons and her daughter, Harriet, turned and headed for the rear car of the train, where they were helped on board with a mass of hand baggage by several Pullman-car porters. A moment later, Hollywood’s first lady of gossip appeared on the rear platform, smiled and lifted her white-gloved hand in a stiff wave—a gesture obviously gleaned from studying royal photographs—and the cue for the rest of her Hollywood celebrity group to follow.

  Nelle took her son’s arm and skillfully maneuvered her way with him over the microphone wires and through the crowd. Only the white line across the bridge of Reagan’s nose gave away his most carefully guarded secret—the thick-lensed, horn-rimmed glasses he wore privately, without which his shortsightedness made the world a blur. Not until the train had pulled out of the station and was well on its way did he replace his glasses. He settled his six-foot frame into the green upholstered seat of his drawingroom compartment across from Nelle, leaving the door open. Ed Oettinger, Parsons’s brother, came by to see if they were comfortable. Celebrity-group members George Montgomery and Ann Rutherford peeked in and asked if they would care to join them for a drink. Reagan smilingly refused (Nelle was a teetotaler). Finally, Sam Israel, another publicist, informed Reagan that Parsons wanted to see him. He got up and followed Israel to the rear car, which had been turned into a private lounge, where Parsons, in high spirits, was holding court to the rest of her entourage. Comedians Bob Hope, Jerry Colonna and Joe E. Brown, film stars Bebe Daniels and Ben Lyon, had agreed to join them in Dixon, and there was nothing Parsons enjoyed more than being surrounded by the famous—unless it was to be attended by them.

  On this day, September 12, 1941, World War II was two years old, and although America had remained neutral, most of Europe had been overrun by the Nazis and England was suffering an almost nightly blitz from the German air force. Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat in his wheelchair in the Oval Office of the White House preparing for an unprecedented third term, struggling with the burden of operating a vast peaceable democracy in a war-gripped world, trying to hold together his now sagging social-welfare program. But in Hollywood the war in Europe still seemed distant. If not riding high, American films were at least charged with a new vitality. Gone With the Wind’s recent grand success had proved that Americans were caught up in their own history. And although movie audiences had responded well to English stars during the previous decade, Hollywood had developed its own stables.

  “Reagan was at Warner Brothers, where Bette Davis was champion and other players, such as Errol Flynn, Barbara Stanwyck, Joan Crawford, Humphrey Bogart, and James Cagney, jockeyed for top scripts and roles that would bring them into the winners’ circle. Below them were the contract players, who were closely watched over by the studio in hopes that one or two might break through and exhibit top-class potential. Reagan had been in this last group for four years and had been given leads only in B films and supporting roles in a few A films. But he had recently made a low-budget picture, International Squadron (to be premiered in Dixon on the tour), thought by executives at Warners to have great potential. He had also completed major scenes on an A film—Kings Row—and the rushes had looked encouragingly good. For years, Warners had not believed an audience would buy a ticket expressly to see Ronald Reagan in a movie. He had to be, more or less, packaged—either in a supporting role in a feature that starred one of their more popular players, or as a lead in a programmer (a picture that was made as a second feature to accompany the studios’ A films—usually those that needed all the help they could get). Louella Parsons’s columns were read by millions and her power to thrust a player into the forefront of the movie fans’ attention was phenomenal. Therefore, Reagan and the studio readily agreed he should accompany her on this tour to their small hometown, Dixon, Illinois.

  Nine years had elapsed since Reagan had lived in Dixon. Despite his celebrity status, returning would not be easy for him, for wherever he turned he would be reminded of some of the more unhappy problems of his youth—the tough times, his father’s drinking, the girl he had loved and lost. Yet, this was the town that he felt had formed him. His ties to it were strong. Perhaps some force other than coincidence had guided his return at a critical time of reassessment.

  The train was due to arrive in Dixon at ten-thirty A.M. on Sunday, September 14. Reagan spent the last hours of the journey with his eyes steady on the Midwest farmlands that bordered the railroad tracks. As a young boy he had watched the chicken hawks circling over the hen houses of Dixon’s outlying farms—the youngest chicks, white feathers coming through the soft yellow, never knew enough to hide, and the hawks would dive and snatch them up in their sharp beaks. The image was disturbing, for in spite of the urge, he was powerless to rescue or warn the chicks. When he grew a bit older and became a lifeguard at Lowell Park, some of this guilt had been assuaged. He had saved seventy-seven lives over the many seasons he worked at the park. People in Dixon respected him for that. Some of the younger kids had even made him a kind of hero. That’s what Dutch Reagan (as he was known in Dixon) really wanted. To be a hero. People remembered heroes.

  Bill Thompson had been six years younger than Dutch Reagan, but Lowell Park’s only lifeguard had not treated the youngster with condescension. Dutch liked kids, and at fifteen he found their admiration for him a boon to his sometimes shaky ego. Thompson was to drive the returning Dutch around Dixon during Louella Parsons’s week-long celebration, and he could not wait until his childhood hero arrived. What kept coming to his mind was the great old log that used to sit by the lifeguard station at Lowell Park. It had been large enough for him to teeter on as a kid, his feet not touching the ground, as he watched Dutch take a bead on a bobbing figure struggling to keep afloat and screaming for help. Dutch would throw down his glasses and slash through the rough undertow like “a torpedo in the water” as he struck a straight course toward the distressed swimmer. People on the shore would cheer Dutch on and soon the long, lean teenager would have the drowning person securely in his strong grasp and be heading back to shore. Once there, he would perform artificial resuscitation. Then, when the formerly endangered swimmer had revived satisfactorily, Dutch would replace his glasses and carve a deep notch in the log that young Thompson had been balanced upon.

  By the end of seven summers, Dutch Reagan had carved his seventy-seven notches in that log. A few skeptics hinted the young man might have slipped in a few extras, but all agreed that the river—”Dixon’s only outdoor swimming facility”—was a treacherous place because of the unexpected undertow. There had been a series of drownings, and the Park Authority had considered closing Lowell Park to swimmers before Dutch undertook the job no one else wanted, an act Dixonites considered of extreme courage.

  After Dutch left Dixon, better safety precautions were instituted in the park—buoys were placed to mark off the dangerous areas, signs warned swimmers not to go beyond a certain point, and on days when the current was unduly swift, the river was closed to them. Still, boys played mumblety-peg on the old log with their pocket knives as the older men watching them bragged at seeing Dutch Reagan put in one of the notches. “On hot summer days,” one of them recalled, “old men would sit on it [the log], their hats in their hands, fanning themselves while the sun sparked the river and cast shadows on their faces.” They exchanged stories about Dutch Reagan too. Different ones. On Saturday nights, they had seen him come to the aid of his father—out cold or barely able to stand on his own after a night of hard drinking. They admired the boy’s attitude toward his alcoholic father. Dutch Reagan never publicly displayed anything but respect for Jack Reagan, and when success came to him (and even Hollywood substardom was looked upon as great success in smalltown Dixon) he made sure his dad—and his mom too—was right there to enjoy it with him.

  One summer, high tides carried the log downstream and it disappeared. But by then the stories of Dutch Reagan’s bravery had reached mythic proportions. Dutch had become a wellknown actor and Dixonites could say, “I always knew he was going places.” Dutch believed this too. However, unlike his fellow hometowners, he already suspected that stardom in films might not be his final destination.

  The terrain changed dramatically as the City of Los Angeles crossed the Iowa-Illinois border over one of the narrowest spans of the Mississippi and headed toward Dixon. The land loomed straight ahead, flat as the bottom of an old iron. Trees were scarce. During the Depression, Illinois farmers had needed every inch of their land and had planted crops to the edge of the railroad tracks and the highways, cutting down trees that had once given shade to farm laborers and foot travelers and a sense of life and beauty to the land. Too many of the local farms that had fallen under the auctioneers’ gavels in the thirties remained unattended in 1941, the paint peeling from their boarded-up buildings, their fields lying fallow. This did not embitter Dutch, for he had confidence that in Roosevelt’s third term prosperity would return fully to the land.

  Dutch had a great belief in Mr. Roosevelt, who was his own contemporary hero. One of his best party imitations was a loving one of Franklin D. A select group of people in Hollywood realized the depth of his interest in politics—his wife, Jane Wyman, the actress, of course, the crews and actors on his films, and a few close friends. He had been too midwestern, too hick-town unsophisticated, to be accepted by Hollywood’s liberal intellectuals, and too prim a Sunday-church—type to travel with the macho, womanizing hard drinkers. His best friends were his golf buddies and conservative men like actor Dick Powell and businessman Justin Dart, with whom he enjoyed arguing politics. Lately, he had become more and more involved with unions and the rights of actors, even while he favored cowboy films and read Zane Grey Westerns.

  He liked to act, did the best he could, and recognized his own limitations. To his co-workers, he appeared to lack the ambition and dedication needed to be a great actor or even a top star. Those who did not know him judged him by the naive or brassy characters he generally portrayed onscreen and by his mediocre talent, and pretty much dismissed him. Those who knew him had recognized long before that Ronald Reagan’s true passion was politics. He kept at acting because it had not yet come to him what he really wanted to accomplish. At thirty years of age, he considered he still had time. Recently, he had seemed to Jane Wyman, his actress wife, to be devoured by something she could not define, when she heard him pacing the rooms of their apartment at night or discovered he had gone horseback riding alone in the early morning. She noted that he was a good deal more involved when working with the Screen Actors Guild than when shooting a film, and more enthusiastic about discussing world conditions and politics than about his current script.

  The train creaked through the dry, hot morning; sun-drenched fields lay scorched between the shabby houses they separated. Thirteen of Dixon’s neighboring towns had declared September 14, 1941, “‘Louella Parsons Day’—a public holiday to give the folks a chance to attend the festivities.” The train crossed over small-town main streets; children waved and gaunt figures came out of luncheonettes or paused at gas pumps (the only businesses left open) to watch the celebrity train pass through.

  About ten minutes before they reached Dixon, Sam Israel poked his head around Reagan’s door. “Louella wants you—now.” Reagan followed him to the last car. Parsons threw her arms around her fellow hometowner as he entered. “They’ve declared a school holiday just for ME!” she cried in a voice that was part rasp and part coo. “It’s a dream come true… I am going to break down and cry!”

  “What,” he laughed as she pulled away. “And spoil that swell makeup?”

  Not only was Dixon the town where she had attended school, it was where Parsons had worked at Geisenheimers Department Store as a salesperson in the corset department before being hired at five dollars a week by the Dixon Evening Telegraph. Parsons had thought “bitter thoughts many times” during her youth in Dixon, when it seemed to her “that not only my family but all the townspeople were amused and laughing because I wanted to be a writer.” Now, Dixon had accepted her generosity in helping raise funds for a Louella Parsons Children’s Ward to be built as an addition to Dixon’s Katherine Shaw Bethea Hospital. The funds, however, were not to come from her but out of the proceeds from a local banquet and tea to be held in her honor during her visit.

  The high school band played a medley of patriotic pieces as the sleek City of Los Angeles slithered into Dixon’s North Western Station. Crowds waved banners and cheered from behind a rope barricade. Little Louella Oettinger Parsons (“You remember her? She used to think she was going to be a writer!”) disembarked and led her troop to a specially constructed wood platform. A curious expression flashed across her face. The majority of the banners declared WELCOME HOME DUTCH! As soon as he was visible, the cheer “We love Dutch!” could be heard above all the rest of the cacophony of welcome-home noise. Reagan waved back at his fans. Parsons was presented with a massive bouquet of American beauty roses as she stepped up to the microphone. “Thanks, thanks, thanks—” she began. News photographers and hundreds of candid-camera fans went into action. There was a loud cheer when Bob Hope was recognized as he sprang out of the station house, pushed through the crowd, jumped the barricade and hopped onto the platform, grabbing the microphone from her.

  Pointing to a dilapidated hovel on the other side of the tracks, he announced, “Ladies and gentlemen—over there is the birthplace of your townswoman, Louella Parsons. Do you wonder that this glamour girl ablaze with orchids, dressed to the teeth, bedecked and bejeweled, wants to forget it? Do you wonder the little lady is overcome with emotion?” Parsons was not amused—although she forced a laugh. Hope handed her back the microphone. “This is an event, my old friends in Dixon, which I shall never forget,” she said. “I will remember this occasion as long as I live, and I know that Ronald will too.…” Cries of “We love Dutch” came up again and Parsons turned to Reagan and continued. “Good friends, Dutch Reagan—my boy of whom I am most proud, and who is the same today as he was when he left Dixon.”

  The huge crowd (an estimated thirty-five thousand people*) shouted “We love Dutch” again as he stepped to the microphone battery. He raised his hand and they grew quiet. Parsons expected him to say a few words and step down. “I do not feel at ease on this platform,” he began in an even, melodious, boyishly humble voice, the color rising in his face to an endearing blush. “I would much rather be out at Lowell Park beach calling to the kids to quit rocking the raft and to the smaller ones to stay in the shallow water…” The crowd sent up a cheer and Reagan paused, smiling, seeming able to sense the right moment to continue. “When I stepped off the train I was greeted by a Dixon policeman and his star twinkled as he recalled that the last Dixon cop I had an experience with was the means of my paying a fine for shooting firecrackers off the Galena Avenue bridge.…” (Laughter and applause.)

  “I want all of you to know that I did not sleep last night, thinking of my trip back to Dixon where I could meet my old friends. I counted the seventy-seven persons whom I have been credited with pulling out of Rock River at Lowell Park many times during the night.”

  Jerry Colonna turned to Louella and quipped, “This fellow must be running for Congress!”

  Parsons edged her way back to the microphone and Reagan’s side just as he confided to the audience, “It is with sincere regret that I am not able to present my wife, Mrs. Reagan, who in the movie world is known as Jane Wyman, but as you doubtless know, she submitted to an operation a few days ago [a curettage] and while her condition was not serious, the operation was necessary. When I left Hollywood she was crying because she could not accompany us on this trip.” Parsons leaned into the microphone and Reagan backed away.

  “Well—thank you Ronnie and thank YOU—all of YOU—” A few moments later the publicity people hustled the celebrities into open-topped cars to lead the planned parade through town. Reagan insisted his mother ride with him.

  “Hi, Dutch.” Bill Thompson grinned over his shoulder at his movie-star passenger. “Why, Bill, you old son of a gun.” Reagan pressed forward, grasped the man’s shoulders and took several minutes inquiring about his family and himself. To Thompson and many others present that day, Dutch Reagan was the real returning celebrity. Jerry Colonna was not too far off target. Reagan could well have run for Congress in this district and won. After all, he had been a local hero, a man of the people, humble with his success, a good son and a true-blue American.

  * Dixon’s population was approximately eleven thousand in 1941. The crowds came from surrounding towns.
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  DARK AND MUSCULAR, JOHN EDWARD (“JACK”) Reagan, Ronald’s father, was a dashing dresser who possessed a glib tongue, a great thirst for Irish whiskey and an enormous pride in his Irish-Catholic ancestry. The Reagans had come from Ireland to Illinois before the Civil War and had always taken care of their own members. The men were as well known for their intelligence and charm as for their manly vigor.

  Jack’s grandfather—the first Reagan to arrive in America—was Michael Reagan (born O’Regan in 1829), the youngest of Thomas and Margaret O’Regan’s six children. The O’Regans lived in Doolis, a small impoverished village in the shadow of the Galtee Mountains in the barony of Iffa and Offa West in County Tipperary. Doolis was nothing more than a group of crude stone huts with dirt floors. Thomas O’Regan and his three sons worked in the fields of a wealthy landowner. William O’Brien, a member of Parliament from North Cork in 1829, recorded a visit to Doolis, describing his horror at conditions and at seeing a Widow Conlon (a neighbor of the O’Regans): “a starved-looking and half-naked old woman barefooted and shivering with age and pain… the unfortunate creature had built [her cabin] herself of sods and bits of timber… fastened against the walls here and there to prevent it from falling to pieces. An iron pot was the entire furniture. There were stones for seats, a mound of wild plants for a bedstead. The approaches to the house were swimming in liquid manure and mud.”

  At night, Doolis peasants kept any livestock they were fortunate enough to own inside their huts to protect them from being stolen, and slept on mud floors on straw or rushes, whole families and livestock often in the same room. They were permitted a small amount of the potatoes they grew, and these were the mainstay of their diet. Even this meager way of life could be threatened by the land baron if he decided to move the family out. The potato blight that began in 1845 and continued for three consecutive years resulted in great famine for the area. Those Doolis peasants who survived and could travel immediately emigrated to England and America. But the O’Regans did not because the women (Michael Reagan’s mother and three sisters) were in too weakened a condition to endure such a strenuous journey.

  Education was normally out of the question for the potato farmers’ children. But Michael was bright and ambitious, and a teacher from nearby Ballyporeen took a fancy to him and surreptitiously taught him to read and write. At twenty-three, Michael ran off to London with a local colleen, Catherine Mulcahy (born 1830), the daughter of Patrick Mulcahy, a laborer.* They were wed on October 30, 1852, at St. George’s Roman Catholic Church. The registrar recorded the Irish spelling “Regan,” but Michael signed himself “Reagan,” taking on the English spelling of his name (the first syllable, however, would still have rhymed with sea or pea and the name pronounced the same). Catherine could only make a mark and was listed as illiterate. Three children were born to them in London: Thomas, May 15, 1853; John Michael, May 29, 1854 (to become Jack Reagan’s father); and Margaret, November 3, 1855 (who was eventually to raise Jack). They all were baptized in the Catholic church.

  Despite the responsibility of three children born in four years, Michael, working as a soapmaker, accrued enough money by 1856 to emigrate with his family and two older brothers, Nicholas and John, to Canada. The family probably left England from Liverpool, the main port for homebound Canadian lumber and cargo ships, their decks packed with immigrants taken on for the extra profits. Because their trip appears to have been well planned, the Reagan family must have saved money from the wages of the three men and their crossing might not have been as horrifying as for most of their fellow passengers, who would have been crowded aboard with little food in confining, filthy, rat-infested conditions. Those with some funds brought food for the voyage with them and often were able to buy slightly better space for their families. Such vessels as the one the Reagans would have had to take to cross the Atlantic were called coffin ships because of the thousands who died en route or shortly after landing.

  The Reagans all survived the crossing with enough money left to continue on what must have been a prearranged journey. For they did not remain in Canada more than a few weeks before they boarded a wagon train to Fair Haven Township, Carroll County, Illinois. Once there, they took advantage of the American Homestead Act, which allowed a settler to choose undeveloped acreage without cost and work the land for four years, at which time the land and any dwelling on it became his. In the 1860 census of Fair Haven Township, Michael Reagan (misspelled as “Reigan”) was recorded as being a farmer with real estate valued at $1,120 and personal property valued at $150. Four children were recorded, a son, William, having been born in 1859. Michael, with his brothers to help him, had built a small home and cultivated sixteen acres, which were now his.

  Michael’s elder son, John, who had been born in England, was Jack Reagan’s father. As a young man, John Reagan farmed his family’s land. He moved into nearby Fulton in 1873 to work on a grain elevator. In 1877 he claimed two sections (21 and 22) near his family’s homestead (his Uncle Nicholas had a claim on section 23). He had to clear the scrubby black oak and cultivate his parcel alone, not an easy task. Eventually, he acquired livestock and built a two-room frame house (probably with the help of male members of his family, the custom at that time), seeded corn and planted beans and squash. The black soil was rich, rain was plentiful, but the life was hard and Jenny Cusick, whom he had married in 1878, was frail. Despite this, she had three children: Catherine (Kate), born in 1879; William in 1881; and John Edward (Jack) in 1883. Jack Reagan’s earliest memories were of helping to chase the flocks of blackbirds and crows that came to scratch up the seed of the spring planting. He was still a boy when he went with his father to hunt the raccoons that foraged their fields at night. His happiest times were when his parents called upon their neighboring family—his great-uncle Nicholas and his wife, Maria, and his grandfather’s younger brother, Bill, and his troop of kids. Unable to make a go of his farm, John Reagan moved his family back to Fulton, where he again took a job on the grain elevator.

  Jack Reagan was a child caught up in fantasy. His mother taught him to read and to memorize the catechism, but his contemporaries frequently referred to him as “a clown of a boy.” The Reagans, all practicing Catholics, had a love of music and dance. Family gatherings meant sprightly reels and jigs executed with great enthusiasm. Corn whiskey was consumed in large quantities by the Reagan men, whose thirst was prodigious. To be a hard drinker without becoming drunk was a test of character, a means of demonstrating a man’s self-control.

  When Jack Reagan was six, his mother and father died within six days of each other, both of tuberculosis. The world he knew came to an abrupt end. His sister, Kate, and his brother, Bill, were taken in by his uncle Bill. If he had been a few years older and able to do more than boy’s chores on the farm, he might not have been packed off to the small town of Bennett, Iowa (population three hundred), where his Aunt Margaret and her husband, Orson G. Baldwin, owned a general store. Aunt Margaret had been a spinster until the age of thirty-eight, when she met and married Baldwin, then a bachelor of forty-nine. Neither of Jack’s foster parents had had much experience with children. Aunt Margaret was a milliner by trade, an Irish woman with Old World ways, religious and strict in her discipline. Though Baldwin was born in Vermont, his forebears were early Connecticut settlers and his great-grandfather had fought in the Revolutionary War. Uncle Orson was a stolid Yankee, not given much to talk, inclined to keep his business quite to himself. In as small a town as was Bennett, his nephew-in-law’s background was never discussed. There were neighbors who did not know that the boy was related.* Nor was Baldwin a public-spirited man. In all the records kept during his residency in Bennett, not one mention is given of his involvement in town doings—political, economical or social.

  Baldwin’s General Store, which Orson owned free and clear, was at the southwest corner of Third and Main streets. The family lived in rooms behind it. An outside iron stairway led to the second floor, which was rented to the Knights of Pythias. The town had been founded only in the fall of 1884, when the railroad decided to place a depot there to augment service between Cedar Rapids and Clinton. One year afterward, Bennett had a two-story railroad station, some stores and a hotel (“conducted by mine host Flater”).

  Before coming to Bennett, the Baldwins lived in Davenport, Iowa, where Orson had been employed in merchandising. Their new hometown could hardly be called a metropolis, but they had come a long way from the open prairie of the previous year, and the Baldwins were confident enough in Bennett’s continuing growth to invest their life’s savings in its future. However, since two other general stores, also carrying groceries, hardware and clothes—Templeton’s and Buzzard’s—opened before him, Baldwin’s never was to fulfill its promise.

  Margaret disliked the crudeness of Bennett. The predominantly German-Lutheran town not only had mud streets and no sidewalks, but it supported two saloons and a pool hall and did not have enough good Catholics to form a parish.* Baldwin’s also sold women’s clothes, and Margaret traveled to Chicago several times a year to bring back ladies’hats, dresses and suits. The addition of high-styled city goods did not help too much, and the Baldwins had to continue to struggle to keep themselves and their young charge afloat.

  As Jack matured, disciplining him became a problem. Aunt Margaret was not one to dismiss such pranks as placing the post-office sign in front of the lumberyard or upsetting an outhouse. Jack, a poor student, quit school at age twelve after completing the sixth grade. He then helped his uncle and aunt full time in the store, but sports were his real love. Wrestling matches were very popular in Bennett, and he would save his fifteen cents’ admission to attend them from the fifty cents a week his uncle paid him. In 1897, Bennett’s teenage boys (fifteen or under) organized “a ball nine” (a baseball team) that they called the Junior Tigers, and Jack became an avid member and then manager, “challenging all comers.” Once they competed with Dixon (and lost).

  Win or lose, playing baseball on Sundays created a great Jocal controversy. “Why can’t these games be arranged for some other day in the week except Sundays?” a reporter on Bennett Buzzings inquired. And another reporter suggested, “the ladies of the town should put a stop to our boys playing ball on Sunday,” adding a complaint about the players’ language. “Baseball is a hoodoo game and some of the expressions that were used on the ground [that past Sunday] were far from what a gentleman would use before ladies.”

  Finally, by 1899, when Jack was sixteen, he returned to Fulton in Carroll County, Illinois (a distance of thirty-one miles), to live with his elderly grandmother Catherine* and his twenty-year-old sister, Kate, who had secured a job for him at J. W. Broadhead Dry Goods Store, where she was employed in the millinery department. His brother, William, also lived in Fulton, working on the grain elevator as his father once had. For the next two years, Jack visited Bennett often. His relationship with his uncle had greatly deteriorated, and he stayed at the Bennett Hotel (fifty cents a night), registering with exotic addresses such as Dublin, Ireland, and Molasses Junction. Known as a “real joker,” he obviously thought this amusing. His last visit to Bennett was Christmas, 1901. The Baldwins had decided to sell their store and premises. They moved to Waterloo, Iowa, in the spring of 1902, and then to Prophetstown, Illinois.

  J. W. Broadhead Dry Goods Store was located on Main Street in Fulton. Shoes became Jack Reagan’s specialty. He liked children, and particularly admired the graceful turn of a lady’s ankle. He talked about some day traveling west to pioneer, as Michael Reagan and his brothers once had. But he remained at Broadhead’s for eight years, gaining a reputation as a young man a bit too fond of alcohol, a fact that made the parents of most eligible Fulton women (who were entranced by Reagan’s beguiling manner and dark good looks) wary. The West began to beckon seductively, but lost out when small, perky, blue-eyed and auburn-haired Nelle Clyde Wilson, two years his junior and a strong-willed woman, came to work at Broad-head’s.

  Nelle was the youngest child† of Thomas A. and Mary Anne Elsey Wilson, and she had been born and lived most of her life on a farm in an area known as North Clyde, about eleven miles east of Fulton, where her family had moved when she was in her teens. Nelle’s grandfather was John Wilson. According to family legend, John’s brother, William Ronald Wilson, had married Susan, the daughter of Sir Charles James Napier (1782-1853), a British general who had served with distinction in the Napoleonic wars. The story went that Napier had returned to England to find that the daughter he adored had married—against his will and without his permission—the Scotsman, considered by Napier to be far below her station, and he subsequently disowned her. The Wilson family had either embroidered the truth or been misled. Sir Charles Napier did have two daughters, Susan and Emily, both born illegitimately of his Greek mistress. Napier raised the girls and was, indeed, close to them. But both eventually married soldiers in his command and remained near their father until his death.

  Whatever branch of the Napier family William’s bride, Susan, descended from, it appears she had been disowned by her parents upon her marriage and the discredited couple went to Wilson’s home in Renfrewshire, Scotland. They sailed for Canada in 1853 with William’s younger brother, John, arriving in Halifax and then moving on to Ontario, where both men joined the rebels fighting the control of the Church of England in the Patriot War. William was taken prisoner for his activities, but somehow managed to escape.

  During the years 1815-32, thousands of immigrants had come to Ontario from Scotland and Ireland. Movements for reform arose when the new settlers found themselves denied political opportunity for religious reasons. The immigrants were either Catholic or Protestant and the powerful group that dominated the government was the Church of England, which was Anglo-Catholic. A journalist and insurgent leader, William Lyon MacKenzie, attempted in 1837 to seize Toronto, but the rebellion was put down. The Wilson brothers were part of MacKenzie’s group, but they eluded capture and escaped to the United States.

  The two brothers, with other fellow rebels, found their way to Dent’s Grove, Clyde Township, Illinois, in September 1839. Soon after, Susan Napier Wilson died. (A handwritten account of the disinherited woman’s story and her grief at never having been reconciled with her family was preserved in the Wilson Bible [apparently kept by John] and memorized by Nelle,* who, being the romantic in her family, swore always to forgive and to comfort any “sinner” she knew, and vowed to marry for love.)

  John Wilson married Jane Blue on November 28, 1841. Jane was the daughter of another of MacKenzie’s Patriots, Donald Blue, from Argyllshire, Scotland, and Catharine McFarlain, also from the Highlands. None of the former rebels was welcomed graciously to North Clyde, where they had staked claims which in turn they had been warned to abandon. They replied to the county committee that they were “in peaceable possession” and would hold their land “at all hazards.” They were allowed to remain.

  The adventurous brother had been William. The promise of gold in California lured him there in 1852. Donald Blue and John Wilson followed, leaving their families for a period of three years. They returned empty-handed. William remained in California. However, that does not end Nelle’s forebears’ fascination with gold. A bizarre paper was filed in the Clerk’s Office of the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Illinois; a lengthy narrative written by Daniel Blue, son of Donald Blue, related the details of the horrific deaths of his two brothers, Alexander and Charles, and another man by starvation during an expedition to Pike’s Peak “among the Rocky Mountains,” where, rumors had it, gold abounded.* The brothers and two others left on their fatal journey on February 22, 1859. Daniel’s account claims that within three weeks they were lost, then beset by snowstorms, fierce cold, illness, starvation and finally the death of the others of the party, excepting Daniel. Recounting the events that followed the first death, Daniel wrote:

  
    We were not strong enough to inter the corpse, neither had we pick or shovel with which to dig a grave… The dead body laid there for three days, we lying helpless on the ground near it, our craving for food increasing… until driven by desperation; wild with hunger, and feeling… that “self preservation is the first law of nature” we took our knives and commenced cutting the flesh from the legs and arms of our dead companion.

    But, Daniel continued:

    … the corpse began to mortify and to smell and we could eat no more of it.

    Days passed into a week. Alexander died:

    After he had been dead two days the uncontrollable… cravings of hunger impelled Charles and I to devour a part of our own brother’s corpse…

  

  Daniel recorded that on April 18, 1859 (as nearly as he could figure), Charles died, and several days later he committed his final act of desecration, stumbled on, still lost, and finally collapsed.

  An Arapaho Indian found him, nursed him back to life and then got him to the Leavenworth and Pike’s Peak Express Company and to a Mr. R. D. Williams who transported him to Denver City. A man named Alexander J. Pullman befriended him at this point, listened to his story and agreed to write to John Wilson (Daniel’s brother-in-law) recounting the grisly facts that had been told to him. Daniel Blue’s “testimony” reads like a wild tale. But the three brothers did leave for Pike’s Peak on the date stated, and only Daniel survived. The bodies of the others were never found. “The History of Clyde County,” 1885, records that “Charles and Alexander [Blue] died upon the plains, from starvation during the Pike’s Peak gold excitement in ‘59.” Daniel is listed as still being alive as of that date (1885).

  Thomas Wilson, Nelle’s father, was born to John and Jane Blue Wilson in 1852, the same year John went off to search for gold in California. Being her youngest, Thomas remained closest to his mother’s heart. Jane was a woman of staunch faith. The Bible had been her constant companion. Converted when a child of ten years, she became established “in the teachings of the Christ life.” The plight of her two brothers who had died on their trek to Pike’s Peak, and the three years that she had been forced to manage alone, had made an exceptionally dour woman of her.

  A son, Thomas Wilson, married an Englishwoman, Mary Anne Elsey, in 1879. Mary Anne had come to America at age sixteen, after her parents’ deaths, as a domestic in the employ of the Frank Cushing family in Coloma Township.* The youngest of seven children, Nelle Clyde Wilson was born July 24, 1883. Seven years later, to the surprise of all, the conservative Thomas took offfor Chicago and was not heard from for several years. His brother finally found him and brought him home when his mother was dying. Jane Blue Wilson’s obituary relates, “There was one deep-seated yearning in the mother’s heart to see once more for the last time the one son Thomas, gone so long, and the son came and mother and son looked into each other’s eyes and she was satisfied.”

  The Wilson family, led by Jane as its matriarch until her death in 1894, found their chief pleasure in their religion. They strictly observed the Sabbath, regularly attended worship and had detailed knowledge of the Bible. Sundays, along with other parishioners, they would listen to a ninety-minute sermon and then reassemble after brief pleasantries for three more hours of sermon, readings, prayers and hymns. Except for medicinal, sacramental or ceremonial occasions, whiskey played no part in their lives.

  Mary Anne Elsey Wilson died when Nelle was seventeen. Her father (now returned to the fold) disapproved of Jack Reagan. But that did not deter Nelle. They were married on November 8, 1904, in the parsonage of the Immaculate Conception Church in Fulton (the Catholic church attended somewhat sporadically by Jack). Nelle’s brother Alex gave the bride away.

  Nelle always forgave Jack his weekend benders, usually shared with his brother, William. An Irishman, she explained to friends, liked to have “a couple of nips.” But she never approved of her brother-in-law, who now operated a cigar store and made his own cigars. William, unlike Jack, grew surly when he drank and had served six months in Whiteside County Jail at Morrison for drunk and disorderly conduct and inciting a brawl. Jack, Nelle felt, was reaching for something that he had not been able to find in Fulton or at Broadhead’s—a sense of his own worth. The ambition was there, but he lacked direction. He did not think in terms of money, perhaps because he had not known many rich people in his life. To have people look up to him was of greater importance. Nelle persuaded Jack to leave Fulton and William’s influence. In February 1906, the Tampico Tornado (“so named after several disasters which leveled the town”) reported that John Edward Reagan (“Mr. Reagan worked for eight years in Broadhead’s big store in Fulton and comes highly recommended”) had recently joined the staff at the H. C. Pitney General Store, twenty-six miles away in Tampico.*

  The Reagans moved into a five-room flat over a bakery on Main Street.* There were no toilet facilities. Few homes in Tampico had an indoor toilet, but many did have a bathroom with tub and sink. In the Reagans’ Main Street flat, the kitchen was used for this purpose and an outside pump supplied water. A treacherous stairway led from the dining room to the toilet around back. Water was heated on a coal-burning stove that was also a source of heat. The flat had two bedrooms with windows that overlooked the alley behind. Nelle used one as a sewing room, hoping one day to turn it into a nursery. Life was not easy for Nelle in Tampico in the early days, and “hauling coal to the second floor apartment for 3 stoves, carrying water up endless flights of stairs, struggling to keep tidiness without bathroom facilities and indoor toilets took its toll on [her].” Jack was not one to help much with household chores and divided his spare time between the local tavern and his interest in wrestling events.

  Tampico (population 1,276 in 1910), about one-third the size of Fulton, was “pretty much all stores then—two drug, two hardware, two lumberyards, two [grain] elevators, two or three meat markets, two or three grocery stores, two barber shops, an opera house…” The railway that stopped at Tampico served mainly as a shipping and shopping center for neighboring farmers. No one was rich in Tampico, but no one starved or went without shoes in winter. Social life centered around school or church activities. Patriotic holidays were occasion for picnics and firework displays. The community was fairly cohesive and its residents shared similar educational and economic backgrounds. Very few had gone past grade school. Most had never traveled as far as Chicago and considered nearby Dixon and Fulton—which were an equidistant twenty-six miles—an excursion.

  On September 16, 1908, the Reagans’ first son, John Neil, was born at home. Father Defore from the Catholic church came to pay the new mother a visit. ‘“It’s time, Nellie, to baptize the baby,’“ Neil Reagan reports his mother told him the priest said.

  “T’m still trying to make up my mind, Father,’ she replied.

  “And Father Defore said, ‘You don’t have any choice, Nellie, you promised to bring up the children as Catholic when you were married to Jack in Fulton.’

  “And she said, ‘No, I didn’t. Nothing was mentioned about that.’

  “And the priest turned to my dad, and said, ‘Jack, Nellie says nothing was told to her about bringing the children up Catholic. Why is that?’

  “Jack snapped his fingers and said, ‘Father, I completely forgot! The priest who married us* told me right after the ceremony that he had forgotten to tell Nellie, and I told him not to worry about it, that I would tell her. I’ve never thought a thing about it until this very moment!’“

  John Neil was baptized, and Nelle and Jack made a pact. Their children would be raised Catholic, but at an age when they could think for themselves they were to have a free choice. The Bible had always been Nelle’s companion and she was drawn to the Christian Church,† which derived all its beliefs from the New Testament and was an offshoot of the Presbyterian Church. Their belief was in unity among all Christians and they followed “the primitive and simple gospel.”

  On Easter, March 27, 1910, Nelle was received into the Christian Church of Tampico, professing her faith in Christ. Not long after, she became pregnant for the second time. “One of the worst blizzards occurred late Sunday [February 5],” the Tampico Tornado reported on February 6, 1911. “After the wind and snow had spent its fury, the snow was ten inches to a foot on the level and drifted badly making the highways nearly impassable.” Nelle was in hard labor and having a difficult time, and Jack feared for her life. Neil was sent downstairs to stay with the neighbors. Jack managed to make his way to Dr. Terry’s house, but the doctor was on another call. Jack then tracked through the snow to the house of Mrs. Roy Rasine, the local midwife, and brought her back to help Nelle deliver. The birth was difficult and long. Finally Dr. Terry arrived and the child’s squeals and screams filled the small bedroom. Jack Reagan peered closely at his second son, who the doctor had just informed him would be Nelle’s last child.

  “For such a little bit of a Dutchman, he makes a hell of a lot of noise, doesn’t he?” he commented.

  “I think he’s perfectly wonderful,” Nelle said weakly. “Ronald Wilson Reagan.”

  The next day the Tornado announced, “Jack Reagan has been calling 37 inches a yard and giving 17 ounces for a pound this week at Pitney’s store; he has been feeling so jubilant over the arrival of a 10 pound boy Monday.”

  Jack continued to brag about his “fat little Dutchman” (a term chosen because of the child’s robust appearance) and so “Dutch” was what the child was nicknamed and most often called.

  (Neil relates that he remained downstairs for several days before he was told, “Now you can go home and see your baby brother… for two days after I was home I would not go in the room where my brother and my mother were. I didn’t want any part of a brother. I had been promised a sister by my mother and father. That’s all I wanted. I guess that shows you early in life I determined not to be queer [laughter]. I was strictly a girl man.”)

  Three months after Ronald Wilson Reagan’s birth, his family moved to a small white-frame structure (known as the Burden House) across from a park that was distinguished by a Civil War cannon and a seventeen-foot memorial column with a statue of a Union soldier atop. Burden House had been built in the 1870s, but the bungalow had an indoor toilet and modern plumbing. The house was also near the railroad tracks. One day when Dutch was about eighteen months old, he toddled after Neil, who had plans to take some ice from a wagon parked on the other side of the tracks. The two crawled beneath a train that was stopped in the station just moments before it lurched into motion. Nelle watched “horrified from the front porch of the house until she saw them emerge [from the other side] safely.”

  Leaving Fulton had not ended the problems caused by William Reagan’s drinking. He became gravely ill in 1912, a result of his alcoholism, and suffered such intense delirium tremens that his mind was affected. Fearing that William might do harm to himself or others, Jack filed a petition in 1914 to have his brother declared insane. The authorities rejected the request. (Neil comments that “[William] really went off the track with his drinking, over a girl… he had hoped to marry, but she jilted him. He never recovered.”)*

  By now, Nelle was active in the Christian Church. More important, the church’s doctrine had had a strong effect on her. She attended prayer meetings with both children every Wednesday and Sunday nights. Sunday mornings, the boys were taken to Sunday School. (“In between all the churchgoing,” Neil said, “I had to run an important errand every Sunday for Dad; it was to fetch a nickel’s worth of beer from the local saloon.”) Within a short time, Nelle had developed into a visiting disciple, helping anyone she knew who was in distress or moral confusion, praying with or for them, taking more and more time away from her family to help others. She remained close to her sister Jennie, who lived in nearby Coleta. Christmas holidays were spent together with Jennie and her family, traveling by bobsled and teams to Tampico where the children played tag and fox and goose in the snow.

  “I can remember,” Neil says, “when we were little kids in Tampico, and I can remember very vividly [one Christmas]… my mother saying, ‘What do you fellas want for Santa Claus to bring you?’ I had only one thing: ‘I want an electric train.’ Now that was the furthest from the family budget, even though they probably didn’t cost very much in those days. My mother then started the campaign that maybe Santa Claus didn’t have electric trains, you know. Every day, some way or another, she’d get around to the subject, trying to soften the blow when I got up Christmas morning and there was no electric train.

  “The night before Christmas, boy, we [Dutch and Neil] heard the whees and laughing and all the noise. We sneaked part way down the stairway and looked across into the parlor (we had a living room, and then we had a parlor) where the Christmas tree was, and here’s Jack with the train all set up on the track. It’s going around the track—the engine, one car, and this caboose is going around this track, and he’s getting a bigger kick out of it than I was getting. We didn’t dare let them know we saw it.”

  Neither parent was ever demonstrative toward their sons. Neil could recall no physical contact except for an occasional spanking. But Jack was a softer touch when it came to giving in to one or the other of the boys’ strong wishes, even if it meant no meat on the table for a week or two to pay for it. And to please Nelle, he did join her drama group, which had space above the bank in a building called the Opera House. Jack loved to dance, but acting was another matter. Still, he appeared with Nelle in The Dust of the Earth, a play that required a dying child. Nelle carried Neil onstage, his face painted with calcimine to make him look ghostly.

  In January 1914, President Woodrow Wilson approved the landing of U.S. Marines in Veracruz in retaliation for the arrest of U.S. sailors in Tampico, Mexico, during the Mexican Revolution. Nothing as dramatic was taking place in Tampico, Illinois. But the Reagans did begin a series of moves—first to a small coldwater flat on the South Side of Chicago near the Chicago State University campus. Jack was employed as a shoe salesman at the Fair Store on South State Street. Opened in 1897, the monolithic building occupied a square block and was nine stories high and known as the largest department store in the world. The Fair Store was Jack’s first experience at punching a time clock and being just one of more than three hundred employees, a difficult situation for him.

  Ronald Reagan recalled that one day in Chicago he and Neil had been left alone while Nelle had gone on “one of her periodic goodwill trips. We got scared, with twilight coming on, and went to scour the city for our parents.” After carefully blowing out the gas lamp, they wandered about two or three blocks and finally got “engaged in a debate with a friendly drunk who thought we shouldn’t be out so late. Nelle [the Reagan sons always called their parents by their first names] arrived just in time to agree with him. Nelle had almost lost her mind, coming home to a gas-filled house with us missing. [For once she lost] her temper and stood as a figure of righteous wrath while Jack clobbered us.”

  That December, Jack lost his job and they packed up their possessions and took the train to Galesburg, a fairly large manufacturing center in Knox County where Jack had relatives who helped him obtain a good job with a prospering shoe store.* The Reagans moved into a rented house on a tree-lined, red-brick street. The house had an attic where the landlord had stored an enormous collection of birds’ eggs and butterflies. Dutch would sneak up alone and “sit for hours… looking at those glass-encased collections.” He was five at the time and the Galesburg school had no kindergarten, but Nelle had taught Dutch to read by sitting with him every evening and having him follow her finger as she read.

  “One evening,” he recalled, “all the funny black marks on paper clicked into place.” He was lying on the floor with the evening paper and his father asked him what he was doing. He replied that he was reading. Jack asked him to read something then, and he did. Nelle proudly invited the neighbors to come in while he recited “such events as the aftermath of a bomb that had exploded in San Francisco during a parade and the exciting details of the two-dead, Black Tom explosion in New Jersey [perpetrated by German saboteurs].”

  Europe was at war—Germany and the Kaiser the enemy. After the sinking of the American ship Sussex by a German submarine, Wilson issued an ultimatum for Germany to cease such unrestricted attacks. In the November 1916 election, the Democratic campaign slogan “He kept us out of war” helped return Wilson to the presidency, but war was imminent. On February 3, 1917, after the sinking of other U.S. vessels, Wilson broke diplomatic relations with Germany, and on April 6, 1917, America entered World War I. There were rally parades in Galesburg and lines at the Army Recruiting Office. Jack tried to sign up, but to Nelle’s relief was not accepted. His younger son recalled, “He always protested his bad timing… too young for the Spanish-American—and too old for ‘Over There.’“

  Dutch had been enrolled in the first grade of Filas Willard School in February 1916. In the middle of his second year (1918), the Reagans were forced to move again (Jack had been fired because of his drinking), this time to a two-story house at 218 Seventh Avenue in Monmouth, Illinois, where Jack was again employed as a shoe clerk in the E. B. Colwell Department Store on South Main Street. Monmouth was remembered most vividly by Dutch for “the parades, the torches, the bands, the shoutings and the drunks and the burning of Kaiser Bill in effigy [in 1918 at the time of the Armistice].” Monmouth was also the birthplace of Wyatt Earp, a fact that gave the small city of about eight thousand a romantic aura.

  Entering a new school was never an easy task. Dutch must have found Monmouth tougher than Galesburg. “I remember six or eight of us from old Central School decided he was too new around here,” the former Gertrude Crockett said. “We chased him all the way home—up onto his porch. (When he came through here in 1976 campaigning for the nomination [Reagan’s first bid for the presidency], he told me it was the only time in his life he’d been truly terrified, scared to death.) I don’t know why I did what I did. He lived on Seventh. I lived on Ninth and a huge, big, black gal lived on Eighth. We all walked east from school going home every day. This afternoon, some boys joined us and that’s when it happened. His mother was a tough old gal and came out on the porch and gave us a red-hot lecture.…*

  “Maybe the kids thought he was stuck-up or something. My best girlfriend was Laura Hays… she was the smart kid in our class. The day Dutch entered our class for the first time, Laura brought him into the room and I remember that she introduced him to all us staring kids. He was startling to look at (not only good-looking but he had this air about him), and she sensed that he was special and should be introduced. I sensed it too and used to turn around in class just to stare back at him. His jaw was always set—as though somebody was going to take a poke at him and he was ready for the punches… I looked at his thrust out chin every day and wondered ‘Why?’“

  The flu epidemic hit Monmouth when Dutch was in the third grade and “the school closed down and everyone wore masks.” Nelle, a victim of the disease, nearly died. “The house grew so quiet,” he recalled, “and I sat watching for the guy with the black bag [a Dr. Laurence, who lived around the corner], and when he came down Jack went outside with him and I waited with a lurking terror for him to come back, and he’d say, ‘She’s going to be all right,’ but his face didn’t say so, and I went to bed and woke up with a weight dragging at the pit of my stomach till one day Jack said ‘she’s going to be all right,’ and his face looked as if the sun was out…”

  Nelle had begun to feel she had found her rightful niche in life. The prayers she expended on behalf of Jack’s drinking were extended to the husbands and sons of church members. She had a melodious voice, an ability to speak with conviction and she could quote the Bible at length. When words of comfort or hope were needed, she always knew the right and meaningful passage. She became what might be considered a local missionary, dispensing the word of the Good Book. (The promise she had made to Father Defore had long been forgotten. The boys were being raised in the Christian Church.)

  The Reagans were unaware of Dutch’s poor sight. He managed to do well in school mainly because of his prodigious memory. His third-grade teacher, Miss Luhens, was amazed at the way he could rattle off dates and names and how fast he was at multiplication and division. Monmouth’s Central School was a large, foreboding four-story brick building without much land for a playground and with very few shade trees. Neil adjusted better and faster than his brother. Gertrude Crockett, however, points out Dutch’s “charisma—everyone was taken with it, Miss Luhens, Laura Hays—he had a crush on her, although he didn’t think any of us knew… I remember thinking—make up your mind—is your name R^gan or R ygan. he sometimes pronounced it differently. but he had super ability, like laura, and—i guess—class.”

  Winter 1918 was severe, and before it ended Dutch contracted pneumonia, his first serious illness. After Nelle’s siege, the Reagans were on constant vigil. The first day he was up all the neighborhood kids brought their lead soldiers in (apparently a gesture to make up for their earlier attack). “The sun streamed through the window and I felt like a king with an army of 500,” he recalled. The family’s medical difficulties did not end with Dutch’s recovery. A short time after, a truck hit Neil and ran over his leg. Miraculously, the leg healed without complication.

  The country was enjoying a postwar prosperity, but the Reagan family was still suffering hard times. Jack’s salary was not enough to cover inflationary prices, the high medical bills they had incurred and the alcohol he consumed. Nelle was more than careful with the dollar, but she never let her kids go without anything she thought important. Life revolved around Nelle in the home. She read aloud every evening, Jack seated at one end of the kitchen table with his newspaper, while at the other end the kids crowded next to Nelle. A huge pan of buttered popcorn stood in the middle of the table. Apples and salted crackers were other Reagan staples as Nelle read to the boys about King Arthur and the Round Table or the Three Musketeers.

  During the summer of 1919, Jack’s old boss, H. C. Pitney, blindness encroaching upon him and with no one to help him manage the store, wrote Jack offering better pay and a chance to become a partner if he returned to Tampico. The Reagans were quick to accept. They left Monmouth in August. This time they moved into a flat above the Pitney Store and across Main Street from the bakery. Dutch and Neil were delighted with the freedom the small town gave them to roam the outskirts or play in the streets. Nelle became involved in the high school theater group; Jack, however, was restless. After the more cosmopolitan life of the larger cities they had been living in, Tampico, with two of everything except a tavern, was claustrophobic. He told Pitney he did not want to stay. Pitney decided to sell, and evoked a promise from Reagan to remain until a buyer for the business was found.

  Summer of 1920 passed and the Reagans were still in Tampico. “Evenings Neil and Dutch sat on their downstairs steps with a bowl of popcorn, giving handfuls to friends passing by,” recalls Vernon Denison, a Tampico school chum. “Dutch entered the fifth grade with me in September. School work centered mainly on the 3 R’s—reading, ‘rithmetic and the Palmer method of ‘riting large curves. And there was history,” Denison remembers, “American history. We brought our own books and traded or sold them to grades behind us. But in front of the class there also stood a little bookcase from which we could ‘checkout’ books. Dutch was an ‘A’ student because he had such a good memory for dates.”

  Tampico’s youth was divided into two factions by Main Street. Dutch led the “West Side Alley Gang,” Harold “Monkey” Winchell the “East Side Alley Gang.” The Winchells lived almost directly across the street from the Reagans, above their family shoe store. Vernon Denison was a member of Dutch’s gang and recalls “racing across the pens of the town stockyards, swinging from pen to pen, jumping from gate to gate, opening and shutting the gates to block Monkey and his gang from catching up with us.” If anyone was caught, no violence occurred, but it did mean a loss of face.

  The two gangs also engaged in food fights. From the garbage cans of the alley they compiled an arsenal of rotten fruit and tomatoes. “What’s the difference?” Denison says. “We didn’t shoot people or smoke pot—except a few corn silk cigarettes maybe [six-inch corn silk stogies wrapped in newspaper].”

  Most of the time Dutch managed to stay out of trouble, or at least to avoid being caught. Once, Monkey Winchell recalls, “His dad had been on a hunting trip, but he only had a single-shot gun that you had to reload. My dad had a five-shot gun, so we had to go across the street to see it. We stood it up. I don’t think we could have gotten shot with it because we weren’t higher than a barrel—and we clicked it once. It just clicked.

  “We had to pump it and click it again. The next time it [the shot] went through the ceiling.” Monkey rolled on the floor, too scared to cry. Bits of mortar and lath showered down onto them.

  Reagan later recalled hearing “the thunder of feet on the stairs, the yells of alarm coming rapidly nearer.” When Jack and Nelle entered the room, Monkey and Dutch sat huddled together on the couch in a cloud of smoke, “frantically reading our Sunday School quarterly.”

  Jack administered a licking that his younger son was never to forget, despite Nelle’s pleading that the rod be spared in this instance because the good Lord had seen fit to save the boy Himself. “My worst experience as a boy was not the licking I got for that,” Reagan insisted later. “My father bought a carload of secondhand potatoes for a personal speculation. My brother and I were ordered to the siding to sort the good potatoes from the bad.… [We] sat in a stinking boxcar during hot summer… gingerly gripping tubers that dissolve [d] in the fingers with a dripping squish, emitting an odor worse than that of a decaying corpse… for days. At last we got so queasy at the very look of spuds that we simply lied about the rest and dumped them all good or bad. My father made a little money on the proposition. We got a near permanent dislike for potatoes in any form.”

  At Tampico Grade School Dutch fell under the stern but kind direction of Miss Nellie Darby. His best chum was Denison (whom he called Newt), and they attended all the silent Westerns, gaining free admission by carrying coal to the Opera House where they were shown.

  “[On Sundays] we wore knee pants and black stockings,” Denison confessed, “and when our shoes wore out we put cardboard in the bottoms and when we got holes in our stockings we painted in shoe polish to cover ‘em up. We stole a few grapes and some apples.… We had this janitor at the school. In the fall we’d all come down and help him rake up all the leaves and we’d stay for a big marshmallow roast. We didn’t play ball on Sunday.… We had to go to church and then have the family dinner and not much rough play.”

  Monkey Winchell recalled how they all used to go swimming north of town where the county ditches merged. Dutch was by far the best swimmer and would lead the way barefoot via the railroad cinder path to the deeper, more dangerous Hennepin Canal. “We was poor folks,” Winchell admitted, “but [Dutch] and Neil were always dressed clean, not raggedy… I was always envious. They had a bicycle [a secondhand model belonging to Neil] and there wasn’t too many bicycles in town. When we got a chance to ride it, that was really something.” It sat out front near a hitching post when Neil wasn’t riding it. At noon, when Jack came home for lunch, Dutch would get up into the seat and Jack would push him around “in the street for a few exhilarating circles.”

  Next door to Pitney’s was Greenman Jewelry Store (Dutch called the Greenmans Aunt Emma and Uncle Jim). They had a special fondness for the youngest Reagan, giving him ten cents a week as an allowance and welcoming him with cookies and chocolate any time he came to visit—which was daily. In his autobiography, Reagan recalled spending many days in an old rocker in the “mystic atmosphere” of the Greenman living room, furnished with “its horsehair-stuffed gargoyles of furniture, its shawls and antimacassars, globes of glass over birds and flowers, books and strange odors.” Other times he would remain hidden in a downstairs corner of the jewelry store “with its curious relics, faint lights from gold and silver and bronze, lulled by the erratic ticking of a dozen clocks and the drone [of the voices] of the customers who came in.” Greenman’s was not quite so exotic as recalled, for it also carried veterinarian supplies and patent medicines.

  At Christmastime the Reagans took the train to visit members of the Wilson family who had a farm near Morrison, Illinois. From the station, they rode through the deep winter snow in a sleigh with hot bricks at their feet, buffalo robes as lap blankets and with bells jingling. Dutch loved such adventures. It brought him in touch with ways of life other than his own. He talked about being a cowboy and living out West.

  The Reagans did not own a crystal set, but the Wilsons did, and Dutch listened “with breathless attention, a pair of earphones attached tightly to my head, scratching a crystal with a wire. I was listening to raspy recorded music and faint voices saying, ‘This is KDKA, Pittsburgh, KDKA, Pittsburgh.’“ When the sound faded, he got up in the room of a dozen or so people and imitated the announcer. Everyone laughed and he repeated the performance.

  The boy was developing into a dreamer, and he found escape in worlds other than the drab flat on Main Street. Nelle was a good homemaker, but Jack’s drinking cut severely into her housekeeping money. The flat came with some simple sturdy furniture and its rent was deductible from Jack’s earnings. With all their moving around and having always to make do, Nelle had never been able to own much in the way of her own furnishings and decorations. She dreamed of one day possessing two things—a sewing machine and a kitchen cabinet in which to keep and display the set of dishes she had received as a wedding gift. She did some sales work and alterations at Pitney’s and liked the chance to talk to people. Church duties continued to take up a large portion of her time. For relaxation she would go around the countryside giving dramatic readings with “the zest of a frustrated actress.” Dutch would sometimes accompany her, watching with fascination as “she recited classic speeches in tragic tones, wept as she flung herself into… such melodramas as East Lyme, and poured out poetry by the yard.”

  She shared a closer affinity with her younger son. Jean Kinney, a friend to Neil throughout his life, observed, “Neil seemed always to be defying his mother. I had the feeling he really disliked her and preferred to think he was like his father.” A sense of their Irish heritage drew him to Jack, along with shared interests and personalities. Both had a touch of the promoter and a good shake of Irish brash. Jack represented good times and much laughter; Nelle, somber prayer and high standards. And whereas Neil was well built, a good natural athlete, Dutch was “scrawny,” a dreamer, somewhat precocious. He had what the family thought was a nervous habit of blinking a bit too much. No one gave much thought to his favorite reading position—flat on his stomach on the floor where his eyes were only inches from a book—or the fact that he insisted on sitting in the front row at the movies. Tom Mix was his favorite movie actor. His private idol was the local taxidermist who had a collection of fierce-looking fish and antlered deer mounted on the walls of his shop. He got along better with women than Neil did because he had a sincere need to please them—Nelle, Aunt Emma, his teacher, the mothers of his friends—and they all adored him. He had an innate politeness—his hat came off as soon as he entered a room, he sat only after the ladies had done so and he was quick to offer his assistance in toting packages. Still, there was not a scrap of sissiness about him.

  In fact, skinny as he was, myopic as he would soon be found to be, Dutch Reagan was a leader and a scrappy opponent on any field of sport. The summer of 1920, when he was nine and a half, he played football for the first time. “There was no field, no lines, no goal. Simply grass, the ball, and a mob of excited youngsters,” he later recalled. “We chose up sides, backed up to the limits of the field, and one of us kicked off. Then, screaming and waving our arms we descended on the unlucky kid who caught it. Everyone piled on top of him. [“I got a wild exhilaration out of jumping feet first into a pile up,” he said another time of this experience.] I worshipped the wild charge down the field and the final melee—but being underneath it all… I got frightened to the point of hysteria in the darkness under the mass of writhing, shouting bodies.”

  Jack’s drinking grew in proportion to his dissatisfaction at Pitney’s. Somehow, he managed to pull himself together during working hours. Saturday nights were the worst times. Remembering back, Ronald Reagan would recall, “My mother would pray constantly for him. She was on her knees several times a day. And she just refused to give up, no matter how dark things looked.” Her lack of success in helping Jack exorcise his drinking demon did not inhibit her from proselytizing to others. The Christian Church was adamantly against alcohol, as they were against the thriving abortion clinics* that operated in major cities like New York and Chicago. Nelle never condemned any woman for illegitimately carrying a child, but she did all in her power to convince such local “misfortunates” to have their babies.

  On the night of January 15-16, the eve of Prohibition, the Christian Church held a midnight service. At 12:01 A.M., when the Volstead Act came into effect, bells pealed in the dark, moonless night, proclaiming a great victory. Tampico’s one tavern was closed. But Jack’s liquor problem was far from settled. One could still obtain a beverage called near beer—a beer that had the alcohol drawn off. However, with a few grains of medicinal alcohol needled into it, its former state was practically restored. The demise of Tampico’s saloon hit Jack even harder than the loss of easy access to good whiskey. The tavern had been the only place he could go when he needed the company of other men with whom he could exchange stories and momentarily escape into another world.

  Sixteen months after the Reagans had returned to Tampico, Pitney finally sold the store. He gave his former manager a percentage, not of the sale (as Jack had expected and been promised) but of another business he owned, the Fashion Boot Shop, twenty-six miles away in Dixon. The country had great hopes of new prosperity. Warren G. Harding, the Republican presidential candidate, had just won the election over Governor James M. Cox of Ohio, who had thirty-eight-year-old Franklin Delano Roosevelt (not yet crippled from polio) as his running mate. Harding had a special kinship with the press. One cold December night, as he took a walk in the company of some reporters, he confessed, “I can’t hope to be the best President this country’s ever had, but if I can I’d like to be the best-loved.”

  On December 6, 1920, the Reagans left Tampico for Dixon. After posing for a neighborhood picture, they crowded into their first car, a secondhand model that had once belonged to Mr. Pitney. Dutch’s cat, Guinevere, had had kittens, duly named King Arthur, Sir Galahad and Buster. Jack said they would have to be left behind, but Nelle snuck them into a covered basket and placed it on the floor of the rear seat under the boys’ feet. Piled high around them and tied to the roof of the car were most of the Reagans’ possessions. Neil and Dutch could hardly contain themselves. Jack had been telling them stories for a week about Dixon (“a big city”)—how the circus came there and about the yard they would have at their new house.

  * Patrick Mulcahy’s three brothers had all been imprisoned for long periods of their lives. Two had been jailed for manslaughter, which occurred during a drunken brawl in a public house. According to old newspaper accounts, the third brother, James Mulcahy, was sentenced in 1828 for six years after he was found guilty of stealing fifty pounds of wool, committing a further act of “barbarity and atrocity” by ripping the wool off the backs of living sheep, “dragging pieces of skin with it.”

  * Jack Reagan was listed in the 1900 Bennett census as John Regan, nephew in the household of Orson G. Baldwin.

  * Bennett Buzzings reported in 1898, “We think [saloons] are coming in a little too thick…” The mayor ordered the saloons to remove their blinds “so there won’t be any shenanigans going on inside.” Tavern brawls were not unusual.

  * Catherine Reagan died in April 1908 in Fulton.

  † Nelle Wilson Reagan’s siblings were: Emily T. (1867-1962), John C. (1870-1942), Sarah Jane (Jennie) (1872-1920), Thomas A. (Alex) (1874-1952), George O. (Lug) (1876-1952), Lavina (Mary) (1879-1951).

  * Reagan took the presidential oath of office twice on this Bible, opened to Nelle’s favorite passage, Chronicles 7:14 (“If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land”). Written in his hand on the side of this page are the words, “A most wonderful verse for the healing of the nation.”

  * Alexander, Daniel and Charles Blue would have been Reagan’s great-great-uncles on his maternal side.

  * Mary Anne Elsey’s parents were Robert Elsey (1812-50), a house painter, and Mary Baker Elsey (1819-51). Both were from an area in West Sussex, England.

  * Pronounced with the accent on the first syllable and meaning swampy land in the dialect of the Indians who once lived there.

  * The structure was then known as the Graham Building.

  * The Reagans were married by the Reverend J. L. Moloney.

  † Also called Disciples of Christ and Campbellites. In 1906, the Christian Church had separated into two factions because of a dispute over instrumental music being incorporated into the church service. The progressive group, which allowed it, became known as the Disciples of Christ. This was the church into which Nelle Reagan was received. For the purposes of this book, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) will be referred to hereafter as simply the Christian Church although the author acknowledges that the latter is not the full and correct title.

  * In 1919, after William Reagan seriously injured himself with broken glass from a smashed empty whiskey bottle, Jack Reagan signed a second petition to commit William. This time the court approved. William died in 1925 in the mental institution to which he had been committed.

  * Ironically, Loyal Davis, a member of one of the older families in Galesburg, attended Knox College in his hometown before going on to Northwestern Medical School. Dr. Davis was to become Reagan’s father-in-law when his adopted stepdaughter, Nancy, took her vows as Reagan’s second wife.

  * Gertrude Crockett added, “Maureen Reagan [Reagan’s daughter], when she was in Monmouth, told me [Nelle] was a ‘tiger.’“

  * Goeffrey Perrett in America in the Twenties wrote: “In the country as a whole it was estimated that up to 1 million women a year [1920] were criminally aborted. There was abortion by knitting needle, coat hanger, and buttonhook. Desperate women swallowed poisonous concoctions in an attempt to induce a miscarriage. Criminal abortion killed as many as 50,000 women a year. Yet it was absolutely against the law to disseminate birth control information and devices under Section 211 of the U.S. Penal code.”
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  “DIXON WAS ALWAYS A SMALL TOWN, IT ALWAYS has been and it always will be,” Dixon historian George Lamb boasted. With no large nearby metropolitan centers, people were generally born, educated and married there. “Folks had dreams [to move away and become successful]… but most never realized them.… The real center was downtown; it was a Saturday night town.”

  Nearly one half of Dixon’s population was employed in industry: Brown Shoe Company, the Reynolds Wire Company, Medusa Cement, J. I. Case, which made plows and farm implements, Clipper Lawn Mower Company, and several feed-and-grain companies. The area around Dixon was farm country. The dairy farms supplied the Borden Milk Company, and farmers grew wheat and corn to market. Both the Illinois Central and Northwestern railroads came through, enabling farmers to transport their produce to Chicago, Omaha and the South. Predominantly blue-collar and lower middle class, Dixon prided itself on being “the backbone of the country. Nothing much,” Mr. Lamb says, “could shake those foundations.”

  Dixon first saw life as a way-stop for those seeking their fortune elsewhere. The winding, treacherously swift currents of the Rock River, which snaked through the area, had to be forded if the riches of the lead-mining town of Galena were to be reached. By 1828, a French-Canadian trader named Joseph Ogee had opened a ferry to transport heavy wagons and draft animals across the river. He built, and for two years operated, both a ferry and a tavern, and then sold the enterprise, along with a small cabin, to pioneer John Dixon, whom the peaceful local Rock River Indians referred to as “Nada-chu-ra-sak” (white-haired Father) due to his long, flowing, silver hair. For the same reason, the industrious settlers who remained in Dixon because of the rich farmland and the power to be harnessed from the river were to call him “Father.”

  Dixon’s growth was more steady than spectacular. Once the riches of Galena had vanished along with its lead mines, the population influx slowed down to a languorous trickle. Nearly 6,000 people poured into Dixon between 1850 and 1860. Fifty years later, in 1910, Dixon’s census recorded a population increase of only 1,216. Ninety-eight miles west of Chicago by rail and 105 miles by highway, Dixon was too distant to benefit from the growth of Illinois’s major city. By 1920, which saw a boom that doubled and tripled the size of many Midwest towns as privately owned companies were taken over by large corporations, the population had reached only 8,191. Despite the advent of the telephone and the telegraph, the radio, the automobile and the train, Dixon remained a backwater—an isolated and overgrown prairie village little more than an enlargement of Tampico. Still, a young boy fed stories by a father with a glib manner and a penchant for exaggeration might view the town not in “the drab hues of reality” but with a certain enchantment.

  Actually, Dixon sat squat in the middle of rich farmland, unprotected and unprotecting. No great homes were to be found. People there earned lower wages than the national average. (Reagan was later to state, “We didn’t know we were poor because the people around us were of the same circumstance.”) Even the more successful merchants, small manufacturers, lawyers, doctors and bankers earned modest incomes and lived in the “gaunt frame shelters like grocery boxes” that made up the fictional Gopher Prairie of Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street and were typical of small midwestern towns in the earlier part of the century. Front porches extended in buck-toothed fashion, destroying the natural lines of the low frame houses. Architectural innovation had never reached Dixon. Houses built in 1920 looked like spruced-up versions of homes constructed fifty years earlier.

  Little choice of merchandise was offered in its Main Street stores. Mail order was used for most household or farm items. Eggs and chickens, bacon slabs and catfish were easy to come by. But fruits and vegetables grown out of the state were as exotic as litchi nuts and escargots. The drugstore had a soda fountain. The hotel was strictly a hotel—no dining room. There were a couple of luncheonettes, but mostly Dixon’s workers brown-bagged it or went home at noon. For amusement, there was a movie house (the Dixon Theater), a small playhouse (the Old Family Theater) and Plum Hollows Golf Club. Ladies held meetings at the library or at church. Dances were given in the high school gymnasium. In the summer, Lowell Park offered boating, bathing and fishing; and the Chautauqua, which lasted about two weeks, was located a mile up the highway at the end of the trolley line. The Chautauqua, named for the town in New York where it originated, was a national organization that arranged church seminars and presented visiting lecturers in small towns across the country. People who came from a distance lived in tents during the Chautauqua, and the campsites took on a fairgrounds atmosphere, with concessionaires and picnic areas along the banks of the Rock River.

  The river’s swift currents bisected Dixon. Catfish from its waters were said to be the best you could catch anywhere. Almost everyone had to cross it at some point on a daily basis. Kids fished on the banks, pants rolled up but never quite high enough to avoid the mud. Heavy rains all too often caused damaging floods, and sighs of “The river’s low” indicated droughts. An area on the south bank, Demon Town, contained, until Prohibition, a number of thriving taverns. But in a section farther up the bank, known as Bootleggers’ Knob, black-market alcohol could still be purchased.

  Instead of driving directly to their new home, Jack took a detour of a few blocks to Galena Street so that they could pass under the recently built wooden Memorial Arch with “D I X O N” emblazoned across it. The arch had replaced a temporary structure that had been raised in honor of “Dixon’s Returning Heroes”* after the signing of the Armistice. The Dixon Evening Telegraph reported that on that occasion, “As the [three Dixon] heroes marched beneath the arch, thousands of flowers were strewn in their path by ladies and to the riot of color was added color-paper streamers thrown from upper floors of the Nachusa Tavern [the hotel].” Painted on the back of the arch were the following words: “A grateful people pause in their welcome to the victorious living to pay silent tribute to the illustrious dead.”

  The Reagans had rented a boxy two-story white frame dwelling at 816 South Hennepin Avenue, a narrow tree-lined street of similar middle-class houses all set fairly close together and to the street. A front porch extended only across the entryway. The house had been built in the summer of 1891 for William C. Thompson* on a fifteen-hundred-dollar loan from the Dixon Loan and Building Association. The property was now owned by Teresa and John Donovan, who had inherited the deed from Mrs. Donovan’s mother. Jack had driven to Dixon on his own a few weeks earlier, signed the lease and paid twenty-three dollars for the first month’s rent, high by Dixon’s standards.

  The house was modest—small rooms and lowish ceilings—but at the top of a narrow staircase were three bedrooms and an indoor toilet. The boys were to share one room, their parents another and the third was to be Nelle’s sewing room, where she could keep her new, prized Singer sewing machine. The third bedroom represented a measure of security to Nelle. It meant she could take in a roomer if there should ever be a need. For that reason, the boys were given the smallest room, which held little more than a single bed (to be shared) and a chest of drawers. Downstairs, the front parlor had a tile fireplace,† A back parlor led off this room through an archway. The dining room was actually the alcove between the staircase and the kitchen, but was papered elegantly in a raised rococo design (all the rooms were wallpapered, but not quite so extravagantly). Nelle’s first purchase for the house—from a Sears, Roebuck and Company catalog—was a cabinet to hold her china. Out back was an unused and rather ramshackle barn, fourteen feet by twenty-four feet with a loft in it—a perfect clubhouse for Neil and Dutch.

  The boys were enrolled at South Central Grammar School (a five-minute walk), Dutch in the second half of the fifth grade (he was skipped a half-term, which meant he would now matriculate in the summer) and Neil in the seventh grade. From the time that he moved into Hennepin Avenue until he reached twenty-one, Dixon would be home to Dutch, the first permanent one he would have. “All of us have a place to go back to. Dixon is that place for me,” Reagan later wrote. “There was the life that shaped my mind and body for all the years to come after.”

  Jack Reagan believed that in coming to Dixon as a partner in the Fashion Boot Shop he would soon improve his economic standing. Pitney had put up all the money. But neither the “partnership” nor the profits from it would become effective until some far distant time when Jack had earned his half-interest in the business. This meant that any commissions he could make above his meager salary were to be deducted and applied toward his indebtedness for his share. Not too many weeks had passed before the Reagans realized commerce in Dixon would dictate a much longer period of repayment than Jack had anticipated.* To add to this, the cost of living was considerably higher than in Tampico.

  To manage on Jack’s small salary, Nelle forfeited such great delicacies as chicken on Sunday. Liver was considered pet food, and the butcher, if requested, would throw a pound or so in with an order. Nelle bought soup bones and asked for liver for the cats. Soup, potatoes and bread were served daily. On Sundays—since the cats ate the mice they caught in the barn anyway—the Reagans ate the cats’ liver dressed up with a slab of bacon and some homegrown onions.

  Neil made friends and adjusted more quickly to the new environment than his brother. “Everybody thought he [Neil] would go into the movies or go on the stage… he was always… putting on,” Bill Thompson remembers. The kids at South Central nicknamed him “Moon” (from the comic-strip character Moon Mullins) and it stuck. The Reagan boys were now Dutch and Moon. Moon was a good athlete and Dutch tried hard but could not keep up with him. George and Ed O’Malley lived across the street and the four boys played football together—George and Moon squaring off against their younger brothers.

  “Dutch was a bit nearsighted,” Ed O’Malley says, “but he always wanted to carry the ball.” Ed would give it to him and Dutch “would go charging ahead.” The older boys would let him “just start to get by when they would trip him, sending him flying into the bushes.”

  Dutch’s poor eyesight contributed greatly to his love of football over baseball. He claims it never occurred to him that he was seriously nearsighted. In his mind, “the whole world was made up of colored blobs that became distinct when I got closer—and I was sure it appeared the same way to everyone else.” He never cared for baseball because when he stood at the plate, “the ball appeared out of nowhere about two feet in front of me.” And he was “the last chosen for a side in any game.” This changed when he “discovered football; no little invisible ball—just another guy to grab or knock down, and it didn’t matter if his face was blurred.” He had trouble reading the blackboard even from a front seat in the schoolroom and bluffed his lessons, receiving good marks despite this.

  Not long after his thirteenth birthday, the Reagans went for a Sunday afternoon ride. Neil kept quoting the highway advertising signs as they drove past. The Burma-Shave signs were the best, usually a series of six red panels stuck in the ground along the highway a short distance apart, each carrying a few words of the complete message. Most were amusing bits of doggerel like: DOES YOUR HUSBAND/MISBEHAVE/GRUNT AND GRUMBLE/RANT AND RAVE?/SHOOT THE BRUTE SOME/BURMA-SHAVE! Dutch could not see them and, kidding around, borrowed his mother’s glasses. For the first time in his life, he saw “a glorious, sharply outlined world jump into focus… houses had a definite texture and hills really made a clear silhouette against the sky.” Nelle had him fitted out “with huge black-rimmed spectacles.” And though he felt that “the miracle of seeing was beyond believing,” he soon began to hate the big glasses.*

  Nonetheless, the visual aids made his two favorite pastimes—reading and the movies—much more pleasurable. He remained addicted to Western films, but also liked the new cliff-hangers that starred sports figures like Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey and Red Grange, “who strutted, grimaced, thrashed the villains, kissed the heroines and, not incidentally, showed off their athletic prowess.” He took out his first library number* when he was ten and checked out an average of two books a week (always on a weekend), leaning toward boys’ adventure stories—the Edgar Rice Burroughs Tarzan books and Burt L. Standish’s Frank Merriwell series. Frank Merriwell’s Bravery, Frank Merriwell’s Foes and Frank Merriwell’s Sports Afield ranked as favorites, for they were checked out twice each. The family generally attended the movies together on Friday nights. Whenever he could get Jack to give the extra dime, Dutch would go to the Saturday matinees. (“Think I’m made of money?” Jack would growl. But he usually gave in.) One Saturday Birth of a Nation came to town in a revival.

  The Ku KIux Klan, whose antiblack activities were featured in the film, were again visible, spreading this time to the Midwest from its beginnings in the South. The Klan’s objective of white supremacy had broadened to include opposition to Jews and Catholics. Klansmen violently opposed parochial schools and Catholic candidates for office, flaming crosses were set on the front lawns of Catholic schools and churches, and Jack swore that no son of his “was going to sit through their shenanigans.” When he saw that his pleading approach was not working, Dutch introduced what he thought was logic. The Klan in the film, he argued, represented another period of history, not the one Jack loathed.

  His father’s mouth turned a shade grimmer. “The Klan’s the Klan, and a sheet’s a sheet, and any man who wears one over his head is a bum. And I want no more words on the subject.” Jack’s response seemed more logical than his, so Dutch went off to the library.

  Of Dixon’s twelve black families,† one breadwinner, Tom McReynolds, rode through town with an old horse and wagon collecting junk and carting it away. McReynolds made a respectable living by driving up to Rockford and selling anything good in his wagon to a scrap-metal dealer there. The McReynoldses lived on the south side of Dixon with their two sons, Winston (“Wink”) and Elwood. Wink was a pretty good football player, and he and Moon sat next to each other at the back of Molly Duffy’s sixth-grade class. The boys became good friends and Wink was often in the Reagan home. Thompson claims, “Nobody in those days thought of [Wink’s] being black.… In Dixon there was no thought of it. There was just Wink… and Elwood and Tom, their father.”

  The individual feelings of certain Dixonites notwithstanding, the town was not free from prejudice. Violet McReynolds (Wink McReynolds’s future wife) says there was no equality between blacks and whites. “Dixon was no different than any other city in America at that time. There weren’t the same housing and job opportunities.” Blacks were not allowed to register at the hotel, a rule that was enforced for many years. Nor could they get their hair done in Dixon’s beauty salons or barber shops. They were excluded from membership to the Golf Club, although they did eat at the counters of the luncheonettes, attended the movie houses and never were excluded from any school function. The Reagan household was free of intolerance toward blacks. The Christian Church preached equality of color and had black parishes with black ministers.

  Dixonites felt strong ties to their state’s favorite son, Abraham Lincoln, who in 1832 had joined a group of Sangamon County men and volunteered for military service against the Blackhawk Indian uprisings in the North. As captain of his company, on Sunday, May 12, 1832, Lincoln led his men into the frontier community of Dixon’s Ferry and there saw his only military service, succeeding in helping to drive the Blackhawks farther north. “This was a success,” he wrote in 1859, “which gave me more pleasure than any I have had since.”

  Lincoln returned to Dixon on July 17, 1856, to deliver a two-hour speech from the lawn of the new county courthouse at Second and Ottaway avenues, just a few streets away from the Reagans’ future house on Hennepin Avenue. A plaque was placed on the site inscribed with “Lincoln stood here while delivering his Great Speech, July 17, 1856.” In it he urged the election of John C. Freemont, then a candidate for president, to help ward off the impending crisis that he foresaw spreading throughout the nation over the slavery issue.

  Lincoln was to visit “Governor” Alexander Charters’s estate, Hazelwood, several times (actually, Charters was never governor of anything but his own acreage). Hazelwood had been built on a six-hundred-acre tract three miles out of town and could claim to be Dixon’s only grand and elegant house. Charters had modeled his mansion after his former home in Ireland. He had come to Dixon’s Ferry to parlay his fortune into an even larger one by investing in the lead mines in Galena. When the mines were abandoned, he simply led the life of a landed gentleman, obviously not having lost his entire fortune. After his death in 1878, his son-in-law took over Hazelwood, but shortly after his death the estate became idle. Storms lashed down some of the great trees, and finally, in 1905, Hazelwood burned down. But the townspeople drove the old roads on a Sunday afternoon to see the brooding trees that encircled the charred ground where the mansion had once stood. To them, Hazelwood had been Dixon’s Camelot. The only vestige of the grand life that Charters had led in Dixon centered now around the country club. Although it did not have a restaurant and was not the scene of garden parties and social affairs, the low, grass-blanketed slopes represented Dixon’s one link with the gentleman’s life.

  Dixon did have an especially large group of women golfers. The Lincoln Highway and Northern Illinois golf tournaments were often held at the country club. Dutch worked as a caddy there the second and third summers he was in Dixon. He collected bird eggs as a hobby. Jack got him an old display case from the store and they put it up in the hayloft of the barn. Dutch lined the floor of the case with cotton batting. “[He] would punch a hole in both ends and blow the eggs out [from the shell],” Neil recalled. “He was always climbing trees to get them.” Moon kept pigeons and rabbits in the barn and developed “a little business. Come Friday night if there were squabs up there, I’d get the squabs and a bucket of boiling water, and I’d snap their heads off and clean them. I’d kill four or five young rabbits, skin them and clean them. Then I’d take a market basket and go out the next day beating on doors, and I never failed to sell all the squabs and rabbits I had in the basket.” Dutch could not bring himself to become part of this enterprise.

  “The pool hall [in Dixon] was downstairs under a store where your folks couldn’t see you if they happened to walk by,” Neil remembered. “[Dutch] would never do anything like that. He would rather be up there gazing at his bird eggs.”

  The brothers never threw punches, but they stuck up for each other when necessary. “When someone started taking picks at me [Moon], he’d [Dutch] stick in, and if somebody started taking picks on him, I’d stick in. But on the other hand, if you were a casual observer, you’d say, ‘Well, those two brothers don’t have any association at all, do they?’… I knew when he had down moments, but I never said anything to him. There was no such thought of, you know, putting my arm around his shoulder and saying, ‘Let’s talk this over,’ or anything like that.… I always operate on the theory that [Dutch] doesn’t even know I’m breathing—but that’s the way it’s always been with my dad, [Dutch] and myself. Not my mother. She was not that way at all. I guess all three of us were cut from the same bolt on the male end.”

  Times were tough for the Reagans. Neil says, “My mother was a charger. [She] was the one where come rent day and my dad would say, ‘Nellie the rent is due day after tomorrow.’ My mother would just look at him and say, ‘Don’t worry, the Lord will provide.’“ Most times, Nelle gave the Lord a hand and took in a roomer and sewing to make the money. She had joined the Christian Church of Dixon by letter even before the move from Tampico. By 1921, religion had become a burning issue “in the cloistered calm of rich seminaries and the dusty streets of poor mill villages alike.” Dixon’s working-class population was under the same strain. To counteract the trend toward doubters and agnosticism, a back-to-basics movement gained tremendous momentum. Called Fundamentalism, this religious revival had as much an impact on the twenties as Prohibition did. Industrialization had pushed hundreds of thousands of simple country people into noisome factories at the same time as it made honest, age-old craftsmen obsolete. “Damned on Saturday night, they were desperate for Salvation on Sunday.” Jack’s drinking propelled Nelle deeper into religion, where she hoped to find answers and prayer that she could take home to him.

  The members of the Christian Church of Dixon saw themselves as liberal Fundamentalists.* The Reverend Harvey Waggoner, a powerful and dogmatic speaker, led the congregation for the first two years of Nelle’s attendance. The church, whose meetings were held in the basement of the YMCA, was vigorously raising funds to obtain a building of its own. Tithing was considered desirable, although not mandatory, for its members. No matter how difficult her struggle to keep her family afloat, Nelle insisted that one tenth of their income (including what the boys earned) go to the support of the church. Nelle countered Jack’s grumbling complaints with assurances that “the Lord [will] make your ninety percent twice as big if you [make] sure He [gets] his tenth.”†

  Jack’s earnings were a disappointment. He took a correspondence course to learn about the bones of the feet, believing that if he knew more he could sell shoes better. In the 1920s salesmanship was considered one of the greatest of the performing arts. Bruce Barton, the son of a poor Tennessee preacher, who had become a supersalesman and a huge success, in 1924 wrote the best seller The Man Nobody Knows. In it, Barton compared the art of selling anything with the art of selling religion. (“Jesus hated prosy dullness… all the greatest things in human life are one-syllable things—love, joy, hope, home, child, wife, trust, faith, God…”)

  “Jesus walked barefoot,” Jack was known to say, “but then, he didn’t have to deal with our Illinois winters, now did he?” Another favorite was, “I’m glad you chose that pair, they can walk to church and dance a jig on the way home.” Even his gift for selling did not help greatly. The money was simply not there to be made at the Fashion Boot Shop. “People in Dixon were careful. Shoes got handed down from one child to another in a family, and folks seldom had more than two pairs—dress and work—and they took both to the shoemaker to repair worn out parts many, many times before they considered buying a new pair.” Reagan was to say that he wore his brother’s shoes and outgrown clothes until he was in college.

  Despite the disappointing performance of his business venture, Jack would have been a better provider for his family if not for his “weakness.” Reagan often told stories of his father’s drunkenness. “I was eleven years old,” he wrote in his autobiography, “the first time I came home to find my father flat on his back on the front porch and no one there to lend a hand but me. He was drunk, dead to the world. I stood over him for a minute or two. I wanted to let myself in the house and go to bed and pretend he wasn’t there. Oh, I wasn’t ignorant of his weakness. I don’t know at what age I knew what the occasional absences or the loud voices in the night meant, but up till now my mother or my brother handled the situation and I was a child in bed with the privilege of pretending sleep.… I felt myself fill with grief for my father at the same time as I was feeling sorry for myself. Seeing his arms spread out as if they were crucified—as indeed he was—his hair soaked with melting snow, snoring as he breathed… I bent over him, smelling the sharp odor from the speakeasy. I got a fistful of his overcoat. Opening the door, I managed to drag him inside and get him to bed.”

  Nelle taught the boys tolerance, even of their father’s “bouts with the dark demon in the bottle.” Alcoholism, she insisted, was a sickness and one should never condemn a man or woman for something beyond his or her control. Jack never understood Nelle’s dedication to her church, her obsessive ministering or her interest in theater any more than she could explain his drinking. Jack’s cynicism, his frustration, his violent anger at the men behind big business, his growing inclination toward week-long benders, his “lusty, vulgar humor” and his feistiness never seemed to undermine Nelle’s optimism. Reagan said, “If [Jack] was occasionally vulgar [Nelle] tried to raise the tone of the family.”

  Dutch and Moon were the first to be baptized in the new Christian Church at 123 Hennepin (completed only three days earlier) on June 21, 1922. The sacrament of baptism was a personal confession of faith—a symbol of death, burial and resurrection of Christ, and a commitment to the way of Christ. With the immersion the old life is buried, new life is born, and sins are forgiven. The Reverend Waggoner had died only a few days before of a sudden blood disease and it is unclear who officiated at the brothers’ baptism (a fire destroyed the church’s records in 1928), although it is considered most likely that it would have been Harry H. Peters, state secretary for the Christian Church who functioned as minister until a replacement for the Reverend Waggoner could be found (a matter of only a few weeks). After his immersion before the congregation, as he rose from the waters, Reagan remembered hearing the minister say, “Arise and walk in newness of faith,” or, in other words, in a new born-again state.*

  So intense was Nelle’s faith as opposed to her husband’s that Neil claims he did not know until he was eighteen years old that Jack was Catholic. “We [Dutch and Moon] were brought up in the Christian Church, which meant Sunday School Sunday mornings, church Sunday morning, Christian Endeavor Sunday evening, church after Christian Endeavor, and prayer meeting on Wednesdays.” But if Moon’s compliance in the baptism was meant only to appease or please his mother, Dutch’s was a more deliberate act. Both boys had a sense of religion, but Dutch’s faith was a more active part of his life. (Reagan told Reverend Adrian Rogers, president of the Southern Baptist Convention in 1980, that he had felt “called” at the time of his baptism, adding, “I had a personal experience when I invited Christ into my life.” The Reverend Rogers asked him if he knew the Lord Jesus or just knew about him. Reagan replied, “I KNOW him!”)

  “My Sunday School class is getting paid for janitor work [in a nearby building] and we are using the money to plaster our S[un-day] S[chool] classroom,” Dutch, at thirteen, wrote a church member who had moved away. Two years later, he taught his own “Sunday School class” for young boys at the church and was a leader of several of the prayer meetings. Class members say he made examples of current sports figures as young men with Christian principle. The congregation was much taken with his voice and delivery, which they believed owed a great deal to the private elocution lessons Nelle gave him. Parishioners of the church like to recount how Dutch could make the Bible seem personal, like a “phrase might just have been written.”

  “Everybody loved Nelle Reagan and looked up to her as a leader,” Mrs. Mildred Neer, the wife of Dutch’s Sunday School teacher, said, the expression on her face glowing as she added, “She was always there when anyone needed her. God always heard Nelle Reagan’s prayers and answered them.” Questioned as to whether she had ever asked [her now deceased husband] what Dutch was like in Sunday School, she replied, “Just a live wire. A real all-American boy.”

  In discussions about Dutch during the 1920s with Dixonites who shared those years with him, that phrase crops up frequently. All-American boy. What exactly does that mean? “Well, a kid who believes in the Lord’s word, respects his elders and still has enough spit in him to get into trouble once in a while,” confessed one gentleman who knew Dutch. What kind of trouble? “Puttin’ a buck rabbit into the cage of the female rabbits when we weren’t supposed to. Although I think it was Ed O’Malley who done that. Dutch weren’t afraid of a rough fight. Never saw him back down. His dad would tan his hide if he didn’t win though.”

  Nelle Reagan’s personal ministry grew to extend beyond members of her family and church. “If Nelle had had the education, I think she would have mounted the pulpit,” a contemporary commented.* She regularly visited patients at Katherine Shaw Bethea and the state mental hospitals, and scheduled weekly visits to prisoners in the local jail as well. Dixon did not have much of a crime problem. Petty theft and drunk-and-disorderly conduct were the causes of most arrests. Nelle ate a Spartan lunch of soda crackers on jail-visiting days, but always brought apples or cookies to the inmates along with her Bible. She would read from it and then give the prisoners the Book to hold in their hands.

  “She had a way of givin’ out her religion that wasn’t offensive. She was an elocutionist—dramatic readings is what it is called nowadays,” Dixonite Louis Sindlinger explained. “She was very good at that and she entertained the prisoners with them as well.” Some of them were released in her custody and slept in Nelle’s sewing room until they found another situation.

  “She was thin—a real tiny, little thing,” Isabelle Newman recalled. “Pleasing voice. She started and headed a True Blue Class.” (This refers to a group of about twenty-five women who met either at the Christian Church or at Nelle’s to read and study the Bible and exchange stories of how the Book had helped them through various crises in their lives.) When the class was held at the Reagan house, Dutch would join in the readings. The Christian Church had a new minister, “an old-time pastor with much rhetoric, Reverend Ben H. Cleaver. He often stopped by to visit Nelle at home… rather homely, Abe Lincoln type.” Cleaver soon became Dutch’s listening ear.

  In the summer Nelle dragged Dutch with her to Chautauqua, to listen to the religious lectures and Bible readings that were intermingled with theatrical entertainment. An announcement dated August 12, 1923, reads:

  
    Mrs. Catherine Sherer Cronk, in the interest of the Inter-Church World Movement, will appear on August 12. Her subject will be Lilliputian Heresy.

  

  And one dated August 19, 1923, announces:
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