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This book is dedicated to my wife and lifelong partner, Mary Pat, the person who has always believed in me and shared with me our faith in our family, our country, and our responsibility to try to make both the best they can be.






INTRODUCTION FIRST TIME


You never forget the first time.

Freshman year. University of Delaware. I was finally out of my parents’ house and trying to turn a cramped dorm room double—outfitted to hold three of us—into a place of my own. That took some ingenuity when the chief design feature was a trio of stiff metal twin beds with thin, creaky mattresses, longer but no wider or any more comfortable than army cots.

Welcome to college life, young man.

I turned eighteen that September, which still didn’t make me legal at the Deer Park Tavern or the Stone Balloon or Klondike Kate’s. The drinking age in Delaware was twenty at the time, though I have to say I don’t remember much carding at any of the bars near campus. But I’d be old enough to vote in the November election, and I damn sure wasn’t going to miss what felt to me that fall like a golden opportunity.

I was definitely more conservative than some of my new classmates, many of whom seemed to think that nuclear power was a dire threat to the planet and that Big Business loved nothing more than dumping pollution into the rivers and streams. But I’d been class president all four years at Livingston High in New Jersey, and I hoped to get active in student government at Delaware. I was always up for a spirited debate. I already knew I’d be majoring in political science. I remembered four years earlier, in the summer between eighth and ninth grades, sitting at home with my parents and watching every night of the Democratic convention from Madison Square Garden as an obscure governor from Georgia named Jimmy Carter nailed down the nomination against a big field of higher-profile Washington types. Then it was the Republicans’ turn in Kansas City. Former California governor Ronald Reagan almost snatched his party’s nomination from Gerald Ford, who had become president after Richard Nixon resigned because of Watergate.

The soaring oratory, the backroom deals, the floor reporters jamming microphones into the faces of delegates from all over the country—every action-packed minute of it made me think: This is so cool….

The last night of the Republican convention, after Ford had already accepted the nomination, they called Reagan back to the podium. He delivered a speech filled with so much passion and optimism, it almost sounded like Reagan, not Ford, was the candidate who’d won. “I believe the Republican Party has a platform that is a banner of bold, unmistakable colors with no pale, pastel shades,” Reagan told the spellbound delegates. What the Democrats were offering, he said, was “nothing but a revamp and a reissue and a rerunning of a late, late show of the thing that we have been hearing from them for the last forty years.”

My father pointed out that Reagan’s speech hadn’t exactly endorsed Ford. But the former California governor’s stirring words and his natural delivery made voting for a Republican sound exciting and something to be proud of, like a team you’d want to play on. I could tell Reagan had the whole convention hall right in the palm of his hands. It was just after Reagan finished that I turned to my parents, who were sitting next to each other on the couch, and announced to them:

“I’m a Republican.”

To me, the Republicans seemed to put their faith in people, while the Democrats believed most of all in government. It was a simple distinction but, to me, a very big one.

So here I was, four years later, finally old enough to vote. By then Gerald Ford was ancient news, having lost to Jimmy Carter. Ronald Reagan, who’d made such an impression on me and a lot of other people the last time around, was now the 1980 Republican presidential nominee. This time, he’d cruised past a lineup of other Republican hopefuls, including former CIA director George Bush, who had now joined the ticket as Reagan’s running mate. Carter was back, asking for a second term.

To eighteen-year-old me, the choice was obvious. Carter seemed like a nice enough man, but he clearly wasn’t up to the job of president. My high school years had been filled with bad news from Washington. The economy was tanking. Prices kept going up. For a while there, you could buy gas only on certain days of the week, and they kept messing around with daylight saving time. All around the world, America was coming up short. The Soviet Union kept causing trouble, doing things like invading Afghanistan, which provoked a boycott by the United States of the 1980 Olympics. But the worst of it might have been Iran, where a militant gang of heavily armed students were holding fifty-two American hostages and refusing to let them go. Clearly, the University of Tehran had some extracurricular groups we didn’t have at Delaware. And President Carter didn’t have a clue what to do about it.

Reagan was different. Very different. For one thing, he seemed focused and confident. He also knew what he stood for and he laid it all out. He wanted to cut taxes, make the economy stronger, let America produce more of its own energy, and not take any crap from our enemies. That all sounded good to me. Unlike Carter, who mumbled and meandered, Reagan could express all this clearly and eloquently in a way that a lot of people could relate to… and not just conservatives. He was one of those politicians who, even if you disagreed with him, exuded a down-to-earth decency that made people think he was an OK guy. He’d been a governor and a movie star and the president of the actors’ union in Hollywood. But he still seemed to grasp what real people were going through. The way he talked, he didn’t seem to look down on anyone.

That first year in college, getting back and forth to New Jersey was a major hassle for me. I had my own car, a 1971 burnt-orange Camaro with a black vinyl roof—a great ride to have as a high school senior. But Delaware freshmen weren’t allowed to keep a car on campus. So the Camaro sat in my parents’ driveway. To get home, I had to board a bus in front of Rhodes Pharmacy near campus on East Main Street and ride to the Port Authority Bus Terminal in New York City, then transfer to the DeCamp 77 bus to Livingston.

That could take hours.

So, as Election Day neared, I decided that my first vote for president was going to be absentee. It was a complicated process, more complicated than I imagined. First, I ordered an absentee ballot, and when it arrived, I sat at the plain wooden desk in my dorm room, 208 Harrington Hall E, and filled in the little box next to the Republican ticket, Reagan and Bush, and the seventeen electors who stood for them in New Jersey. I folded the sheet like the instruction said to, put it inside the security envelope, signed and dated the outside of the envelope, sealed the envelope, put that envelope into the prepaid return envelope, and finally dropped the package in the mail to the Essex County Board of Elections in New Jersey.

I was super careful. I didn’t want to screw it up.

Once the ballot was in the mail, I felt like I had done something really important, like I really was on the way to being an adult. I was proud to be part of the presidential election, proud to help Ronald Reagan. I hoped we’d have a better country as a result.

My vote wasn’t enough to deliver liberal Essex County. Carter was ahead there. But Reagan won New Jersey and its seventeen electoral votes, 1,546,557 to 1,147,364, and one of those Reagan votes was mine.

It wasn’t a close election. Reagan swept into the White House in a forty-four-state landslide. A lot of people must have been feeling the same way I was. And given all the things that happened next, I have never regretted—not for one little second—the vote I cast from my dorm room that day.

I’ve voted hundreds of times since then, including several times for myself. That was exciting. But I have never been prouder about a vote than in the fall of 1980 when I cast that absentee ballot for Ronald Reagan.

Even now, I am still learning lessons from that man and the many examples he set for us. All of us can. He really did articulate what was special and powerful about America. To a remarkable degree, he turned his core conservative principles into reality and brought millions of new people into the cause while making our country a better place for everyone.



We have never needed Ronald Reagan more than we need him now.

The political life of America has grown so divisive, so hostile, and often so small, a lot of people can’t even tell you anymore what they believe in. They just know that the other side is dead wrong.

No party has a monopoly on this ugly state of affairs. The Democrats have gone uber-progressive, catering to the endless demands of their party’s far-left fringe, solving “problems” that aren’t really problems while refusing to face catastrophes that very much are. I know that my mother, like a lot of people who used to identify as Democrats, would hardly recognize her old party anymore. At the same time, too many Republicans have abandoned their common sense and discernment and jumped into a shabby cult, denying plain reality, ignoring proven facts, promoting ridiculous conspiracies, and pledging allegiance to a blustery loser who can’t remotely be called a conservative and cares solely about himself.

That’s a recipe for electoral defeat if I’ve ever heard one—if not a road to total political collapse. It’s making the Republican tent smaller, not larger. It’s about as far as you can get from Ronald Reagan.

It’s a shame we’ve reached the point where we have to do this… but we need to learn the powerful lessons of Reagan all over again.

In the pages that follow, I will dive into some of the most dramatic and revealing moments of Reagan’s life and career, watching how he handled challenging situations, exploring the strategies he employed, and observing the relationships he nurtured, often across the political spectrum and the international divide. And I will share my unique insights on all of it. It’s amazing how much Reagan was able to achieve by sticking to his principles and connecting on a human level with those around him. It’s been two decades since Reagan left us, and yet many of his leadership lessons are directly relevant to the greatest challenges we face today.

Many times, I have asked myself, What would Reagan do? Here’s my chance to explore that with you in an intimate way. In this history, I’m convinced we can find solutions to some of the largest challenges of today.

Each chapter of this book is not only great history, it also contains a blueprint for bringing our country back to achieving big things at home and around the world. It’s amazing the insights we can gather if we simply pause to ask: What would Reagan do?






CHAPTER 1 JACK AND NELLE’S BOY



His father was a raging alcoholic. His mother was a living saint. And plopped between the two of them was the future fortieth president of the United States, trying to imagine a place for himself in a much larger world.

LESSON LEARNED: IF THE CHOICE COMES DOWN TO ANGER OR EMPATHY, GO WITH EMPATHY.



Even as a boy, when times were anything but easy, Ronald Reagan tended to look on the bright side. He had two parents who loved him, Jack and Nelle Reagan. The family always had food on the table and a roof over their heads, thanks almost entirely to the drive and persistence of his mother. The future president wasn’t much of a student or the natural athlete his older brother, Neil, was. But he had his talents and his charms, and he would find his niche… eventually.

Over the years he would learn some hugely valuable lessons from his mother and father, their good and bad examples, and the quick succession of Depression-era towns the family called home. About the importance of working hard. About the power of faith. About the need for empathy. Especially about empathy. Please don’t be swept away by the gauzy recollections from those early years in northwestern Illinois that Reagan would polish up decades later for his popular banquet speeches and radio essays. His tumultuous upbringing also left him with an awful lot to overcome.

That’s what happens when your father is a gregarious man but also a raging alcoholic who can’t hold a job and erupts in sporadic fits of rage, while your mother toils day and night as a seamstress, holding the family together with grit, crossed fingers, and a deep reservoir of Christian faith. If you don’t slide into bitterness or self-recrimination, you can actually learn some valuable lessons from a childhood like that.

Ronald Wilson Reagan, Jack and Nelle’s second son, came into the world on February 6, 1911. Neil was two and a half years older. Both boys got early nicknames from their father, who had a quick wit and a knack for seeing the humor in things when he wasn’t hungover or had something new to feel aggrieved about. Baby Ronald was Dutch because his father thought he looked like “a fat little Dutchman.” The more boisterous Neil was Moon, after the Moon Mullins comic strip, which featured the antics of the lowbrow denizens of the Schmaltz boardinghouse.

Both names stuck.

The Reagans started out in a small, second-floor apartment in a brown-brick building on South Main Street in Tampico, Illinois (population 849), directly across from the H. C. Pitney Variety Store, where Jack worked on and off as a clerk and was certain he was underpaid. Chicago was 113 miles east, though it might as well have been a thousand. Davenport, Iowa, was much closer in the other direction… and not just in miles. This swampy patch of rural Illinois was drained when the mighty Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad came through after the Civil War, though the economic boom promised by the CB&Q seemed to skip Tampico, especially the Reagan family, who barely had two nickels to rub together.

When the new baby was two months old, the Reagans moved to a ramshackle two-story rental on Glassburn Street near the rail depot on the outskirts of town. They stayed in that house until Pitney’s closed in 1914, at which point they lived for brief stretches in Chicago, Galesburg (just as World War I was breaking out), and Monmouth, as Jack kept hunting for a better-paying job and nothing ever quite seemed to materialize. When Pitney’s reopened in 1919, the Reagans returned briefly to Tampico, living in an apartment above the store. And all their moving around wasn’t close to done. Once Pitney’s closed again the following December, Jack moved the family forty miles east to the relative metropolis of Dixon (population 8,191) and a cedar-shingled, gable-roofed Queen Anne on South Hennepin Avenue, also a rental, that would later be known as “Ronald Reagan’s Boyhood Home”—though it was, in fact, the seventh residence in the future president’s first nine years. He and his brother shared one of the three bedrooms and slept in the same bed. The family remained there for barely two years, before moving again (to yet another “Ronald Reagan’s Boyhood Home”).

“I was forever the new kid in school,” he would recall years later in his post-presidency memoir, An American Life, looking back on those dicey days of constantly being uprooted. During one four-year stretch, Dutch attended four different schools. He was the small boy at the bottom of the pile in pickup football games, the one constantly striking out on the baseball field. It didn’t help that he was badly nearsighted and hated wearing glasses. He never forgot the sting of one missed fly ball in eighth grade. “Everybody was looking at me, expecting me to catch it. I just stood there. The ball landed behind me and everybody said, ‘Oh, no!’ ” But new-boy jitters and flubbed fly balls weren’t the only burdens borne by Jack Reagan’s younger son. There was always the looming presence of Jack’s first love.

Alcohol.

Though John Edward “Jack” Reagan had no more than a grade-school education, he was blessed with an innate likability and a quick turn of phrase. He was, everyone agreed, a natural salesman, thoroughly delightful to anyone who wasn’t living with or counting on him. With his ready charm and friendly nature, Jack had no trouble landing jobs despite his spotty work record. His problem was keeping them. His fleeting job titles included clerk, store manager, and several kinds of traveling salesman, most often of shoes. And Jack liked to drink. Really liked to drink. He drank with such regularity and such gusto that he frequently had trouble getting up for work in the morning and staying focused during the day. By evening he was either roaring drunk or nearly comatose, depending on when you caught him. When he drank, he had a tendency to fly off the handle at his sons and his wife. Almost anything could set him off, as he was also burning through the patience of his latest employer and sending another wrecking ball through the family finances. Nelle took on extra sewing jobs to make ends meet. The boys kicked in from their after-school jobs. And soon the Reagans were filling out another change-of-address card at the post office.

Not all of this was Jack’s fault. Good jobs were scarce those days in northwest Illinois. Many local farm families had lost their land to crushing debt. The big cement plant in Dixon had closed. At more and more of the downtown stores, the windows were covered with brown paper or plywood. But for the Reagans, Jack’s drinking cast a shadow over everything, with all the frustration, embarrassment, and helplessness that implies. Along the way, Jack went on and off the wagon… and went on and fell off again. Promises made, promises broken, so often, who could possibly keep count? After a while, it wasn’t that Jack tried and failed to give up drinking or struggled to get his life back on track. He mostly just quit trying, surrendering anew every day, and no one in the family held much hope that any of this would change.

So what could Jack Reagan’s adolescent sons do about any of this? What could his long-suffering wife do? Not much. They could try to ignore the drinking. They could accept it as God’s will. They could make excuses when he missed another family outing or made a scene at a weekend barbecue. And if they could summon enough courage and inner strength, they could make damn sure that Jack’s weakness didn’t drag the rest of the family down. In other words, they could learn.

For Dutch, there was one cold, blustery night, a night that would stick with him forever, a night no child should ever have to endure. He’d just come home from the YMCA. His mother was out somewhere on a sewing job. He assumed the house would be empty. But just before he reached the front door, he tripped over a lump he didn’t know was there. It was Jack, flat on his back, sprawled out in the snow.

“I leaned over to see what was wrong and smelled whiskey,” Reagan wrote in his memoir, remembering the scene like it was yesterday. “He had found his way home from a speakeasy and had just passed out right there.” For a moment, Dutch looked down and thought about going inside and trying to forget what he’d just seen. But he couldn’t do it. “When I tried to wake him he just snored—loud enough, I suspected, for the whole neighborhood to hear.” Instead, the boy grabbed a handful of his father’s overcoat, gave it a stiff yank, and dragged Jack into the house. He put his father to bed and never breathed a word about any of it to his mother.

No doubt, Nelle would have been pained to hear it. But it’s hard to imagine she would have been surprised. Having a drunk in the family can make you angry and bitter. Or it can make you empathize. Though young Dutch struggled sometimes to get there, he landed on the compassionate side, thanks mostly to his mom.



Nelle Wilson Reagan was the kind of woman who took care of business without ever allowing herself to feel discouraged or wasting a dime. She mended Moon’s dress slacks so they could be handed down to Dutch. She served oatmeal with gravy and made it sound like a delicacy. She could make a soup bone last a week. Then she’d take on yet another sewing job. Given her husband’s shaky performance as a breadwinner, what choice did she have? She needed to keep her boys moving forward and her family out of the poorhouse. And much of her strength seemed to come from above.

Though Jack could politely be called a “cultural Catholic”—more team spirit than churchly devotion—Nelle lived her religion every day. She was a dedicated worshipper at the First Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), a rugged Protestant denomination that sprang up in the mid-1800s on the American frontier. She gave Bible readings to the congregation. She taught Sunday school. A strong believer in the power of divine intervention, she led the midweek prayer group when the pastor was away. Hers was a stubbornly optimistic Christianity, morally certain that a mixture of hard work and God-given goodness was a reliable route to success in life, no matter what life threw your way. That was the practical faith that Nelle Reagan passed on to her younger son, and it helped define the man he would become. Without it, there would be no smiling, cheerful candidate on all those campaign posters and commercials so many decades later, no happy warrior staring down Tip O’Neill and Mikhail Gorbachev. Nelle’s optimism stood out even more in comparison to Jack’s chronic failure to detox and provide for his family. As her younger son would put it years later, she “always expected to find the best in people and often did.”

Dutch never embraced the churchly devotion that his mother displayed. He believed in a higher power and went to services on Sunday without ever centering his life around the rituals of organized religion as his mother so dedicatedly did. He had a faith that was open and welcoming and, in later years, would be easy for others to relate to even though there was no way he could truly be called devout. But at age ten Dutch chose to be baptized at his mother’s First Christian Church on Dixon’s South Hennepin Avenue, even though his older brother had already followed their father into Catholicism—or Jack’s version of it, anyway.

One thing Nelle never did around the boys was blame Jack for his boozing, even when he’d spent the previous night drunkenly raging around the house. “Nelle tried so hard to make it clear he had a sickness that he couldn’t help, and she constantly reminded us of how good he was to us when he wasn’t drinking,” his younger son recalled. This was a highly progressive view for its time. Many people, including many devout Christians, would have seen Jack’s alcoholism as a moral failing, a character flaw or the kind of sin that could very well consign him to an eternity at Satan’s subterranean, round-the-clock barbecue. Nelle wasn’t so judgmental. Not in that way. Instead of running down her husband, she helped her boys find reasons to admire him, including his strong aversion to racial and religious bigotry. In later years, Ronald Reagan’s political enemies would denounce him as a racist who cruelly stripped the poor of much-needed benefits. In fact, from his own family’s struggles, he had a keen understanding that people needed a hand sometimes. From his father especially, he got a strong conviction that prejudice of any kind was unacceptable. That’s how Dutch and Moon were raised. They spent their childhoods playing outside with white and Black children. The boys were urged to invite their classmates home for supper, regardless of race or religion, and to treat all people the same. As Ronald Reagan would put it later: “There was no more grievous sin at our household than a racial slur.”



Though he got into his share of small-town scrapes, young Dutch mostly dodged serious trouble—like the time he was messing around in a train yard and one of the trains started moving with him underneath. That was a close call! But credit a spark of sibling rivalry for igniting the passion that would become his adult career.

Nelle, who’d always been a bit of a ham, began organizing amateur performances at her church. Members of the congregation, young and old, chose selections from poems, speeches, plays, and books and then recited them from memory. Older son Neil, who was game for most things, stepped right up when his mother asked. But the shyer Dutch? He was a harder sell. Though he often attended services with his mother, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to stand up in front of all those people. What if he got up there and forgot his lines? But when he saw Neil performing and seeming to have a good time… well, the sibling rivalry kicked in, and he told his mother he would give it a try.

“Summoning my courage, I walked up to the stage that night, cleared my throat, and made my theatrical debut,” he reported. “I don’t remember what I said, but I’ll never forget the response: People laughed and applauded.”

That was something new for the reserved, nearsighted C student who’d moved from town to town and wasn’t much of an athlete and sometimes felt like he lived in his brother’s shadow. Suddenly, even Jack’s drinking seemed a million miles away. “I liked it,” Reagan said of his maiden performance and the response he got. “For a kid suffering childhood pangs of insecurity, the applause was music.”

You can draw a straight line from that night in Dixon to Hollywood, Sacramento, and Washington. Not a short line, but a straight one. And B. J. Fraser definitely helped things along. He was the new sophomore English teacher at Dixon North High. “Young, self-possessed with a quiet and wry sense of humor, he seemed to open new doors that made learning an adventure,” as Reagan would later describe him in a favorite-teacher essay for the Washington Post. “B.J. taught English but the emphasis wasn’t on punctuation and sentence structure. Oh, he didn’t sluff that off but you discovered he was more interested in originality. He taught us how to think, not what to think.”

It so happened that Mr. Fraser was also the head of the drama club. He led the students in Broadway-style productions like Philip Barry’s You and I, where the future president had his first stage performance outside church. “He opened the door on a world we’d never thought about before…,” Reagan said. By then, the young man clearly had the performance bug. “For a teenager still carrying around some old feelings of insecurity, the reaction of my classmates was more music to my ears,” he remembered. “The experience grew more habit-forming with each curtain call. By the time I was a senior, I was so addicted to student theatrical productions that you couldn’t keep me out of them.”



It’s always a crapshoot trying to pinpoint the influence that other people have on someone else’s life. How much is nature? How much is nurture? How many of our talents are God-given and how many are learned? How much of what we achieve in life is total luck? It’s always a mishmash. So it was with the young Ronald Reagan.

As he moved toward adulthood, Dutch definitely grew more confident. He eventually made the football team as a lineman, a position that didn’t require too much speed or agility, just a refusal to budge. He was elected to various positions on the Dixon North student council, his first taste of public office. And he excelled as a Lowell Park lifeguard on the treacherous Rock River, a job that gave him a certain amount of teenage cool, even with the onesie swimwear that was standard male attire at the time. He would eventually be credited with saving seventy-seven people from drowning—surely an exaggeration, but still…

Though Dutch Reagan was influenced by many people, as all of us are, no three people had greater impact on the formation of the future president than Jack Reagan, Nelle Reagan, and B. J. Fraser—in their completely different ways.

From his father’s struggles with the bottle and his shaky employment endeavors, Dutch learned how challenging life can be for ordinary people and the duty that all of us carry to show compassion and empathy. Jack’s obvious failings could easily have saddled his son with a lifetime of resentment and bitterness. Instead, with Nelle’s firm guidance and his own innate cheerful nature, the experience magnified Dutch’s sense of social responsibility, something he would carry with him forever, even as his politics grew more conservative over the years.

From his mother’s clear example, the future president learned about the power of hard work and persistence, especially when coupled with faith. Like her children, only more so, Nelle had every reason to feel aggrieved by the hand that life had dealt her. She, too, could have spent decades pointing fingers, casting blame, and cursing the heavens for her undeserved fate. But she never buckled under the harsh circumstances. Instead, she got busy, and she stayed that way. As a fill-in breadwinner. As an inspiring role model to her family and her community. As a beacon of moral clarity in a family that today would be declared obviously dysfunctional. With Nelle in charge, the Reagan home did the job it was meant to, sending two strong boys out into the world with the tools to succeed. She picked up the slack without complaining. She made sure her sons absorbed the lessons that would carry them into the future, avoiding a wide array of easy pitfalls.

No, never underestimate the influence of a strong mother’s love.

And thanks to an inspiring English teacher and drama club director, the young Ronald Reagan was set on a path he would follow for the rest of his life. B. J. Fraser didn’t have the influence on the insecure teenager that either of his parents did. No one could, and Mr. Fraser wasn’t around nearly as long. But he played an indispensable role in defining what lay ahead, a truly remarkable journey out of Illinois that would include a three-decade career in Hollywood, two terms as the governor of California, and a vaunted place in history as one of America’s most consequential and effective presidents. A big part of that flowed from Reagan’s ability to present himself, to connect with ordinary people, to stand in front of a crowd and communicate. Were it not for B. J. Fraser, the Great Communicator of the Twentieth Century might never have taken that remarkable talent out of a certain Disciples of Christ church on South Hennepin Avenue in Dixon, Illinois.

All these experiences helped to make Ronald Reagan the leader he would become. Big-hearted. Inspirational. Principled. The happy storyteller who was also a sharp-eyed realist. He had a childhood filled with challenges and confusion across a background of Midwest simplicity, and it didn’t destroy him. Instead, it taught him that challenges were real but surmountable with hard work, clear vision, and the help of others. It developed in him a steel spine and a cushion of empathy. “As I look back on those days in Dixon,” he would write many years later, “I think my life was as sweet and idyllic as it could be, as close as I could imagine for a young boy to the world created by Mark Twain in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.”

Reagan’s early years were, if anything, several shades darker than that of the good-hearted mischief-maker Tom. But the simple fact that he could recall his childhood so warmly and pronounce it such a triumph—that was an early victory right there.






CHAPTER 2 INSPIRED FOR LIFE



As his first political hero, Reagan chose the father of the New Deal, whose big-government solutions he would later seek to dismantle. But Reagan would never lose his love for Franklin Roosevelt, and Roosevelt’s core values would never abandon him.

LESSON LEARNED: POLITICS CAN CHANGE. CHARACTER IS FOREVER.



Ronald Reagan cast his first vote for president on November 8, 1932, nine months and two days after his twenty-first birthday. On that bright fall morning, he helped the Democratic challenger, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, trounce Herbert Hoover, the incumbent Republican. America, which was having all kinds of troubles, got a bold new direction that day.

Reagan was five months out of Eureka College, a small Christian school affiliated with the Disciples of Christ, where he lettered in football, track, and swimming, acted in student plays, pledged the Tau Kappa Epsilon fraternity, joined the debate club, worked as a reporter on the school newspaper, helped edit the yearbook, served as president of the student council, and earned a bachelor’s degree in economics and sociology. No, you couldn’t call him shy or awkward anymore. And he did all that while also holding down part-time jobs as a lifeguard, assistant swim coach, and girl’s-dorm dishwasher to help pay his tuition and send a few bucks home to his struggling parents in Dixon, ninety miles north. Despite all that, or maybe because of his exuberance for college life, he was still a C student. He still went by “Dutch,” his childhood nickname. But whatever personal reticence he had in high school, he’d clearly shaken off by then.

He might have been best known on campus for making a stirring speech on behalf of his fellow students who were striking to restore classes the administration had cut because of financial strains from the Great Depression. After the strike, the college president resigned.

“Everything that has been good in my life began here,” he would declare at the Eureka College commencement exactly fifty years after his own graduation. A gracious exaggeration, perhaps, but a lot of good things had happened to him by then, including being elected president. Still, Reagan could hardly have chosen a worse time to come out of college and try to launch a career.

The nation was three years into the Depression. One in four American adults had no work, more than 15 million people. Breadlines and soup kitchens were a daily necessity. Things were especially bleak in places like rural Illinois, where every farm failure meant another family had just lost its land and the stores in town had just lost another customer or supplier. Hardworking, well-rooted people were suddenly packing their cars—or, in more dire cases, hopping the rails—and heading off to Chicago, Cleveland, California, or someplace else they figured they might as well try their luck.

Dutch had a terrible time finding steady work, even with his shiny new college degree. He was living back at home in Dixon, going off on interviews and picking up odd jobs. Since it was summer, he signed up for lifeguarding again (for the seventh and, he hoped, final time). And he joined his mom and dad as a volunteer on the Roosevelt-for-president campaign, ringing doorbells and dropping palm cards on porches when the people weren’t home. Unlike most people in Dixon, both his parents were reliable Democrats, though his father was far more outspoken about politics than his mother was. She was too busy working. But all the Reagans were firmly in the camp of the energetic challenger over the worn-out incumbent, whose answer for the tough times of the Depression seemed to be “More of the same.” Herbert Hoover certainly gave Jack Reagan plenty to grouse about, with or without a beer in his hand. It wasn’t like the Reagans ever had a big cushion in their lives, even in good times. And these certainly weren’t those.

By fall, Dutch had finally landed a job, though it didn’t sound like much of a prize: a temporary position as a sports broadcaster and general announcer at WOC, a tiny radio station just across the Iowa line in Davenport. There was nothing glamorous about the station whose call letters stood for World of Chiropractic. Ten dollars a game plus bus fare. That sounded fine: no more hitchhiking or borrowing the family’s Oldsmobile. He took a small room at the Kimball House Hotel on East Fourth Street and hoped for the best. He did love sports. Everyone agreed he could talk. Hadn’t he proven that on the college debate team and the student council? And as he made his first steps into adulthood, he was still very much his mother’s son. Working hard. Always making himself available. Eager to leave a good impression. By this point he’d also absorbed a dose of his father’s charm—thankfully, without Jack Reagan’s self-destructive habits. And when Election Day arrived that year, right in the middle of football season, the ballot he cast for Roosevelt was far more than a fleeting choice. In FDR, Dutch Reagan found his first political hero (just as I would find mine, decades later, in Ronald Reagan): a leader who seemed to care deeply about the plight of ordinary people, even though he’d come from a wealthy family. A politician who understood that many Americans needed a hand, as the Reagans certainly did. A national figure who got a young Ronald Reagan thinking about something he had never considered before.

“All across the nation, millions of new voters looked at this President who was filled with confidence in the future, faith in the people, and the joy of the democratic rough-and-tumble, and they said to themselves maybe someday they, too, would like to serve the Nation in public life,” Reagan would recall at the National Archives many years later at an event honoring the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. That feeling was still fresh in his mind. “I was one of those millions,” he said.

He didn’t do anything about it right away. Not for a long while. But that first vote sealed Ronald Reagan’s lifelong admiration for the big-government Democrat who would soon become known as the father of Social Security, the federal minimum wage, union expansion, tightened banking regulation, massive public works projects, and a wide array of family-benefit programs that, taken all together, would come to be known as the New Deal.

Did I say lifelong? Yes, lifelong. That’s what so interesting. Reagan’s political outlook would shift dramatically in the decades to come as he migrated from big-government, social-welfare Democrat to small-government, fiscally conservative Republican. But he would never for a minute try to hide the esteem—awe, even—that he felt for Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Forget about party labels! That would stick with Reagan forever. Even in the Oval Office, he would sometimes recite lines from Roosevelt’s speeches that he had committed to memory, leaving Republican staffers and White House aides shaking their heads. But they could all see how influential Roosevelt had been to him and continued to be.

To many Republicans, myself included, Reagan would come to exemplify the core values and instincts of the Republican Party—what those values and instincts ought to be—and exemplify them better than anyone else was able to. Yet it was clear to those who knew Reagan best that he saw FDR as a personal role model long after their politics had diverged.

The renowned historian David McCullough said that of all the presidents he had interviewed, Republicans and Democrats, none had spoken with more enthusiasm for Roosevelt than Reagan had. When McCullough asked why, Reagan told him: “He never lost faith in this country for one minute,” something that would often be said of Reagan over the years.

So, what could explain this unshakable bond? How could a small-government Republican like Reagan keep admiring a bureaucracy-bloating Democrat like Roosevelt, even as Reagan moved sharply to the right and dedicated himself to dismantling parts of the welfare state that Roosevelt had worked so hard to build?

Well, Roosevelt’s faith in ordinary people clearly had something to do with it, as Reagan explained in his National Archives speech. But it was more than that. For Reagan, Roosevelt was personal, and it went back to the younger man’s early adulthood. In Roosevelt, the budding radio announcer and future president saw something he hoped to emulate and would spend a lifetime pursuing. Something worth believing in. Something worth learning from. Character, it was called, and for Reagan it was larger than politics.

There is no doubt in my mind that Reagan would be appalled today by the lack of character on both sides of the aisle. From Eric Holder to Adam Schiff, from George Santos to Jared Kushner, the greed, dishonesty, naked ambition, and lack of truth from today’s public officials would anger Reagan. Donald Trump is used by all of these folks as either an inspiration or an excuse for a lack of character. But Reagan would quickly reject that pervasive tendency for what it is: using the awful character of another leader to justify moral failings of their own. Reagan inspired more. Reagan demanded more. And because of it, he led a nation to greatness.



Franklin Roosevelt lived what he believed in. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” FDR told the nation in his 1933 inaugural address, as young Dutch was earning peanuts at WOC, covering basketball games in the 4,000-seat Davenport Central High gymnasium (“Go, Blue Devils!”). Roosevelt promised prompt, vigorous action and pleaded with Americans not to lose faith in themselves. All this struck a deep chord with Reagan. As he would put it later: “It was that ebullience, that infectious optimism, that made one young sportscaster think that maybe he should be more active as a citizen.”

Among the people FDR’s reforms directly benefited was Jack Reagan. As one of the few Democrats in his small corner of Illinois, Jack was rewarded for his activism by being named a local director of the Works Progress Administration, a key New Deal agency that ended up hiring 8.5 million people nationwide to build parks, roads, bridges, schools, libraries, armories, stadiums, swimming pools, and other public buildings and infrastructure: the Griffin Observatory in Los Angeles, the Hoover Dam in Nevada, Dealey Plaza in Dallas, the Atlantic City Reservoir in New Jersey, all the way down to the Canoe House at the University of Iowa. Big government doing big things, and the results were immediately visible. Two other New Deal programs, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration and the Farm Security Administration, eased rural poverty and saved countless family farms in places like northwestern Illinois. That in turn helped struggling Midwestern cities like Dixon, Davenport, and even tiny Tampico. No one had to explain to Ronald Reagan what Roosevelt’s New Deal accomplished. He could see it with his own eyes, though in later years Reagan would often remind people that Roosevelt never expected the New Deal relief programs to be permanent. They would last only as long as they were needed, then shut down.

Well… that part didn’t quite work out as planned.

When President Roosevelt swung through historically Republican Des Moines in 1936, Dutch got to witness the magic in person. He’d never seen anything like it before. “What a wave of affection and pride swept through that crowd as he passed by in an open car—a familiar smile on his lips, jaunty and confident, drawing from us a reservoir of confidence and enthusiasm some of us had forgotten we had in those days, those hard years. He really did convince us that the only thing we had to fear was… fear itself.”

Over the years, Reagan would find many other things to admire about his political hero, even beyond Roosevelt’s optimism and the impact of the New Deal. Some of it was stylistic. Some of it was much deeper than that. There was a lot in Roosevelt that Reagan would—you can’t exactly call it copy, but things Reagan would learn from Roosevelt and eventually make his own.

Like Roosevelt’s so-called fireside chats.

FDR had learned this trick when he was governor of New York. He was being pounded by Republicans in the legislature and by the Albany reporters who covered him. Instead of fighting with them to get his message out, he decided to go over their heads and speak directly to the people. His chosen method: live broadcasts on the Capital District’s powerhouse WGY radio. As soon as he got to the White House, Roosevelt used the same technique on a national scale.

March 12, 1933. Eight days after his inauguration. Six days after shutting down the entire American banking system. He went on the radio with his first presidential fireside chat, telling the coast-to-coast Sunday night audience of more than 60 million people (just about half the entire country) “what has been done in the last few days, why it was done, and what the next steps are going to be.” That’s how he spoke. Plainly and directly. And the nation—long before a partisan media would split the audience into fractions—tuned in to hear the president announce that a new program of federal deposit insurance would now allow the banks to open again.

Roosevelt wasn’t actually in front of a fire. He sat at a desk with a microphone. But that didn’t matter. No one could see him anyway. This was radio. What mattered, as Reagan well knew, was how you connected with the listeners and how you made them feel. Roosevelt was talking directly to the people, and they could tell he was speaking to them. Who needed a media middleman? Not a president with his own microphone. As a budding broadcaster himself, Reagan could recognize the power of that. Speak to the people. Good news or bad news, they’d rather hear it from you. That’s how leaders build credibility. It was a lesson Reagan would never forget, right up through the frequent television addresses of his own presidency.

“To this day,” Reagan marveled in An American Life, “no program in the history of radio has ever equaled the audience he had in his fireside chats.” Because of Roosevelt’s faith, Reagan added, “Our faith in our own capacity to overcome any crisis and any challenge was reborn.”

That faith was not a religious faith. Not explicitly. It harkened back to the earliest days of America and what the nation stood for. “In this sense, FDR renewed the charter of the founders of our nation,” Reagan said. “The founders had created a government of ‘We the people.’ Through a depression and a great war, crises that could well have led us in another direction, F.D.R. strengthened that charter. When others doubt, he said that we would find our salvation in our own hands—not in some elite but in ourselves. We’d find it where we’d always found it: in the towns, on the farms, in the stores and factories across America.”
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