


[image: image]





[image: image]


For Griffin, Graham, Robert Davis, Lauren, Sara, and Mackenzie





[image: image]





[image: image]


Illustrations


Ronald Reagan, America’s fortieth president.


A little electric train was whirling about the track.


Dutch spent hours in the attic admiring these wonders.


He saw a nest that had fallen from a tree and four baby birds.


Nelle started to read, just like she always did.


“I don’t care if I never see another potato!”


Dutch would read for hours at a time.


Their job was to help feed the elephants.


He would help the younger children learn how to swim.


The station manager gave Dutch a chance to try out.


Ronald Reagan reached the peak of his career with King’s Row.


He took the oath of office as the fortieth president.


President Reagan went to the Oval Office each day.





Chapter One
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White fluffy snow lay thick on the ground. Young Ronald was running so fast that he gasped as he caught his breath in the cold, crisp air. He looked back over his shoulder to see his older brother, Neil, catching up to him, so he quickly turned to the right and skidded to a stop at the base of the tall stone monument in the center of the park. Neil went running right past him and when he realized that Ronald had ducked back out of sight, he stopped and whirled around. He stooped quickly and gathered up a handful of the snow and tossed it at his brother.


“Hey, Dutch! I caught you!” Neil shouted to his brother.


“No, you didn’t! I got away from you!” Ronald retorted. “I’m safe . . . this monument is a safe place!”


“Since when!”


Chuck and some of the other boys came running up and soon they were all throwing balls of the soft fresh snow at each other. Neil shouted, “Dutch says he’s safe here by the monument.”


“That’s the rule!” Chuck answered. Then he looked puzzled as he asked, “How come you always call him Dutch?”


Neil shook his head. He didn’t have time to explain. Impatiently he said, “Our dad started calling him Dutch when he was born . . . and now everybody calls him Dutch.”


Suddenly Dutch darted out from behind the base of the monument and started running. And the chase began all over again, with all the boys playing fox-and-geese as they ran through the deep snow in Railroad Park.


Ronald Reagan lived in a pleasant white frame house right by Railroad Park with his father, Jack Reagan, and his mother, Nelle Reagan, and his brother, Neil. The boys loved to play in the park with their friends in summer and in winter. In the center of the park was a tall statue with the figure of a Union soldier on top in honor of the soldiers who had fought in the Civil War and in the Spanish-American War. There was also a large iron cannon from the Civil War with a pyramid of big cannonballs stacked beside it. Alongside the park on Main Street were the railroad tracks, and the railroad station was just beyond that.


    * * *


    The Reagan family had moved to the house by the park when Ronald was just three months old. He was born on a cold, snowy day, February 6, 1911, in an apartment over a bakery on Main Street in Tampico, a very small town set in the middle of fertile Illinois farmland. This was the same apartment where his brother, Neil, had been born two years earlier. Main Street was lined with the stores where the nearby farmers came to shop, and often the street was lined with the horse and wagons they had driven to town. Most of the stores had apartments on the second floor of the buildings and many of the shopkeepers lived in the apartments over their stores. Jack Reagan, Ronald’s father, worked in the Pitney General Store, which was across the street from the apartment where they had lived.


On this December day when the boys were playing fox-and-geese, the park was blanketed with snow, which had blown into uneven mounds making glimmering hills and valleys of sparkling white drifts. Dutch ran through the snow leaving his footprints, and Neil and Chuck ran after him following in his tracks. When Dutch came to the edge of the park, he slid to a stop and pointed at the locomotive, which was pulling out of the station.


“Look, the train’s leaving!” he shouted excitedly.


The boys all gathered around to watch the train pull out. They never knew exactly when the train would arrive or when it would leave. The Hooppole, Yorktown, and Tampico Railroad had only one train. It departed from the village of Hooppole between 8:30 and 10:00 in the morning to come the fourteen miles to Tampico. Along the way it would stop at places like Aliceville and Love Center.


The train was made up of the locomotive, two boxcars for freight, and a bright red caboose. If there were any passengers they would ride in the caboose. The little train left Tampico to return to Hooppole anytime between 3:30 P.M. and 7:00 P.M. The train would leave whenever the freight was loaded into the boxcars and the passengers were ready to go.


It was exciting for the boys to watch the train. The big black locomotive was belching steam and black smoke into the cold air, looking as if it were almost alive as it pulsed with the sound of the steam. Slowly as it gathered steam, the huge driver wheels started to move and pulled the train out of the station. The locomotive huffed and puffed rhythmically as it gained speed and clicked down the track going out of town.


As the train rolled out of sight, Dutch ran over to the mound of cannonballs. He crouched behind them and gathered up loose snow to form it into a snowball. It was hard to make a nice round snowball with his heavy mittens.


Neil ran behind the statue, and Chuck scurried behind a tree. The other boys came running and soon the air was filled with laughter and shouting as they pelted one another with their snowballs.


Dutch threw three or four more snowballs in rapid succession, and then he ran to the cannon where he clambered up to sit astride the top. When he got on top, he threw his hands up into the air triumphantly and shouted, “Look at me!”


Suddenly he lost his balance on the slippery snow and fell to the ground! The boys all gathered around, “Are you all right?”


Dutch couldn’t answer at first, he was so dazed from his fall. But soon he sat up, shook his head, and said, “For a moment I thought I was in heaven!”


As he scrambled to his feet, Neil said, “Let’s go in. I’m hungry!” And so Dutch and Neil ran into the house where their mother was in the kitchen cooking and baking. The shelf on the cupboard was lined with freshly baked pies, and Nelle was just taking Christmas cookies out of the stove. Everything smelled so good!


Neil started to take a cookie from the cookie sheet as Mother stopped him. “You can have one as soon as they cool a little.”


Neil pulled his hand back and immediately asked his mother, “How long until Christmas?”


Mother laughed as she put another sheet of cookies into the oven to bake, “It’s still a few days away.”


“How many days?” Dutch pressed for an answer as he unwrapped his snow-covered scarf from his neck.


Mother stepped back as the bits of snow flew off the scarf and said quickly, “Both of you get your snowy, wet coats off and hang them on the hook with your caps and scarves.”


“But how many . . . ” Neil persisted.


Nelle Reagan sat down at the table, thought a moment, and then answered, “I guess it’s four days until Christmas Day.”


“And that’s when Santa Claus will bring our electric train,” Neil said confidently.


“Are Aunt Jennie and our cousins coming then?” Dutch asked.


Mother answered Dutch patiently, “Yes, Aunt Jennie and her whole family will be here for Christmas.” She didn’t say anything about the electric train.


But Neil continued, “And we can all play with the electric train!”


Then Dutch added his question, “Will our train be just like the one at the station?”


Mother took a deep breath as she put her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. She knew she had to say something. The boys were so set on getting the electric train, and she didn’t want them to be disappointed.


Gently she said, “I’m not sure that Santa Claus has any electric trains this year.” Each day Nelle had said that she didn’t think Santa had any electric trains. She tried to let the boys know they probably wouldn’t get a train. Jack Reagan worked hard as a salesman at the Pitney General Store in Tampico to support his family, but toy trains cost more than they could really afford.


The days went so slowly. Dutch and Neil thought that Christmas would never come! Every day Neil asked about their electric train and every day their mother would explain patiently that they should not expect Santa to bring an electric train.


Each evening they sat around the table while Mother read a story to them. On Christmas Eve the boys were so excited they could hardly pay attention to the story. Mother took them up to bed and tucked them in. Her auburn hair gleamed in the lamplight, and her eyes looked so blue as she leaned down to kiss each of them good night. Dutch snuggled down into bed as his mother gave him one last hug.


Dutch closed his eyes tightly and tried to go to sleep, but he couldn’t. He wanted to go to sleep, so that the night would pass and he could wake up on Christmas morning. He twisted and turned and finally whispered, “Neil, are you asleep?”


Neil sat up in bed and whispered back, “Listen, I think I hear something.”


Dutch had the covers up over his head and he pulled them down to listen. “What? I don’t hear anything . . . ”


“Shh . . . just listen!”


Dutch sat up and listened more carefully. He could hear a kind of whirring. . . . “Do you mean that buzzing sound?”


Neil nodded. Then they also heard some laughter along with the whirring sounds. Softly Neil said, “Come on.”


As he crawled out of bed, Dutch threw the covers back and swung his feet out on the cold floor. The two boys crept very quietly to the top of the staircase and listened. The whirring sounds grew louder with regular metallic clicks every now and then. Then there was laughter! Step by step they crept down the stairs to peek through the banister into the parlor. As Neil grinned and pointed, Dutch saw his father and mother on the floor by the Christmas tree. A little electric train was whirling about the train track. Mother had her hand up to her face as she laughed with pleasure, and their father was chuckling as he was pushing the handle on the control, which made the train go around.
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Dutch said, “Look, there’s a locomotive, a box car . . . and a little red caboose . . . just like the real train!”


Neil shushed Dutch and punched him to go back on upstairs, so they wouldn’t be heard. They ran upstairs and hopped into bed. Dutch persisted, “but did you see the little red caboose!”


Neil laughed as he answered, “Yes, a red caboose!”


They never told their parents that they had seen their Christmas surprise on Christmas Eve!





Chapter Two
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Dutch was suddenly awake, and though it was still dark outside, he knew it was Christmas morning! He had a happy memory of the electric train, but he almost felt as if it weren’t real. He wondered if he had dreamed about seeing the train last night.


“Neil! Neil!” he called as he pounded his brother on his shoulder. “Wake up, it’s Christmas morning!”


“I’m awake! Neil shouted as he popped out of bed and onto his feet. “I’m awake! Come on . . . let’s go downstairs!”


The two boys ran down the stairs as fast as they could, and when they saw the electric train with its locomotive standing on the train track around the Christmas tree, they both shouted with glee! Their mother and father watched with pleasure at their delight! Dutch ran over to lie down on the floor by the train. He touched the locomotive, the boxcar, and the little red caboose. He exclaimed, “It has a red caboose . . . just like the real train!”


“All freight trains have to have a caboose,” his father explained. “That’s always the last car of the train, even when there are many boxcars. It’s where the train crew rides.”


Neil ran straight to the transformer to turn on the train and make it run. “My turn!” he shouted as he pushed the switch and the little train chugged right around the track. And then after that the boys took turns running the train.


Christmas Day was such a blur of happiness! Aunt Jennie, Mother’s sister, and her family came through the heavy snow by bobsled drawn by a team of two horses. The house was filled with laughter and talking. The children played with the electric train and the Christmas toys the cousins had brought with them all. And then after Christmas dinner, they bundled up in their heavy coats and scarves and ran outside to play in the snow in the park.


    * * *


    After Christmas, the days settled into regular living. Tampico was a very pleasant small town. The boys played in the park with their friends, their father worked at the Pitney General Store, and their mother took care of them. On Sundays, Mother and Dutch went to church at the Tampico Church of Christ and Father and Neil usually went to mass at St. Mary’s Catholic Church. Since Jack Reagan was Catholic, when Neil was born he was baptized in the Catholic Church, but when Ronald was born Nelle decided that he would go to her church. Nelle spent a lot of time with activities in her church, and she was always very kind and helpful to people who were sick or were in trouble.


Suddenly their lives changed! Jack Reagan told Nelle that the J. C. Pitney General Store was sold and that he would have to find another job. The job he found was as a shoe salesman at the very large Fair Store in Chicago, and the family moved to Chicago!


They moved to an apartment on the South Side, not too far from the University of Chicago. Neil and Dutch were lonely in the small apartment. They could play with their electric train, but they couldn’t go outside by themselves to the park to play with their friends as they always had. Neil said he wished they could go out to play like they used to in Tampico.


Nelle said, “Just be glad you have your electric train and your toys to play with inside where it is nice and warm, and we can always read.” Their mother read to them every day and oftentimes she would tell them interesting stories as she was ironing or cooking.


Nelle was very thrifty. She would make a large kettle of soup for the family and make it last for several days. On Saturdays, when she went to the butcher, she would ask for liver for the cat, even though they didn’t have a cat. The butcher would give her the liver without charge, because not many people liked to eat liver. She would cook it with a little bacon and onions for Sunday dinner.
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