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Thirty years after the Reykjavík summit, has the world learned the most fundamental lesson we sought to convey at this summit of the world’s two superpowers?


Today’s relationship between Russia and America is strained. The question of trust is back at the heart or our relationship: Can we trust each other again? The international context has changed. It’s become worse on many levels, with tensions and dramatic crises. On top of it all, nine countries now have nuclear weapons, four of them situated in deeply unstable regions: North Korea, Pakistan, India, Israel.


Guillaume Serina’s book seeks to build a bridge between yesterday and today. The detailed account of my meetings with President Ronald Reagan in Geneva and in Reykjavík, pieced together from interviews with some of the key participants and observers, puts in perspective what we tried to accomplish in Iceland: ridding the world of all nuclear weapons. Our meeting ended without an agreement on total elimination. But I am convinced, after the passage of three decades, that we did succeed in building a new model of negotiating the nature of our most deadly nuclear arsenals. The treaties and agreements that followed drastically reduced their numbers.


I suggested to President Reagan that he meet with us in Reykjavík in 1986 because I was very worried about the world’s situation, and especially the state of relations between the two superpowers. A year earlier, we had met in Geneva. After difficult discussions, we adopted a joint statement which contained two central points. First, a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought. The second point, however, is equally important: the United States and the Soviet Union must not seek military superiority over the other.


My opinion from the beginning was that since the leaders of the two great powers agreed on these points, negotiations had to be conducted with the goal of moving immediately in this direction. We had to achieve, as soon as possible, radical cuts of nuclear weapons in all categories. But even after Geneva, the negotiations were not going well. Indeed, they were at a standstill.


Moreover, relations between our two countries were generally tense. They were routinely and dangerously being put to the test. In the spring of 1986, American warships entered our territorial waters in the Black Sea. We were forced to push them back. It was essential to break this negative cycle.


Our proposals were clear and concrete: cut in half the entire triad of strategic nuclear weapons; eliminate intermediate-range missiles in Europe; halt nuclear testing; agree on the demilitarization of space.


There were influential people in the Reagan administration who opposed the meeting. But the president accepted, making an important political choice. The discussions in Geneva between the two of us, which were attended by our foreign ministers, then broadened to include our experts, were concrete and productive.


We agreed on the main issues. Not only did we set a goal of a 50 percent cut in our nuclear arsenals in five years, but we agreed on the ultimate goal—a world without nuclear weapons. President Reagan said, “I am ready for that.” I was also ready to sign such an agreement in principle right there in Reykjavík.


Sadly, this did not happen. The obstacle was the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), a project dear to Reagan. He insisted we give a green light to weapons tests in space. I could not agree. To agree on the elimination of weapons on Earth while at the same time opening an arms race in space was not acceptable to me.


That’s how we parted. An agreement that could have been historic—a 50 percent reduction of the entire triad of nuclear weapons—had still not been signed. But at the press conference following our Reykjavík meeting, after thinking very seriously about the position we had reached during the negotiations, I told the hundreds of journalists who gathered there with high expectations: “It is not a failure, but a breakthrough. We looked beyond the horizon, to consider a world without nuclear weapons.”


Subsequent events confirmed my judgment. The momentum of Reykjavík enabled us to sign, one year later, a treaty on the elimination of short and medium-range missiles. Let me insist on one key point that is generally underestimated: the ceilings and other elements agreed upon in Reykjavík began to take effect even before the formal treaties were signed. The total number of nuclear weapons stopped rising and major reductions were achieved in the three decades that have followed.


In 1991, President George H. W. Bush and I signed the first START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty). We also agreed to eliminate the majority of our tactical nuclear weapons. The implementation of the Reykjavík program was under way. It was a time of great accomplishments!


The most important element was that the agreements included an effective verification system. We said that we were prepared to accept stricter verification measures, but on a mutual basis. And these measures have brought stability and confidence for decades.


At the time we also set a pace of reduction that, if it had continued, could have led us far beyond where we are today toward a world free of nuclear weapons. Of course, we have had great successes. The Cold War was relegated to the past. The danger of a global nuclear conflict is no longer imminent. Thousands of nuclear weapons have been destroyed.


But a lot of very troubling elements remain. Nuclear arsenals are still very large and dangerous. Hundreds of nuclear weapons continue to be deployed in Europe. The treaty to end nuclear tests is not being enforced. New nations possessing the bomb have emerged, and there is a continuing threat of nuclear proliferation. New arms races have been launched before our eyes, and the threat of the militarization of space has returned to haunt us. The promise not to seek military superiority has been forgotten. One nation alone—the United States—accounts for almost half of the world’s military spending.


If the situation continues, the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons will not be attainable. And one day, this weapon will explode.


What can we do to prevent this? We must demilitarize—demilitarize international relations, demilitarize political thinking. We need real progress that will prove to the world that the nuclear powers are complying with Article V of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons: eliminating nuclear weapons. Nations’ military budgets should be cut to a level only necessary to defend themselves. All countries should give up trying to gain military superiority. That’s how I see things.


Some will say it’s not realistic, it’s utopian. But I must say that thirty years ago, many thought it was impossible to stop superpower confrontations, stop the arms race, and begin to eliminate entire stocks of weapons of war. Yet the leaders of two nuclear powers had the political will to act and the process began, despite all obstacles. What we need today is precisely this: political will. We need another level of leadership, collective leadership, of course. I want to be remembered as an optimist. Let us assimilate the lessons of the twentieth century in order to rid the world of this legacy in the twenty-first—the legacy of militarism, violence against peoples and nature, and weapons of mass destruction of all types.


This was the ultimate goal of Reykjavík which, as you will see in these pages, we came so very close to attaining.
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Look out for the rattlesnakes.” There are many warning signs. Fortunately, so far, only the six-foot tall Saguaro cactuses seem threatening. The midday sun is baking the dusty soil. At 109 degrees, it’s not healthy to stay outside for very long. Only the distant mountains relieve the flat landscape that otherwise stretches to the horizon. The desert of southern Arizona, a few miles from the Mexican border, is most decidedly inhospitable. At ground level, all that’s apparent in the foreground is an odd metallic structure with a large lid—a 700-ton armored hatch. And, 200 feet beyond, a lone staircase rushes into the entrails of what looks like the surface of the moon.


Suddenly, as we begin our descent of these stairs, it’s cold. And dark. The metal staircase resounds under our footsteps. The cage is gray. Warm lights, fixed to the wall, guide the way. At the bottom, fifty-eight steps, at least five stories down, there appears a succession of three armored doors, each secured with a magnetic locking system. But curiously, there is no real sense of claustrophobia. We are ninety feet beneath the desert, in the underground quarters of members of the US Air Force. At the end of the corridor sleeps a monster. A Titan II, to be precise, nestles in its silo—a nuclear missile, the biggest, most powerful, most destructive weapon ever created by man.


The beast is standing in a concrete cylinder eight feet thick and more than one hundred twenty feet deep. Its silo is maintained at a constant 60 degrees Fahrenheit, the optimal temperature for its particularly hazardous fuel mixture. The gray body looks like it has been plucked from another era: a smooth metal skin, bolts springing from its side, bristling with an array of pipes funneling in the fuel along its side, the huge vertical inscription “US Air Force.” At the top of the rocket is a black cone, the nuclear warhead. Or rather the housing that once contained a warhead. This Titan II is disarmed.


The Titan II was in service from 1963 to 1986, deployed at three sites in Arkansas, Kansas, and Arizona. This particular example was installed in 1982 and is now classified as an “object”—the stilled heart of an underground base, which has become a museum. It is the only place in the United States that visitors today can penetrate to the heart of the American nuclear defense system of the Cold War era.


American nuclear missile bases are still organized, as they have been since they were first opened, into three large underground units: the rocket silo, the control room, and the living quarters (rudimentary bedrooms and a kitchen), all surrounding a staircase and elevator to the surface. These underground facilities are linked by a corridor lined with scores of pipes carrying air and water. The walls are painted the cold green of a surgeon’s scrubs. The entire underground structure is built on enormous springs designed to attenuate the vibrations during the missile’s launch—or accidental explosion.


In the control room, a central desk faces twelve metal computer racks. Everywhere, bright buttons are lit. The two service officers at the console have joint responsibility for the nuclear launch. The procedure is simple. The order is given by the commander in chief of the American armed forces, the president of the United States. The encrypted command is received at the base chosen to launch the nuclear missile. But the transmitted code is only part of the chain. It must be completed by instructions in a large red folder containing a six-digit code.


There remains one more decisive step before the launch. The two teammates at the missile base must each open a mini safe: one red, the other black. Each has only the combination of his or her own safe. Inside is a key. The senior of the two officers goes to one of the main computers and enters the six-digit code. At this point, the arm that holds the missile in the silo is lifted. The officer returns to the launch console and inserts his key. His assistant is on his left, six feet away, at an identical desk. Once the two keys are inserted, the countdown begins to resonate from the speakers. At zero, the two missileers turn their keys to the right.


The engines of the missile ignite. Their firepower is so intense that nine thousand gallons of water immediately rush into the tank to prevent the rocket from damaging itself. The propulsive force is equivalent to two Boeing 747s simultaneously taking off at full power. The Titan II begins to rise from its bed, the last remaining holding arms dropping away. Fifty-eight seconds after its code is entered, it is launched into the air. After five minutes of flight, at forty-five miles of altitude, it has exhausted its propellant. The missile then flies on, solely on launch momentum and its enormous kinetic energy.


Three targets are preprogrammed into its computers before launch. The actual destination code entered identifies only a single target. Even today, Cold War missile targets are classified top secret. But without too much difficulty, one can imagine that Moscow and perhaps a large Russian military base are still among those targets. Crossing the North Pole, it takes another twenty-five minutes for the Titan II to crash into Russia.


Missileers are the military personnel who have the ultimate responsibility for operating these infamous keys. They form a kind of fraternity within the US Air Force—men and women under enormous and unrelenting pressure. The potential destruction of an entire city and the death of thousands of people rests on them. What if they did not obey orders from above? In the 1983 film Wargames, the older of the duo, on receiving the order to launch, hesitates, then halts, a few seconds before the fateful zero of the countdown. His young assistant does not hesitate to kill him with a single bullet. It was only a training exercise.


What great pressure, being one of the two individuals to decide, at a single stroke, the elimination of hundreds of thousands of fellow members of the human race on the other side of the globe. Innocents. Victims of a purely political conflict, decided by two leaders hooked on their power. Could the Wargames scenario actually happen? Throughout the silo there are inscriptions on the walls proclaiming: “No lone zone. Two man policy mandatory.” Impossible to be alone. In the event of an accident, the partner can help. Each shares domestic tasks, too. But they are colleagues, they are not really friends. Because they watch each other to prevent any stroke of madness or disobedience.


John Krumm was a missileer between 1980 and 1985, based at Grand Forks, North Dakota. “Most of us lived on the base, less than a mile from the elevator, where we used to go every morning,” he says. “The first thing we did was to recite a series of different codes in phones to get into the silo. ‘Good morning, Captain Krumm. I come to take over. X Ray Delta.’ Then, a reply was heard. ‘You are authenticated, you can enter.’”


For Captain Krumm and his fellow officers, under great pressure, often bone tired, thirty feet underground, theirs was a form of patriotic commitment. “My father fought in the North Atlantic during the Second World War,” he says. “As for us, our mission was: ‘Mutually Assured Destruction’—guarantors of the US nuclear deterrent. I saw officers crack because of the pressure of this profession.”


His colleague John Gazelius continues, “People [missileers] are not greeted with enthusiasm when they return home. It’s a very methodical job, where we have to sit and wait until something terrible happens. Nothing, apparently, very spectacular. Just the interminable wait, in a bunker underground, a few feet from a nuclear bomb. Not the work of Mr. Everyone, that’s for sure.”


The training of these officers is not taken lightly. Everything is done to test their will to assimilate their duties and perform their tasks that are so particular. They are shown a deeply disturbing film about the aftermath of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The interview also includes an extensive psychological test. John Krumm still remembers the examiner’s questions:


“Have you ever thought about suicide and how would you get rid of yourself?” his interrogator asks.


“I never thought of suicide. I do not have an answer to your question.”


“Do not hide anything. You’ve thought about it, because everybody thinks about it at some point.”


“I must be abnormal, I never thought of it.”


“I cannot validate your test if you do not answer me.”


“I can’t help you.”


“You’ve just passed your psychological assessment.”


These missileers are the last links in the chain of command that starts with the president of the United States. Each must have a blank state of mind. “During all the time I served, I would have launched the missile. There is no doubt that I would have started a nuclear war,” Krumm says today. “I think I was lying to my consciousness, convincing myself that I was doing something moral. But in a way, I made a pact with the devil.”


American missiles are still in operation. The nuclear weapon did not disappear with the end of the Soviet Union. But today, US nuclear deterrence is based on three launch platforms: undetectable submarines; mobile and furtive bombers; and underground bases, not unlike the one that is now a museum in Arizona. This last leg of what is known as the “triad” is highly criticized as a source of enormous risk for neighboring populations in the event of an accident or terrorist attack. Their main weakness: All supposed enemies of the United States know their location.


But in the 1980s, in the middle of the Cold War, Ronald Reagan’s America counted on these silos. The Kremlin of Brezhnev, then Andropov, Chernenko, and finally Gorbachev had mastery over the massive conventional forces of the Red Army. Then, intermediate-range missiles SS-18 and SS-20 were installed in the Asian part of the USSR and just behind the Iron Curtain in Eastern Europe. In 1982, with the support of their NATO allies, the Americans countered by placing Pershing II missiles in West Germany. Today, the tension between the United States and Russia is such that nuclear missiles are on the verge of a launch into orbit.


The following chapters describe in previously undisclosed detail an episode little-known to the general public. An odd, frigid weekend in Iceland, in the middle of October more than thirty years ago. And a barely believable poker game between the leaders of the world’s two biggest nuclear powers on this icy, neutral terrain. The challenge: the total elimination of nuclear weapons. The characters: Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev. Two strong leaders, who played with the destiny of the world in a tiny house barely 160 miles from the Arctic Circle.
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In the Reagan White House
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One degree above zero, Fahrenheit: not the polar-like temperature of Moscow on January 21, 1985, but rather Washington, DC, on the northern fringe of the American south, a few steps from the Atlantic Ocean. In the summer, the American capital is hot and humid. But in winter, it is equally pitiless. By noontime, the wind has subsided after a midwinter blizzard.


The old man who steps forward is dressed in a dark blue suit, a white shirt and a navy-blue tie, with red and white stripes. Ronald Wilson Reagan, who will celebrate his seventy-fourth birthday in two weeks, becomes the oldest president of the United States as he takes the oath of office to begin his second term. And on this day he looks every inch his age. At his side, his second wife, Nancy, is wearing an electric blue suit.


Reelected in November 1984, he triumphed over his Democratic opponent, Walter Mondale, in what can only be called a landslide—carrying forty-nine of the fifty states. Minnesota, Mondale’s home, was the only state to escape the Reagan juggernaut. Of 54.4 million votes cast, just 37.5 million were for Mondale, a loss of 58.8 percent to 40.6 percent. A humiliation.


The results of his first term of office had convinced Americans that Ronald Reagan should be awarded a second term. He’d managed to bring inflation back to an acceptable single-digit level, compared with 13 percent when he took office. Unemployment had also fallen between 1981 and 1985. But the price of this success was an enormous tax cut which benefited the richest and caused the national debt to balloon to $1 trillion, with accumulating annual deficits reaching $100 billion.


Reagan had officially taken the oath the day before, on January 20, as mandated by the Constitution. The brief, televised ceremony took place in the grand foyer of the White House. This day falling on a Sunday, the public inauguration ceremony was scheduled for Monday. At least a 140 thousand tickets have been distributed for the event. Ronald Reagan enjoys an incredible reserve of support from the American people. Many moderate Democrats voted for the Republican president. But the organizers preferred, just twelve hours before the investiture, to cancel the outdoor festivities, though thousands have assembled anyway on the National Mall, braving the bone-chilling cold. Instead, it has been moved to the Capitol, under the cupola, where the fresco of the Italian artist Constantino Brumidi, The Apotheosis of Washington, watches over him, that Reagan takes his place before Warren E. Burger, chief justice of the Supreme Court. Reagan lays his left hand on the Bible, raises his right hand, and declares: “I, Ronald Wilson Reagan, solemnly swear that I will faithfully carry out the office of president of the United States and that to the best of my ability I shall preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.” The president then turns to deliver his second inaugural address.


Commentators expect few real surprises. A president has officially arrived yet again in office, but this is a second term. The same team around Reagan, more or less, will be reappointed. No change, either, from a political perspective. Have not the American people re-elected a team? As the saying goes, “you don’t change a winning team.”


Well-filled Days


Reagan, ignoring his age, plays the role and the reality of the presidency to the hilt. His typical working day begins relatively early, with breakfast taken at 7:45 with his wife Nancy, in his private apartments in the White House. The president usually chooses cereals, fresh fruit, and decaffeinated coffee. Then, direct to the Oval Office, decorated in a sober style. A wide cream-colored carpet warms the room, setting off the great seal of the president embroidered into the center. First item: the president’s daily briefing on the security of the United States. In general, he is joined by the White House chief of staff and the national security adviser, the briefing on the state of the world, crises, and key issues by the director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) or one of his top aides, often joined by the secretary of defense and the secretary of state. Then, as now, the content is based on cables from American diplomats, reports from CIA agents and analysts, and foreign-based military personnel. For about twenty minutes, or more if necessary, Reagan receives a global synthesis from the world’s most elaborate intelligence system.


The president’s day then continues with in-house meetings and public events, speeches, travel around Washington, and planning for future trips across the nation and the world. When the president receives a foreign head of state, this daily routine is preempted by an official meeting with photographs in the Oval Office, usually followed by a joint press conference. If it is a state visit, the ultimate bilateral showcase, an elaborate banquet is set up in the gardens, or the East Room—the largest room of the White House—with a candlelit dinner where tuxedos and evening dresses are mandatory.


On a routine day, though, the president’s activities are planned minutely, tightly scheduled, minute-by-minute. Take for example, Tuesday, October 7, 1986. An internal White House document details the process: “Breakfast with selected Congressmen; appointment with J. Miller; signing ceremony for S. J. Res. 159; NSPG meeting; photo with candidates for governor; meeting with Yuri Orlov; briefing with human rights leaders; appointment with Senator Chic Hecht; dinner for the Republican Governors Association.”


While on the road, the president’s schedule is modified, but is not necessarily lighter. On Monday, September 29, 1986, for example, he travels to two Midwestern cities—Kansas City, Missouri, and Sioux Falls, South Dakota. But on that day, he also needs to devote time to the following subjects: tax reform; a meeting with Secretary of State George Shultz and president of Georgia Eduard Shevardnadze; and sanctions against South Africa’s apartheid regime.


To unwind, Ronald Reagan likes to play with Rex, his King Charles spaniel.


A Heterogeneous Team


At the beginning of his second term, Ronald Reagan has surrounded himself with is a small cadre of veterans of American politics and the Republican Party. His closest advisor is Donald Regan. A virtual namesake, absent two letters, blessed with a perfect understanding of the president’s psychology. Having advised Reagan since his days as governor of California from 1967 to 1975, Regan was appointed White House chief of staff in 1985. “I will now be in charge of the whole ball of wax,” he remarks. This former businessman has Reagan’s ear and confidence. Legend has it that he arrives every morning in the Oval Office with a fresh joke, to start the day in a good mood.


Regardless, he always confides that his principal role is to prepare the president for his meetings, just as a movie star is prepared for a day’s filming. It’s necessary that “the star has everything he needs to shine.” He sees his scheduling as a type of script in which the characters come and go, where the scenes are repeated and played, and where the plot unfolds one day after another.


Donald Regan, a key figure in the administration until his resignation in 1987, is a pure product of the American dream. Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he was the son of an Irish police officer. His fate changed when he received a scholarship to study at Harvard University. He majored in English, then entered Harvard Law School, but he never graduated. Instead he dropped out to join the Marines, rising to lieutenant colonel and serving in the Pacific during World War II. After the war, he joined Merrill Lynch in 1946, as a junior account executive, climbing the ranks until 1971, when he became chairman and CEO, before joining Governor Reagan in Sacramento. When Reagan was elected president, Regan was appointed secretary of the treasury, placed in charge of carrying out “Reaganism,” the economic policy that slashed taxes for the rich, hoping to create a surge in new jobs.


From his first arrival in Washington, Donald Regan faced a host of opponents. Coming from Wall Street, he was met with considerable skepticism by most of the professional political class and permanent bureaucracy that comprised the Washington elite. More surprising, and significant, when he arrived in the White House as chief of staff, he found himself rubbing first lady Nancy Reagan the wrong way as she sought to influence her husband’s schedule, traditionally controlled by the chief of staff. Under the influence of a San Francisco astrologer, Nancy Reagan sought to save the president from crucial appointments during days with bad omens. This unnerved Regan immensely.


National security advisor Robert McFarlane did not come from the same mold. He was a soldier, born in Texas. He entered the US Naval Academy in Annapolis at the age of eighteen—for him, the military was a vocation and a calling. After graduation, he joined the Marine Corps, serving two tours in Vietnam and was decorated with the Bronze Star. At the end of the war, he joined the White House Fellows program, becoming a young military adviser to Henry Kissinger, then national security advisor to President Nixon.


By 1980, McFarlane had joined Reagan’s campaign for president, largely responsible for his foreign policy platform. During his first term in office, Reagan named McFarlane counselor to Secretary of State Alexander Haig, then special envoy to the Middle East, responsible for Israeli-Palestinian issues, against the background of the civil war in Lebanon, where he successfully pressed for the United States to become involved. Three years later, McFarlane was appointed national security advisor.


At the Pentagon, Caspar Weinberger is Ronald Reagan’s secretary of defense. Born in San Francisco, a Republican to the core, Weinberger served during the Second World War on the Pacific front.


At the start of Reagan’s first term, American diplomacy was headed by Secretary of State Alexander Haig. With the background and discipline of an army general, Haig also knew intimately the inner workings of the White House, having served as chief of staff for presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, before being sent to NATO as supreme commander of Allied Forces in Europe. Throughout, Haig was deeply involved with developing America’s relations with its most important allies, particularly the United Kingdom, France, and West Germany. But Haig clashed frequently with several of Reagan’s leading advisors, particularly Weinberger and McFarlane. By the summer of 1982, he was gone.


A replacement was needed immediately. Reagan turned to a one-time secretary of the treasury who had served under President Richard Nixon. An economist, George Pratt Shultz was scarcely familiar with America’s global network of diplomats. His career had begun as a professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and at the University of Chicago before Nixon brought him to Washington. When Reagan turned to him as his chief diplomat, Shultz was immediately plunged into the chaos of Lebanon, the toxic nuances of the Cold War, and a host of instabilities in Latin America.


Ronald Reagan, a Star of Politics


This palace guard of a cabinet does its best to influence the decisions of the president on a daily basis. Reagan has common sense, but he does not necessarily have the details of every issue at his fingertips. During his eight years in office, he manages his team deftly, but gently. Reagan does not appreciate conflicts between people and tries to avoid them at all costs—sometimes to his own detriment.


Born into a modest family in Illinois on February 6, 1911, Ronald Reagan is one of those historical figures who seized opportunities throughout his life. “Forcing fate,” could be his motto. On his desk at the White House is a wooden plaque engraved with an inscription. It faces his guests with a silent pledge: “It can be done.”


In rural Tampico, Illinois, the son of Nelle and John Reagan had a childhood without apparent difficulty. He liked to swim in the nearby river with his brother Neil, who was two years older. The Reagan family moved often. John was a sales representative for a shoe manufacturer and Nelle cared for the children, while doing the sewing. At the time, housing in rural areas had no running water or toilets, so the family lived in conditions similar to the modest origins of its ancestors. On the paternal side, the Reagans fled the potato famine in Ireland in the nineteenth century. The maternal branch, the Wilsons, were a mixture of Scottish and English. Nelle was the youngest daughter of seven children. The value of work well-done and the Christian faith were a deep, daily center of their lives.


Ronald applied himself as a student. At age eleven, he saw his first play and was thrilled, promptly discovering a taste and talent for the theater. At Dixon High School, a hundred miles west of Chicago, he earned high marks. In high school, he was president of the theater club and captain of the football team. An athletic teen, he loved sports, and he also joined the rescue brigade on the Rock River, a tributary of the Mississippi. At eighteen, Ronald Wilson Reagan left the family nest to enroll in Eureka College in Eureka, Illinois. At the time, only 7 percent of young Americans pursued higher education. His majors were sociology and economics, but he spent most of his time at the theater, on the football field, in the swimming pool, and on the running track.


So it was hardly surprising that his first job as a radio commentator for baseball and football combined his skills and interests. It was 1932 and the United States was in in the depths of the Great Depression. After failing to find work at a radio station in Chicago, he got his first job in nearby Davenport, Iowa. He moved up quickly to the state capital, Des Moines. At the age of twenty-three, Reagan began to make a name for himself in the Midwest through radio.


During a trip to California with the Chicago Cubs baseball team, Reagan decided to stay in Los Angeles. He had already accompanied the team twice in Catalina Island in California during their winter retreat. In 1937, he took advantage of his third stay to visit the prestigious Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. His friend Joy Rodgers, who had worked beside him for the radio station WHO and was now a singer, introduced him to a Hollywood agent. On Joy’s advice, Ronald did not wear his glasses, so he couldn’t see very much. But his stature and his élan were enough to convince the agent to take Reagan on. Reagan’s agent landed him a screen test for him at Warner Brothers, which was followed by a seven-year contract at $200 a week—a respectable $3,500 in today’s currency.


An Honest Hollywood Career


Reagan’s Hollywood career lasted two decades. When it was interrupted by World War II, he shot training films for the Air Force. Apart from that, he bounced between westerns, war movies, and romantic comedies. It was a steady and honest career, largely in B movies. Between 1937 and 1964, Reagan appeared in sixty-nine films and twenty-two television soap operas—great experience in front of the camera, which would serve him well during his political career. Still, Reagan never landed a single starring role that could have made him a true celebrity of the screen.


Alongside his acting career, Reagan became involved with politics. Post-war America had become virulently anti-Communist, though the enclave of Hollywood had a reputation for being socially liberal and politically left wing. Between 1953 and 1962, Reagan became the official presenter of a television series sponsored by General Electric. At the beginning of each of the over two hundred episodes, which consisted of twenty-tree minute vignettes, Reagan appeared on the small screen to introduce the program that would follow, along with advertisements for his employer.


Although Reagan was a “representative” of a major brand, he was also twice elected president of Hollywood’s powerful actors’ union, the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), serving from 1947 to 1952 and again from 1959 to 1960. But it was earlier, in the 1940s that Reagan took a fateful first step, becoming an informer for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), along with his first wife, the actress Jane Wyman. Under the code name of T-10, he denounced a host of actors he believed to be Communists. In October 1947, he testified before the House Un-American Activities Committee.


Governor of California


By 1964, Reagan’s acting career was coming to an end, and he embarked on a political career. He was already involved in Republican activism. Unsurprisingly, he began at the top with a campaign for governor of California. Victory in the Republican primary led to the general election on November 8, 1966, against the outgoing governor, Democrat Pat Brown, father of future governor Jerry Brown. The result was a million-vote tidal wave victory, thanks to the exceptional mobilization of Californian conservative voters. During his first term, Governor Reagan took a hard line against the antiwar demonstrations against the Vietnam War that were sweeping state campuses. He also assembled opposition within the Republican Party to Richard Nixon, former vice president of Dwight Eisenhower, in his campaign for president. But without success. Nixon was elected to his first term as president in 1968.


Reagan easily won reelection to four more years as governor on November 3, 1970. But quietly, behind the scenes, he began preparing a campaign of quite another magnitude.


Candidate for the White House . . . First Time


Most Americans started to discover Ronald Reagan when he began unveiling his campaign for the presidency in 1975 and 1976. At this moment in American political history, the presidency was particularly weak. The Watergate scandal had seen to that. Richard Nixon resigned in August 1974, and the United States moved from the “imperial presidency” to a more powerful Congress and a hesitant executive. Gerald Ford, Nixon’s vice president, came to power after his predecessor’s resignation. The former Michigan congressman embodied a moderate Republicanism, which found little real place in post-Vietnam America. But the Democratic Party was also divided and did not seem to offer any serious alternative.


The principal opposition to Gerald Ford in his campaign for reelection in his own right came from within the Republican Party, in the person of Ronald Reagan. The former governor of California succeeded in a parade of Republican primary contests, and the Republican National Convention, held in Kansas City from August 16 to 19, was an “open convention,” with delegates, all uncommitted, free to decide between the two men. In the sports arena that housed this steaming convention, Ford snatched the nomination with a margin of just 117 votes out of more than 2,100 delegates.


But on this evening of August 19, the star turned out to be the loser. At the insistence of the crowd, President Ford signaled to Reagan, watching from the stands, to come down on stage to speak. The former actor rose, but signaled the cheering delegates to sit down. Still, they continued to shout, “Speech, speech!” Reagan, who’d just lost the nomination, arrived on stage, accompanied by his second wife, Nancy, “without having any idea what he was going to say,” she would later confide.


What followed marked the actual launch of his national political career. Improvising a speech broadcast live on national television in prime time, Reagan laid the groundwork for his success four years later. “I had an assignment the other day,” he began. “Someone asked me to write a letter for a time capsule that is going to be opened in Los Angeles a hundred years from now, on our Tricentennial . . . We live in a world in which the great powers have poised and aimed at each other horrible missiles of destruction, nuclear weapons that can in a matter of minutes arrive at each other’s country and destroy, virtually, the civilized world we live in. And suddenly it dawned on me, those who would read this letter a hundred years from now will know whether those missiles were fired. They will know whether we met our challenge. Whether they have the freedoms that we have known up until now will depend on what we do here.”


This dream of eliminating nuclear weapons, pronounced candidly and improvised that night, would become Ronald Reagan’s highest priority during his presidency.


In November 1976, Gerald Ford was defeated by Democrat Jimmy Carter.


What Vision of the World?


“America is back.” Reagan’s slogan for his 1980 campaign meant at once everything and nothing. But it must be understood in the context of his opponent, the Democratic incumbent, Jimmy Carter. Perceived as a nonleader, an executive holding an office substantially weakened in the wake of the Watergate scandal that drove Nixon from power, Carter had established a new vision of international relations revolving around human rights. In this context, he brought Israel and Egypt together in the Camp David Accords. But the seizure of American hostages by students backing the newly installed ruling mullahs in Tehran, Iran, demonstrated the limits of a pedagogical, but not very charismatic or authoritative, president.


Ronald Reagan was elected easily, bringing to the office his attitude of champion. He flexed his anti-Communist muscles, establishing a leadership role for the United States in what had become a “frozen” cold war; his opponent, an aging, ill, and deeply conservative Leonid Brezhnev, was helpless at the end of his reign. Still, American foreign policy revolved around the Soviet Union. And the new president, from the moment he was installed in power, began seeking his own path. “Reagan was convinced that U.S. presidents refrained from openly criticizing the Soviet Union hoping to cooperate with it,” wrote Jack Matlock, one of his advisors on the National Security Council. “Would it not have been better,” Reagan wondered, “if Franklin Roosevelt had been more candid about the nature of the alliance with the Soviet Union?” And Reagan was prepared to criticize Stalinism more harshly.


A Charming President, but After?


Was Reagan the public man different from Reagan the private man? Nearly fifteen years after his death, a certain enigma remains around the president. Did the former actor have the intellectual level that the office requires? How did he make up for his lack of education or training for this position as a world leader? Was he a hard worker, or the dilettante joker as he has sometimes been described? It seems he was all of this at once.


“As president, Reagan was almost always as pleasant as possible,” wrote Sarah McClendon, long-serving White House correspondent and who covered eleven presidents. “Everyone loved him. You could not do otherwise. I knew a lot of congressmen who would come to the White House. ‘I will tell him what I think,’ and then finally said nothing. They sat, listened to his jokes and allowed themselves to be neutralized. Many journalists were taken in, in the same way.”


John Poindexter, the national security advisor from 1985, delivers an enlightening view of Reagan, the man: “There is one aspect that people do not realize about Reagan. They see him as an extrovert. But in reality, he was introverted. Inside the Oval Office, with only two or three people around him, the president was very calm, thoughtful, self-assured. But when he got out of the office, it was as if he were coming on stage. He became an extrovert. He was not pretending. He just put on his little makeup. This is what made him a great communicator.” Poindexter also remembers the presidential weekends spent at Reagan’s California ranch near Santa Barbara. “The White House team stayed in town and only went to the ranch in an emergency. He remained there to cut wood with his old friends, to ride a horse. An introverted nature. That was the real man behind the scenes. And I am convinced that his having been an actor was a very good preparation to be president.”
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