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				For Julie, gone these ten years, but always with me

			

		

	
		
			
				“The men who succeed best in public life are those who take the risk of standing by their own convictions.”

				—JAMES A. GARFIELD, IN A NOTE KEPT BY RONALD REAGAN

			

		

	
		
			
				

				AUTHOR’S NOTE

				We had him for three days in a tiny beach cottage near Malibu. This was in early 1966. Just three of us in a small beach cottage. An unlikely candidate for governor of California, he’d already goofed up a few public appearances. He couldn’t seem to get his footing, he looked unprepared, he mangled details. The men who had discovered him and fallen in love with his possibilities were blistering, ready to give up on him. Better a quick writeoff, they were saying. Better wait for the next guy. 

				But not us, not Stan Plog and I. 

				We saw right away that he had the goods. He just needed a little push, some direction, what you’d now call tweaking. And we were right. He had the gift. He understood immediately, with a kind of intuitive genius, what we were getting at: how to handle himself in front of a crowd, how to manage the press, how to deliver his answers in small, powerful doses. Like a thoroughbred reacting to a gentle touch, almost before the command, he would go where we were going before we had to tell him. He seemed to know before we did. 

				It was as if he were waiting for us.

				Only three people on earth knew the full story of what happened in Malibu over those seventy-two hours, how we helped transform a B-movie actor into a political giant. That’s not too much to claim. His movie career was washed up, and he had limited range on television. But he did have something else. White-hot fire burned inside the man, and he viscerally understood that—under the right circumstances—he could connect powerfully with the American people. It was something to see, this priceless candidate being born. When it all came together, when the magic kicked in, it was as if the public had been waiting for him, just as he had been waiting for us.

				Ronald Reagan died in 2004, and Stan Plog is just gone, in 2010, so only I’m left standing. I know the full story. I’m the only one left to bear witness. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PROLOGUE

				Pictures filled the house. Well, this was the home of a movie star. The walls glittered with the long, loving memories of his career: Duke Wayne, Doris Day, Robert Taylor, Pat O’Brien, George Murphy, Jack Benny—all smiling their movie-star smiles at us, all with heartfelt dedications to “Dear Ronnie,” “My great pal, Ron,” “Ronnie, a man’s man!” 

				Stan and I were a little awestruck. In early 1966, we were two still-young academics and pioneers in the infant field of behavioral psychology, new to the sharp end of politics. Nevertheless and underneath it all—unbeknownst even to ourselves—we were ready for a firefight. 

				Nancy met us at the door, with that irresistible, soft, sunny smile, welcoming us to her home.

				“Did you have trouble finding it?” she asked.

				Pacific Palisades was an enviable location, an ideal destination for successful people, halfway between Santa Monica and Malibu, near the coast. No, it wasn’t hard to find—just hard to imagine.

				“Can I get you something? Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

				Out of a perfect picture window lay a faultless green golf course, and on the other side of the room, out another window, the azure beauty of the Pacific Ocean. It was a handsome house, an impressive house, a movie star’s house. A grand piano held court in the living room, and on it sat a picture of William Holden (no relation, as far as I know). He had been the best man at Ron and Nancy’s wedding in 1952. It was casually impressive—­not showy—and it let you know exactly who you were dealing with.

				“He’s been a little under the weather. Nothing serious, a slight infection.”

				She took us into the den, a cozy room with a cowboy motif. Big bookcases lined the walls, filled with serious books, about Jefferson, Madison, Adams, and Tom Paine; volumes about Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt; whole stretches of philosophy: Plato, Aristotle, and Locke. It was a thinking man’s library.

				“Does he read all these books?”

				“Oh, yes, he’s up late at night, reading, reading, reading.”

				Two other guys, both in their forties, were waiting in the den. Lyn Nofziger, the press secretary, an old newspaper hound sporting a sloppy Van Dyke beard—his Mickey Mouse tie half blown and a portable typewriter perched on his lap—had a cigar dangling out of his mouth. He had a friendly but careful smile. He was our friend. 

				Sprawled on the couch was Bill Roberts, the high-priced campaign consultant. Not a dumpy bag of laundry like Nofziger, but expensively rumpled and quietly bad-tempered. He muttered a greeting. Not our friend. 

				The introductions were unnecessary, but a certain formality obtained.

				“Stan Plog and Ken Holden, Lyn Nofziger and Bill Roberts.”

				The meeting had taken only a day to arrange—lightning speed in a matter of this scope, but the rush was imperative. This was a true crisis. Everyone knew that the stakes couldn’t be higher. So decks were magically cleared, schedules quickly rearranged. The money guys didn’t dither, not when it came to the whole ball game.

				Nancy stepped out of the room for a second. Roberts was muttering something that sounded like a complaint. Nofziger was chuckling to himself, probably enjoying one of his own bad puns or even worse jokes. 

				Suddenly everything stopped. We turned, and there he was, standing in the doorway in his casual sports jacket, his perfectly pressed slacks, and his dazzling shy smile: Ronald Reagan. He lit up the room, and we knew exactly why we were there.
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				1

				A Star Is Born

				Just a month after that introduction in Pacific Palisades, we spent our weekend in Malibu, where Stan and I worked with Ronald Reagan to get him started on the road that would take him through the Republican primary contest, then on to Sacramento as California’s governor, and eventually to Washington as the nation’s fortieth president, and into the history books. We were among the first pebbles in a landslide that swept the country and changed the world. 

				But to get to that weekend in Malibu, you have to retrace three pathways, the three very different lives that converged with just one great mission in mind. We were, all three of us, Midwesterners who had followed various dreams to California. We’ll get to Stan’s story and mine, but first we need to consider the extraordinary man whose life and ambition brought us all together—Ronald Reagan.

				Reagan’s official birth date is February 6, 1911, but he could have been a day older. His mother, Nelle Reagan, a quiet, deeply religious Protestant, had to endure a grueling and seemingly endless labor in a five-room apartment above a row of shops in Tampico, Illinois, before her son made his grand entrance. 

				In the middle of her great ordeal, her husband, Jack Reagan, a big, hard-drinking Irish Catholic, went to fetch a doctor. When the ten-pound baby boy finally arrived—a full twenty-four hours after the labor began—it was with such a howling clamor that his father laughingly bestowed upon him the affectionate nickname that clung throughout his life: “For such a little bit of a fat Dutchman, he makes a hell of a lot of noise, doesn’t he?”

				Thus, “Dutch” was born.

				His mother took a sunnier view of the whole thing: “I think he’s wonderful,” she said.

				At least that was the way that Dutch remembered it in his memoir, Where’s the Rest of Me? His brother, Neil—nicknamed “Moon” because he parted his hair down the middle like the comic book character Moon Mullins—was three years older and viewed the new arrival with a mixture of suspicion and competitive envy. He had been shuttled off to live with neighbors during the transition and naturally harbored some sibling resentment.

				An outgoing, gregarious person, Neil attempted to explain the shadings of personality that come down from parents and affect children beyond childhood. He was his father’s son, he would say, for good or ill. His father was gregarious and charming, though by turns moody and pessimistic. Dutch, however, according to Moon, was his mother’s darling and received her unqualified love and lavish praise. It was inevitable that Dutch forever viewed the world through the rosy lens of sheer optimism and complete self-confidence. 

				That difference colored their fates growing up. Moon hung out in the pool room and played cards at the fire station with his father’s rough blue-collar friends, while Dutch stayed home taking elocution lessons from his mother.

				Nelle was the descendant of Scottish and English Protestants. Reagan’s paternal grandparents, Irish Catholic immigrants, hailed from Tipperary in southern Ireland. Driven to America by famine and ambition, the two clans eventually wound up in northern Illinois, scratching out a working-class version of the American dream. 

				But in 1904, when the auburn-haired Nelle Wilson, a milliner, first set eyes on tall, dark Jack Reagan, the dissimilarity between their backgrounds only made him more attractive. He was a slick twenty-year-old shoe salesman with the gift of gab, she a twenty-one-year-old seamstress with a weakness for such a handsome youth with a smooth line. They also were both drawn to the charms of the theater.

				They married in the Fulton, Illinois, Catholic church on November 8, 1904, but the issue of religion remained unresolved between them. Although she kept her promise to baptize Neil in the Catholic Church, by the time Ronnie came along she had joined the Disciples of Christ, an austere offshoot of Presbyterianism. It was in that particular Protestant church that the children all went to worship twice a week. 

				Jack Reagan had a problem: He drank too much. At first, Nelle tolerated his weekend and holiday binges. After all, he was a salesman and had to cultivate that social side of his life in order to do business. They still had strong ties to each other then, their shared affection for the stage high on the list. They joined amateur theatrical companies and held rehearsals in their home, sessions witnessed from a discreet distance with affectionate approval by the two young sons, both of whom gravitated in one way or another to the performing arts.

				But Jack was feckless and footloose and heading down the slope to alcoholism. The Reagans began moving from town to town. Between the ages of six and ten, Dutch attended a different school every year. The family, Garry Wills wrote in Reagan’s America, lived in five places in one small town, four in another, two in a third, “all rented; always living from suitcases, like actors.” Dutch and Moon never had a real boyhood home.

				In 1919, the family alighted once more in Tampico, where Ron had been born, to live above the H. C. Pitney Variety Store, where Jack worked. Then came Prohibition, which closed the town’s one saloon. It wasn’t enough to keep Jack on the wagon. A determined drunk didn’t have to look too hard to maintain an alcohol habit, especially in Chicago where Jack went on his buying trips. His traveling and his drinking took a toll on the marriage. His drinking binges grew more frequent. His ambition to become financially independent—to own his own high-end fancy shoe store—evaporated, and the family fortunes fell like a stone. When the Pitney store went out of business in 1920, they moved one last time, to Dixon, Illinois.

				Jack had somehow persuaded Mr. Pitney, his employer, to sell his store and invest in a shoe store in Dixon. He advertised that his store, Reagan’s Fashion Boot Shop, was better than the other four shoe stores in the town of a little over 8,000. His store had X-ray machines to better measure a customer’s foot size. Jack was also calling himself a “graduate practipedist” because he had a correspondence degree from something called the American School of Practipedics, a semi-scientific method of assessing the bones of the foot. The school from which Jack received his diploma was founded by none other than Dr. William Scholl, the original Dr. Scholl whose name lives on foot care products to this day. 

				The store got off to a bad start, though, and Jack continued his slide, aided by Dixon’s many speakeasies. Yet it survived somehow, before the Depression finally did it in, in 1930.

				Dutch thrived despite his tempestuous home life. He had a winning personality and a willing attitude. His photographic memory impressed his teachers, and he even skipped a grade. There were, however, shocking moments that suggest that the havoc of his father’s alcoholism had a deeper impact than he let on. One day, in the winter of 1922, when he was eleven, he came home and found Jack unconscious on the snow-covered lawn. Dutch managed to get Jack to bed without alerting his mother. 

				It was a turning point. Within a few months, Dutch switched from Catholicism to the Disciples of Christ, his mother’s faith. The Disciples—who gave the United States three presidents: Reagan, Lyndon Johnson, and James Garfield, the only minister ever elected to the nation’s highest office—were ardent prohibitionists. For the rest of his life, Ronald Reagan was a careful and modest drinker.

				But then he was always like that: outwardly withheld, almost shy, but inwardly steely and determined. He didn’t show his wounds in public, yet he harbored a deep sympathy for the downtrodden. He grasped that everyone ran into a share of speed bumps in life and the only important thing was to deal with the problems and, if possible, maintain an upbeat attitude. Neil—ever his father’s son—showed a more defiant side to the world. He converted back to his father’s Catholic faith when he turned eighteen.

				Meanwhile, their mother became more deeply involved in church affairs. The Disciples of Christ, founded just after the start of the nineteenth century, espoused an optimistic, uniquely American world view. They opposed slavery and promoted temperance. They believed in capitalism and middle-class virtues, particularly hard work. Success was to be admired, and it came to those who worked hard, lived right, and didn’t waste their money. As Reagan later quoted Nelle, “All things were part of God’s plan, even the most disheartening setbacks, and in the end, everything worked out for the best.”

				According to Bob Colacello’s Ronnie and Nancy, Nelle and Ronnie took to visiting prisoners in the county jail, organizing sing-alongs, giving readings, and, according to Neil, “driving the sheriff nuts” with the pressure of their good deeds. Once a month Nelle and Dutch entertained the patients at Dixon State Hospital with banjo playing and recitals of improving works.

				Nelle also fought openly against racial prejudice. Remember, the Disciples of Christ had opposed slavery in the previous century. In a town that hosted Ku Klux Klan parades, she brought black families home for dinner. Neil remembered sitting in the segregated, “colored,” section of the movie theater. Young Ron taught Sunday school and preached tolerance and “clean speech, clean sports, clean living, and clean scholarship.” Jack, for all his personal weaknesses, felt the same way, forbidding the kids to see D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation because it glorified the Klan.

				If it was a hectic life, it diverted Ron’s attention from all of their domestic woes. He joined the North Dixon High School Drama Club and was baptized into the Dixon Christian Church, where he taught Sunday school and sang in the choir. He developed his first crush, on Margaret Cleaver, a classmate and the daughter of his minister, the Rev. Ben Cleaver. 

				Above all, though, there was in Ronald Reagan a persistent drive, an ambition to succeed, a need to break away. Coupled with the habits of thrift that came of necessity and the homegrown appreciation of responsibility and effort, it made for a powerful engine. One result of their unsteady youth was that both brothers developed a healthy work ethic. Neil went to work at a cement company while Dutch spent the summer of 1926 as a construction worker making thirty-five cents an hour. The job gave him the added advantage of developing him physically: Reagan put some muscle on his thin frame. 

				But it took more than one job to keep the family afloat. Reagan had been caddying throughout junior high and high school, and it was on the golf course that he had his first brush with what we now call networking, coming under the patronage of important men. The trait came naturally to him, and over the years he cultivated it into a fine art. One of the first for whom he caddied was Charles Walgreen, who became America’s premier drugstore tycoon.

				Walgreen, the son of Swedish immigrants named Oloffson (as with many an immigrant, their Old World surname didn’t survive the transition to America), was an example of the kind of American striver that Reagan learned to look up to. Born in 1873, he had been fired from his first job as a drugstore helper because he refused to shovel snow. But after serving in the Army during the Spanish-American War, he trained as a pharmacist and went to work in a drugstore in Chicago. When the owner retired in 1902, Walgreen bought the store—and another, and another, until by 1916 he had the beginnings of the nationwide chain we see today. Walgreen was an innovator: His stores carried non-pharmaceutical items, as well as the medicines that his pharmacists mixed in large batches and sold for less than his competitors. Walgreens opened low-cost lunch counters, built an ice cream factory, and, if you really want to give him credit for something world-changing, introduced America to the malted milk shake in 1927. For that alone, he has pride of place on my list of personal heroes. 

				If you’re looking for coincidence—of the “Gee, isn’t it a small world?” kind—there’s also this little footnote: One of Walgreen’s franchisees was Hubert Humphrey’s father. 

				But there were other lessons to be learned from Walgreen. For one thing, he was fiercely anti-Communist. For another, he was a man of impressive generosity. When he died in 1939, the $500,000 from his life insurance policy went to a pension plan for his employees. 

				So, here were seeds planted: Communism was a blight on the world and needed to be confronted and ground under, and capitalism as practiced in America was a force that led people to better lives, whether as business magnates like Walgreen, giving of their largesse to help others, or as his employees benefiting from that open-handedness to ease their children onto the next rung of the ladder.

				But of all the jobs Ronnie held during his teenage years, the one that mattered most, the one he counted with greatest pride, was as a lifeguard at Lowell Park on the Rock River. He worked from Memorial Day to Labor Day, from ten in the morning until ten at night, and he saved seventy-seven lives. That number comes both from Reagan’s count and contemporary newspaper reports. There’s actually a story that the Rock River number is seventy-eight; once, when Reagan returned to visit, his replacement had to take a bathroom break, leaving Reagan to keep an eye on the river—and he saved yet another flailing swimmer. 

				There were stories later of other lives saved, including one when he was fifty-six and governor of California and someone went under in a pool in Sacramento. So the real number hovers somewhere around eighty. After one particularly dramatic rescue, Reagan’s picture made the front page of the local newspaper. It was a convincing portrait of an American hero.

				Later in life, when he let his hair down and reminisced about his youth and his early influences, he said it was the rescues on the Rock River that instilled the most self-confidence—and gave him the most profound respect for human life and dignity.

				However, according to Paul Kengor’s splendid book, The Crusader: Ronald Reagan and the Fall of Communism, there was another, harsher lesson to be learned on the banks of the Rock River: Don’t expect gratitude, even if you’ve just saved someone’s life. 

				“Most, in fact, never thanked Reagan,” Kengor writes. “Some were too embarrassed, especially the guys, who usually only thanked him grudgingly at the urging of girlfriends. He came to learn that many people seemed to hate being saved. ‘Almost every one of them,’ he claimed, ‘later sought me out and angrily denounced me for dragging them to shore. “I would have been fine if you’d let me alone.” ’ ”

				Later, he wrote in his autobiography, “Lifeguarding provides one of the best vantage points in the world to learn about people.” 

				So, on the banks of the Rock River, two more strands weave into Ronald Reagan’s personality in the making. One is that, over and over again, he can save lives; he’s confident in his own powers, and he has the courage to use them. He continued to do so in the face of indifference, ingratitude, and even outright hostility. Fast forward to the 1980s, widen the lens’s focus from a swirling riverbank in prewar Illinois to a worldwide battle against the Evil Empire, as he dubbed it, and tell me you don’t see the same pattern.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				The Gipper

				At the age of seventeen, Dutch, along with his sweetheart Margaret Cleaver, enrolled in Eureka College, a small teaching college south of Dixon run by the Disciples of Christ. He couldn’t afford even the modest tuition, so he negotiated his way into the freshman class by offering to pay off the three-hundred-dollar-a-year fee by washing dishes, coaching sports teams, and swimming competitively. 

				It didn’t take Reagan long to plunge into campus life wholeheartedly, joining a student strike against proposed cutbacks in the faculty and curriculum and the possibility that the whole school might move wholesale to a place where more Disciples lived to support it. It was there—during that strike—that Reagan first found his public voice. In a speech denouncing Bert Wilson, the school president, as “morally evil,” he brought the student body to its feet, according to Ronnie and Nancy. Colacello quotes Howard Short, one of the strike’s organizers as saying that Dutch had “the biggest mouth of the freshman class. . . . He was a cocky SOB, a loud talker. Dutch was the guy you wanted to put up there.”

				Wilson resigned, and for the first time Ronald Reagan glimpsed the power of a public platform, sensed the heady feeling that comes when your words have the power to change people and events. Still, he channeled most of his energies in Eureka not into politics but into football. His grades were just good enough for him to stay eligible for extracurricular activities—football primarily, but also the drama club. He made the football team but then spent the first year on the bench.

				It was still a grim time for the family. The Depression hit home, the store closed, and then Jack, reduced to working as a traveling salesman, lost his job over Christmas. Nelle made ends meet as a saleswoman and seamstress. Reagan, who was earning money as a swimming coach, sent his mother cash from time to time to buy food.

				Reagan graduated college in the heart of the Great Depression. He didn’t have a distinguished academic record, but he did earn a reputation as a football player and as an actor in school plays. He also had his mentors. Powerful men and women would spot him, see something they sometimes could put into words, sometimes not, and want to put their credibility, their goodwill, and later their fortunes, on the line in the service of helping Ronald Reagan achieve whatever awaited him. One had been Walgreen. Another was Sid Altschuler, a Kansas City businessman married to a Dixon girl. Altschuler and his family spent their summers in Dixon, and Reagan taught his daughters to swim. The two met, and Altschuler, like so many, looked at the strapping young lifeguard with the amiable demeanor and glimpsed the promise of . . . something. 

				When he asked Reagan what he really wanted to do in life, Ron told him he wanted to be a radio sportscaster. (By now Reagan really wanted to be an actor, but wasn’t ready to voice his ambition—people in Dixon didn’t become Hollywood stars, or even think about it.)

				“If that’s what you want,” Altschuler said, “then go ahead and do it. Only go at it wholeheartedly. Give it all you’ve got.” 

				Caught up with the romance and glamour of the new medium, Reagan took the advice to heart. He hitchhiked to Chicago, intending to break in with one of the big radio networks. Becoming increasingly disheartened, he trudged from one to another, getting nowhere. This being radio, his good looks were of no advantage. Eventually, at one station, he ran into a receptionist who took pity on him and advised him that starting at the top wasn’t an option; there was too much competition, and he didn’t have the credentials. Go back to the sticks, young man, she said, go get some experience. 

				That’s exactly what he did, starting with a five-dollar bus ride to a University of Iowa football game and an eventual broadcasting job in Davenport, Iowa, where he worked for B. J. Palmer, one of the great entrepreneurial oddballs of the time. Palmer owned the radio station, plus an eclectic cluster of other businesses, including something called Little Bit o’ Heaven (a so-called garden of wonders), a printing press, a dance hall, a roller rink, restaurants—and the Palmer School of Chiropractic, run mainly by family members. Palmer was, in fact, the son of Daniel David Palmer, who, believing that all ailments could be traced to spinal misalignment, created chiropractic in the late nineteenth century. (B. J. was also accused of contributing to his father’s death in 1913 by deliberately running over him with his car during a parade, but that’s probably not true.) The broadcasting studio, where Reagan learned his craft as an announcer, was on the top floor of the building that housed the chiropractic school, which was, in turn, next door to another Palmer enterprise, described as “the heavenly Buddhist shrine.” Quiet little Davenport contained more than enough strangeness to lay a foundation to prepare him for Hollywood. 

				From Davenport, Reagan moved onward and upward to become chief sports announcer for WHO, the Palmer-owned NBC affiliate in Des Moines, Iowa. He lived frugally and apportioned his money carefully—some to his mother, some to his brother, some set aside to marry Margaret, to whom he had become engaged. 

				But then Margaret changed her mind. After graduation, she taught for a year and joined her sister in Paris, where, as people will do when they go to Paris, she fell in love, in her case with a foreign service officer. She sent back Dutch’s fraternity pin and engagement ring.

				“Our lovely and wholesome relationship did not survive growing up,” he later reflected. 

				He wasn’t lonely for long, however. Dutch was a big, handsome young man—even some of the women among the seventy-seven (or seventy-eight) near-drowning victims in the Rock River, it was suggested, might have been immobilized by a cramp that started in the heartstrings, one that would put them into the capable arms of the lifeguard with the movie-star looks. Reagan always denied that, but his son Ronald Jr. in My Father’s Memories does quote one Dixon beauty saying years later, “I had a friend who nearly drowned herself trying to get him to save her.” No matter, though. How she got into the difficulty isn’t the point; it’s who rescued her. 

				Of course, his appeal to women didn’t escape Reagan’s notice. He spent five exciting years in Des Moines, becoming a local celebrity, invited to dinners, invited to speak at clubs, able to meet a lot of young women while he developed a small but steady reputation across the Midwest as a sports announcer. 

				Reagan mastered the trick of reading the wire service play-by-play, brought to him by an assistant named Curly, of major league baseball games and re-creating the action on the air for his listeners—even though he had never actually seen a major league game. It was a common enough technique for sportscasters who couldn’t get to the actual games, and it gave him a flair for imagining events beyond the horizon. It also honed his skill at ad-libbing. When he told Nancy, with a bullet in him after a 1981 assassination attempt, “Honey, I forgot to duck!” (quoting Jack Dempsey after his defeat by Gene Tunney in 1926), he was calling on those skills. 

				In his autobiography, Reagan recalled his greatest moment as a quick-thinking broadcaster. He was announcing a Chicago Cubs baseball game that was already in the ninth inning when Curly handed him a note that read: “The wire has gone dead.”

				“I had a ball on the way to the plate and no way to call it back,” he wrote. “At the same time, I was convinced that a ball game tied up in the ninth inning was no time to tell my audience we had lost contact with the game and they would have to listen to recorded music. I knew of only one thing that wouldn’t get in the score column and betray me—a foul ball.” 

				As he desperately waited for the wire service to regain contact with the game, Reagan kept describing the batter hitting foul ball after foul ball off pitch after pitch. In between describing the pitches, he even told his audience about a red-haired kid who kept running up in the stands to retrieve the foul balls. 

				“My voice was rising in pitch and threatening to crack—and then, bless him, Curly started typing. I clutched at the slip. It said: ‘Galan popped out on the first ball pitched.’ Not in my game he didn’t—he popped out after practically making a career of foul balls.” 

				Reagan was in his early twenties and filled with the optimism instilled by Nelle and the Disciples of Christ. And he knew he was good-looking. By 1937, aged twenty-six, he was ready for Hollywood. He wanted to act. Other radio guys had made the transition, and he felt he could too. 

				He landed an assignment on the West Coast covering the Cubs training camp on Catalina Island, and used his spare time to meet with a Hollywood agent. The agent set up a screen test, and Reagan was on his way. No more radio. No more fictionalized baseball play-by-play. And no more Midwest. In 1937, Warner Bros. signed him to a six-month contract—and promptly cast him as a radio announcer in his first real part, in Love Is in the Air. He appeared in eight movies that first year. 

				His career didn’t skyrocket, but there was always steady work. Reagan’s solid, reliable, familiar face radiated with all of the sturdy values embedded in the American heartland. All of his roles seemed to cast him as more or less himself: a good-looking farm boy with all-American looks and an “aw-shucks” attitude. He always played the good sport, losing the girl, letting the star walk away with the big scenes, accepting the smaller credit. 

				But after all those unsettled years in Illinois, moving from river town to river town in his childhood, he had finally found a home. Hollywood suited him. He had a lucrative career and he had a circle of friends. As a handsome, eligible bachelor with a likeable personality, he was a welcome dinner guest at Jack Benny’s home, Robert Taylor’s home. He socialized with Bogart and Bacall, Robert Stack, Burns and Allen, Pat O’Brien, James Cagney, Dick Powell and June Allyson, George Murphy. He called them friends, and they all seemed to take him under their wings. 

				He dated beautiful women, including Doris Day, Piper Laurie, and Rhonda Fleming. With his newfound income, he bought his parents a house in West Hollywood—the first they had ever owned—and helped his brother, Neil, get a job as a staff announcer for WFWB, the Warner Bros. radio station. 

				Nelle did what she always did: She joined a local Disciples of Christ church, while keeping close ties to the one back home in Dixon. Jack, too, had a few good years, before dying in 1941. 

				Life had taken a sweet seismic shift for Reagan. If he wasn’t exactly Errol Flynn—he jokingly referred to himself as “the Errol Flynn of B-movies”—he was still having a fine season and making almost as much money as Flynn. 

				He shone in Brother Rat in 1938, trying to convince the studios that he had real acting chops. But the verdict on Reagan was that he was hopelessly nice—too nice to be the leading man and definitely too nice to be the villain.

				The studio moguls viewed him with a kind of tolerant condescension—even after his most dramatic performance in Knute Rockne, All American (1940), in which he played the tragic halfback George Gipp. On his deathbed, the movie version of Gipp utters one of Reagan’s two immortal movie lines: “Win one for the Gipper.” It became a battle cry in his later life.

				The second enduring line came from King’s Row, in 1942, in which Reagan plays Drake, a heedless playboy who wakes up after an accident to find his legs have been amputated by a doctor angry that Drake has seduced his daughter. He delivers the cry that became the title of his autobiography: “Where’s the rest of me?”

				Why he never became a top-flight star is hard to explain, but it has to do with how he projected on screen, and in real life. Reagan was likeable—even loveable—but there was an odd detachment about him, as if his attention were somewhere else, someplace far away. It was, if anybody had the wisdom to spot it, the unknowable mystery that lies at the heart of leadership. Doris Day, his costar in Storm Warning, described a date with the hunky Reagan: “When he wasn’t dancing he was talking. It wasn’t really a conversation, it was rather like talking at you, sort of long discourses on subjects that interested him. I remember telling him that he should be touring the country making speeches.” She turned out to be prescient.

				In 1938, a year after his arrival in Hollywood, when he was making Brother Rat, Reagan fell in love with costar Jane Wyman. She was married at the time, and it took until 1940 before she and Reagan were able to tie the knot. They were an ideal couple, and they had an ideal marriage; that’s the way Ronnie and Jane were pitched to the fan magazines in the early ’40s. They had adorable children—Maureen, born in 1941, and Michael, adopted in 1946. (Tragically, Christine, born prematurely in 1947, died within twenty-four hours of her birth.) The family photographs were all over the media. Smiling, happy, ideal.

				By 1940, Reagan’s career was just gaining traction—starring with Flynn in Santa Fe Trail—and his salary had tripled. Then World War II came. Reagan reported for duty in 1942, and discovered that his eyesight wasn’t good enough for him to serve in anything approaching a combat outfit. As told in Peter Schweizer’s Reagan’s War, the conversation went like this:

				“If we sent you overseas, you’d shoot a general,” one doctor told him.

				“Yes,” said the other. “And you’d miss him.”

				Reagan, however, received a commission and was assigned to the Army Air Corps Motion Picture Unit in Culver City producing training films. He also appeared in the Irving Berlin movie This Is the Army. By the time he was discharged, he was a captain.

				The three-year interruption slowed his career, and his next important roles were “mature” roles—in the likes of That Hagen Girl and The Girl from Jones Beach—parts for an actor past the prime of a matinee idol. He was so likeable as the best friend that Reagan simply wasn’t offered any of the meatier roles after the war. King’s Row and Knute Rockne were dismissed as anomalies, moments of the past. In the end, the studios decided that he wasn’t weighty enough, that he didn’t contain the interior fire of a Flynn or a Clark Gable.

				It was also after the war that Reagan’s marriage began to fall apart. Some rumors had it that Jane had fallen in love with Lew Ayers, her Johnny Belinda costar. Others said she had never recovered from the loss of Christine in 1947. Still others blamed the 1948 Academy Award she received for her performance as a deaf-mute rape victim in Johnny Belinda (the first Oscar of the sound era for a non-speaking part), citing envy on Reagan’s part as a motive for the breakup. But anyone who knew Reagan wouldn’t credit him with behavior that petty. And he seemed genuinely stunned by the divorce. “It was, you know, just terrible because he was very unhappy,” the actress Patricia Neal said in an interview years later. “He was in an apartment by himself. . . . He was heartbroken. He really was, because he didn’t want a divorce from her. But Jane wanted it.” 

				Eventually, Reagan absorbed the shock of divorce as he did almost all the blows in his life: with grace and good cheer. Wyman forever spoke glowingly of him. Above all, they were both concerned for the children. 

				Back in 1940, when they were newlyweds, Ron and Jane had joined the Screen Actors Guild. The next year, he attended his first meeting of the board of directors as an alternate vote. He began to assert himself, speaking out on issues that affected the industry—and he had no shortage of opinions. SAG became, in a real way, an introduction to politics for Reagan.

				At SAG, Reagan became a critic of other unions that were more left-wing; he was a liberal anti-Communist. When unions in the film industry went on strike during the war, he attacked them as unpatriotic. Once the war was over, he quickly realized that there was another menace threatening America: Communism. It wasn’t just the Communists in Moscow; homegrown Communists were infiltrating American institutions, too. Hollywood, with its potential for influencing American minds, was a particular target. 

				By 1947, SAG was in turmoil because of a technicality in the conflict-of-interest clause in the new bylaws. Board members James Cagney, John Garfield, Harpo Marx, Dennis O’Keefe, Dick Powell, and Franchot Tone all resigned. 

				At the March 10 meeting, Reagan showed up late—and arrived to find he had been elected president of SAG. He presided so sensibly over stormy sessions and held reasonable ground when issues of free speech and congressional interference rose up that SAG elected him president seven times. He also fought a courageous and principled battle against the encroaching Communists. 

				He had already notched one significant victory over the Reds when he was serving on the executive committee of a group called the Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of Arts, Sciences and Professions (HICCASP), which he had joined in 1944. The membership ranged from Albert Einstein to Frank Sinatra—about as wide a range as you could hope to find anywhere. It fretted about atomic weapons, warned about the resurgence of fascism, and expressed concern about the Cold War. It also seemed to support the Soviet line whenever the subject came up. “My first evangelism,” he said later, “came in the form of being hell-bent on saving the world from neofascism.” 

				But HICCASP also aroused the suspicions of the FBI. According to Arthur Schlesinger Jr., writing in Life magazine, it was a Communist front organization where “celebrities maintained their membership but not their vigilance.” Surprised and appalled, a small anti-Communist group inside HICCASP decided to see if Schlesinger’s accusation was true. Here’s what happened at the board of directors’ meeting, as told by Seth Rosenfeld in 2012’s Subversives: The FBI’s War on Student Radicals, and Reagan’s Rise to Power: 

				

				A heated debate quickly erupted when James Roosevelt, FDR’s son, took the floor and declared that organizations like HICCASP must be “vigilant against being used by Communist sympathizers.” . . . Other board members harshly criticized Roosevelt’s proposal. Reagan was disturbed by this and mentioned it to Dore Schary, the head of MGM, who was sitting beside him. As the meeting broke up, Schary invited Reagan to stop by the home of the actress Olivia de Havilland, a board member who had starred in Gone with the Wind.

				Reagan raced over to de Havilland’s apartment, to find a gathering of concerned HICCASP board members. “I was amazed when she and others in the room said they suspected Communists were trying to take over the organization,” Reagan wrote in An American Life. “As we talked over the situation, I turned to her and whispered: ‘You know, Olivia, I always thought you might be one of ‘them.”’ She laughed and said, ‘That’s funny. I thought you were one of them.’”

				Reagan had planned only to listen during this meeting, given that he was a new board member. “But. . . I suggested that we propose a resolution to the executive committee with language that we knew a Communist couldn’t accept and have Olivia submit it in the next meeting the following week and see what happened,” he wrote. Reagan drafted the motion, which declared, “We reaffirm belief in free enterprise and the democratic system and repudiate Communism as desirable for the United States.”

				

				When the July 2, 1946, meeting came around, Roosevelt noted that HICCASP had many times denounced fascism, which it had. For the sake of consistency in defense of democratic values, it should also denounce Communism, the other totalitarian enemy. He offered his support for the resolution—and the meeting exploded into what Reagan would later call “a Kilkenny brawl.” 

				Bandleader Artie Shaw offered to recite the Soviet constitution from memory—as if the guarantees in the Soviet constitution meant anything at the time of Stalin’s gulags. Screenwriter Dalton Trumbo denounced the anti-Soviet resolution. Another screenwriter and veteran Communist, John Howard Lawson, waved his finger in Reagan’s face and told him to watch it. Reagan was called, among other things, a fascist, “capitalist scum,” “witch-hunter,” “red-baiter,” and “enemy of the proletariat.” 

				The HICCASP’s executive board, with the stalwart exception of Olivia de Havilland, voted down the resolution. That was it for Reagan; he, de Havilland, James Roosevelt, and the other anti-Communists­ immediately resigned from the organization. It collapsed shortly thereafter. 

				But the day before, another, bigger issue exploded. The left-wing Conference of Studio Unions, embroiled in an ongoing jurisdictional battle with the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) called a strike. It was settled quickly thanks to the intervention of an emergency SAG committee. Reagan was one of the committee members, and soon he became an indispensable fighter in the ongoing battle over Communism in the unions. 

				The peace agreement—it was dubbed the Treaty of Beverly Hills—fell apart quickly, and the two craft unions were soon at each other’s throats again. The CSU engaged muscle from the longshoremen’s union; IATSE called on its allies in the Teamsters union. It got very ugly very quickly. Reagan, who along with other stars was ignoring the CSU’s picket lines, started getting midnight phone calls. He was working on a movie called Night after Night at the time. “There’s a group being formed to deal with you,” he was told. “They’re going to fix you so you won’t ever act again.” Fearing that CSU thugs were planning to throw acid in his face—which had happened to one studio employee already—the studio issued him a .32 Smith & Wesson. He hired guards to watch his kids. “I have been looking over my shoulder when I go down the street,” he told a SAG meeting.

				One tactic the studio developed to protect its workers, including actors working on movies, was to sneak them in through a storm drain. Reagan preferred to go in with all flags flying and all drums beating. He began riding a bus that passed through the rock- and bottle-throwing CSU pickets. One of the buses was destroyed by a firebomb, but still he persisted. 

				After the strike began, SAG voted to cross the picket line. But there were CSU supporters among SAG’s leadership, and they suggested that the Guild try to arbitrate some kind of solution. Reagan, by now, however, had had enough of the CSU and their type. And, eventually, he brought the membership of SAG along with him; the actors voted ten-to-one to keep working. It was the end of the CSU. Without the actors, they didn’t have a chance. 

				He had found a training ground for higher office. And years later, when he was in the White House, he would draw parallels between his battles against Communists in Hollywood and the ones who ruled in the Kremlin. “I know it sounds kind of foolish to link Hollywood, and experience there, to the world situation,” he said in 1981, “and yet, the tactics seemed to be pretty much the same.”

				Reagan was, like James Roosevelt, a Democrat and a liberal.

				If you want a surreal experience, check out the YouTube video of Reagan from 1948, lambasting the Republicans in Congress and the big corporations whose excessive profits, he said, were driving prices through the roof to the detriment of working-class America. Then he goes on to say: “This is why we must have new faces in the Congress of the United States.

				“Democratic faces.

				“This is why we must elect not only President Truman, but also men like Mayor Hubert Humphrey of Minneapolis, the Democratic candidate for senator from Minnesota.”

				Harry Truman? 

				Hubert Humphrey? 

				Ronald Reagan?

				Those endorsements made for the high-water mark of Reagan’s liberal phase. From then on, the tide began to ebb slowly but appreciably, until by 1964 he was throwing the full weight of his eloquence into the lost cause of Barry Goldwater’s run for the White House. The Goldwater ticket would be beaten badly by Lyndon Johnson and his running mate—the same Hubert Humphrey who Reagan endorsed so cheerfully in 1948.

				His career, meanwhile, staggered along. 

				Always a realist, Reagan saw the writing on the wall. In 1947, he was cast opposite Shirley Temple in That Hagen Girl, a lighter-than-air comedy. The script’s whiff of romance between a seventeen-year-old girl and a thirty-six-year-old man embarrassed him. But, as always, he was a good sport about it. He played the part with his usual sincerity—he had the chops—but it had become clear that he wasn’t ever going to be a leading man. As if that weren’t bad enough, The Girl from Jones Beach in 1949 and his signature performance in a role of pure fluff, 1951’s Bedtime for Bonzo, in which he played opposite a chimp, confirmed his standing. He was cast, as usual, as a college professor—an unthreatening male presence somewhere between a father and an uncle.

				Despite The Hasty Heart, a rare dramatic turn, the parts were empty froth that almost insulted his dignity, the likes of John Loves Mary and She’s Working Her Way through College. He felt himself on the cusp of being cast as a buffoon. 

				He did, however, meet a young actress named Nancy Davis. Here’s how she describes it in her 2000 book I Love You, Ronnie: The Letters of Ronald Reagan to Nancy Reagan:

				We’d met in the fall of 1950 on a blind date—that is to say a date that was blind for Ronnie but not for me. I’d seen him in pictures—and I liked what I saw. I was doing a picture—East Side, West Side—for Mervyn LeRoy, an old family friend, at Metro, when I saw my name on a list of Communist sympathizers. I went to Mervyn and said I was upset and asked if there was anything he could do. Later, it turned out that it was another Nancy Davis, but I was upset, so I said to Mervyn, “It’s not right. You’ve got to do something.”

				Mervyn said not to worry; he would have the studio plant an item in Louella Parsons’ column. The next day I went to him again and said, “A little item in Louella Parsons isn’t enough. My family’s really upset.” So Mervyn said, “I’ll call Ronald Reagan. He’s president of the Screen Actors Guild, and he’ll be able to straighten things out. Come to think of it,” he went on, “I think you two should know each other.”

				Now that seemed like a very good idea.

				“Yes, Mervyn,” I said, remembering the handsome man I’d seen in movies, “I think so, too.”

				“I’ll call him,” he said. “And he’ll call you.”

				But Ronnie didn’t call, so the next day on the set, I said, “Mervyn, I’m really worried about this.”

				So Mervyn called Ronnie again.

				Ronnie told me later that he couldn’t understand why Mervyn was making such a fuss, but he called me that same day and asked me to go to dinner. “It’ll have to be early, though,” he said. “I have an early call.”

				I said, “Yes, I have an early call, too.” I didn’t—and he didn’t—but we wanted to protect ourselves. He didn’t even know what I looked like. 

				Ronnie was on crutches that night, having recently broken his leg in a charity baseball game.

				“How come you moved in on me like this?” Ronnie would write to me from a lonely hotel room years later, when he was away on one of his long trips for GE. Why do people fall in love? It’s almost impossible to say. If you’re not a teenager or in your early twenties, you’ve gone on a lot of dates and met a lot of people. When the real thing comes along, you just know it, at least I did.

				So did Ron. Nancy was to be the love of his life.

				Nancy’s stepfather, neurosurgeon Loyal Davis, who was a staunchly conservative Republican who lived in Arizona and was friends with Barry Goldwater, would have a great influence on Reagan’s political convictions, as would Nancy. How conservative was Loyal Davis? When his reliably Republican hometown, Galesburg, Illinois, voted for Johnson over Goldwater in 1964, he grumpily announced that he no longer wished to be buried there. 

				At the same time, Reagan shifted his sagging career to the small screen. By 1954, with a second family to support—he and Nancy now had Patti and Ron Jr.—Reagan took on the role of TV host of General Electric Theater. It was an unlikely springboard, but was the first step to greater things. The next step, according to Lou Cannon’s Governor Reagan, seemed like a random event: Reagan was asked to make a speech on behalf of the United Fund at a GE plant. A GE public relations man who was there told Reagan that he’d been rejecting requests for speeches because he hated writing them. Reagan told him not to worry, he didn’t need a speechwriter. “If you want to accept a speaking date for me, I’ll take care of it,” he said.

				“Once GE found that Reagan could speak,” Cannon’s book relates, “the company wouldn’t let him stop. By Reagan’s account, he gave as many as fourteen speeches a day and spent a total of two years of the eight he was under contract to General Electric on the road, visiting every one of the company’s plants and meeting all of its 250,000 employees.”

				Responding to questions from corporate audiences concerned with government waste, he began to address the issue, in the process becoming more critical of Big Government. His talks were designed to raise the workers’ morale while having the added advantage of boosting the company’s image. Almost by accident, he created a national constituency—a public that would remember when it came time to show its support. 

				Reagan was the ideal man for the job. His avuncular style seemed to validate his authority. And he began to change. The New Deal Reagan began to disappear; the conservative Reagan began to take shape. 

				He was angry, and he spoke passionately against big government. But in 1959, he denounced the Tennessee Valley Authority, beloved by Roosevelt Democrats as a symbol of the power of government to do good. That, however, wasn’t what got Reagan in trouble with his corporate bosses. The problem was that the TVA did $50 million a year in business with GE. He had, inadvertently, bitten the hand that fed him. 

				At first, GE, in the person of its CEO and chairman, Ralph Cordiner, defended him. He was within his rights, they told him; he did not need to bend to corporate pressure. But the reality was different; his days were numbered, and in 1962, the company cut him loose. He was adrift professionally, if not personally. He had Nancy and the children to support.

				It was, in a real sense, only the beginning.
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