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			“In this gripping story of leadership, Frank Lavin makes clear how Ronald Reagan demonstrated a blend of principles and practicality that made his presidency so successful.”
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			“Frank Lavin was there for much of the Reagan years, seeing the revolution up close and personal. Now, this witness to history has written it down in great detail for the benefit of all.”
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			“Frank Lavin’s tales from the ramparts of the Reagan Revolution are witty, gripping, and filled with insight into a great president and his times. Prepare to learn what it’s like working in the White House and on campaigns from an expert and delightful raconteur.”

			— Matthew Continetti, author of The Right: The Hundred Year War for American Conservatism

			“An eyewitness account that’s shrewd, attentive to detail, thoroughly engaging, and, here and there, really pretty funny. To anyone interested in the Reagan years—which, of course, ought to be everyone—Frank Lavin’s book will come as a gift.”

			— Peter Robinson, Special Assistant and Speechwriter to President Reagan

			“Reagan’s vision, which encompassed his fervent belief in the eventual demise of the Soviet Union’s evil empire, shaped his foreign policy thinking. He played a major role in winning the Cold War. Frank Lavin has penned a must-read, can’t put down book which provides the inside story and captures both the power of Reagan’s strategy and extraordinary oratorical skills.”

			— Ambassador Paula J. Dobriansky, former NSC Director of European and Soviet Affairs, Reagan Administration
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			Foreword

			It is commonplace among historians and biographers that we need 30 years at least to come to durable judgments about major historical figures, especially presidents. For one thing, it can take that long—or longer in recent decades—for key confidential documents to be declassified and organized by archivists. The lengthening of time also begins to change our perspectives on both the time and the person. We come to perceive and appreciate certain qualities that were not noticed contemporaneously, or the nature of the challenges of the time appear different as subsequent events play out.

			A related challenge to biographers and historians is that senior individuals—cabinet secretaries, senior White House aides, campaign strategists, and so forth—are often unreliable or partial witnesses to events, and can mislead an investigator. In some instances, memories simply fade, but in other instances very senior figures have the mixed motive of having their own reputations and causes to protect. When conducting research for my own two-volume chronicle of Reagan’s political story, I began to make a note of when a senior official told me something that was directly contradicted by documentary evidence. In cases like this you tend to go with the documentary evidence, because documents don’t change.

			This is not to say that the recollections of senior officials have little value or deserve a deep discount. To the contrary, even partial or reputation-enhancing reminiscences are useful for a historian, for they help put a mosaic together. Just always keep in mind Henry Kissinger’s famous axiom that no one ever comes out second best in their recollected conversations. (Kissinger’s massive memoirs are literary and historical masterpieces, but no one should ever base a book on his word alone.)

			In the course of learning-by-doing, I came to place memoirs—along with diaries and letters—as my favorite source for insight into and details of presidents and other eminent historical figures. There are two useful rules for approaching such testimonials however. 

			First, lay aside memoirs written by senior aides while the subject is still in office, because they are often score-settling or reputation-preserving, and written to create a media frenzy. In the Reagan years, think of Don Regan’s For the Record, with its sensational and overblown claims about Nancy Reagan and astrology, crafted to get on the best-seller list, or David Stockman’s The Triumph of Politics, attempting to vindicate Stockman’s disloyalty to President Reagan. Both, it should be added, were produced by ghost writers. Similar memoirs can be found from the Clinton White House, such as Robert Reich’s bitter Locked in the Cabinet, or George Stephanopoulos’s All Too Human: A Political Education, both written for the purpose of enhancing their post-White House careers. 

			Some senior figures can be trusted, if they tend to have a high quotient of humility and discretion. But such figures seldom produce memoirs. One very senior and highly loyal appointee once told me that he was reluctant to write a memoir because he was afraid of Nancy Reagan!

			Second, therefore, the general rule biographers and historians should follow is that you should seek out memoirs and recollections of people whose names did not appear in the newspapers. They are more likely to tell you things that are true, interesting, original, and insightful. For example, despite the many excellent and probing biographies of Franklin Roosevelt over the decades, the best and most penetrating accounts of his first two terms are still the memoirs of his forgotten aide Raymond Moley, After Seven Years and The First New Deal. 

			And this brings me to the memoir you have in your hands. Frank Lavin’s account of his time in the Reagan White House tells us what might be the American analogue to British costume dramas, namely what the key people “downstairs” did in the great drama of the Reagan presidency. Here you will hear the names of many unsung heroes of the Reagan presidency. Along the way Lavin relates a number of first-hand encounters with Reagan that I’ve never heard before, always with a point or lesson that adds to our understanding of “the Gipper”. Lavin is candid in relating new details of a number of well-known conflicts inside the White House—the kind of conflicts that are endemic to every administration, but which the hostile media always tried to exploit in Reagan’s time.

			But it is much more than that: in addition to relating a well-paced, first-hand account of what he saw and did in the wider world of Reagan’s presidency, Lavin offers a compelling account of how Reagan profoundly affected his own outlook. This is a rare combination of first-person narrative of people and events, and the deeper meaning of what took place, both for himself and for the world. In this respect it reminds me of one other book, our mutual friend Peter Robinson’s How Ronald Reagan Changed My Life. 

			Here and there Lavin pauses to ask enduring questions about the nature of public life that transcend the Reagan years, and thus offers valuable lessons for all times. He offers specific considerations of how certain aspects of presidential administrations work that will be useful to anyone who works in the White House under either party. In other words, this is no ordinary memoir. It is a classic, and worth the wait for Lavin to ponder over and write now that the years have lengthened since Reagan was with us. I am sure you will find it as gripping and memorable as I did.

			Steven F. Hayward, author of The Age of Reagan

		

	
		
			Introduction

			January 6, 2021

			I had been mulling over this book for a number of years, making notes here and there, sketching out chapters, and doing some sporadic research at the Reagan Library. But the assault on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, convinced me that this book must be published. The formal Electoral College tally that day confirming Joe Biden’s victory, after a chaotic scene in which rioters mobbed the Capitol and delayed proceedings for hours, should show Americans that a stew of confrontation, disregard for civic norms, and disrespect for the Constitution is poison for Republicans and poison for our Republic.

			As Americans survey the 2020 Trump defeat and the chaos in the nation’s capital, it should prompt us to reflect on past moments of success and consider how we can recapture the moral high ground, the policy initiative, and the hearts of American voters.

			The moment is ripe for us to consider, once more, some of the guiding principles of Ronald Reagan. To be sure, these principles are not exclusive to Reagan, but he seemed to bring the right blend of substance, vision, and communication skills that made these ideas consequential.

			America needs a vibrant two-party system, but one based on a competition of ideas and of policies—not a clash of personalities or a clash on the street. We need to reflect on what kind of country we want to see and what kind of political leadership it will take to get us there. Understanding the Reagan presidency is not a bad place to start.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It’s Over

			It was a sunny June day in 2004. I was at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC, attending the memorial service for Ronald Reagan, one of the four thousand guests paying respects. It was a somber moment, one of memories, prayers, and reflection.

			In his eulogy, Reagan’s vice president, George H.W. Bush, said of Reagan, “He was beloved, first, because of what he was. Politics can be cruel, uncivil. Our friend was strong and gentle.

			“Once he called America ‘hopeful, big-hearted, idealistic, daring, decent and fair.’ That was America and, yes, our friend.

			“And next, Ronald Reagan was beloved because of what he believed. He believed in America, so he made it his shining city on a hill.

			“He believed in freedom, so he acted on behalf of its values and ideals.

			“He believed in tomorrow, so The Great Communicator became The Great Liberator.”

			Margaret Thatcher, who served as Britain’s prime minister from 1979 to 1990, even longer than the eight years of the Reagan presidency, spoke next: “In his lifetime, Ronald Reagan was such a cheerful and invigorating presence that it was easy to forget what daunting historic tasks he set himself. He sought to mend America’s wounded spirit, to restore the strength of the free world, and to free the slaves of communism. These were causes hard to accomplish and heavy with risk, yet they were pursued with almost a lightness of spirit, for Ronald Reagan also embodied another great cause, what Arnold Bennett once called ‘the great cause of cheering us all up.’ His policies had a freshness and optimism that won converts from every class and every nation, and ultimately, from the very heart of the ‘evil empire.’”

			As Brian Mulroney, prime minister of Canada from 1984 to 1993, attested, “Ronald Reagan was a president who inspired his nation—and transformed the world. He possessed a rare and prized gift called leadership, that ineffable and magical quality that sets some men and women apart so that millions will follow them as they conjure up grand visions and invite their countrymen to dream big and exciting dreams. I always thought that President Reagan’s understanding of the nobility of the presidency coincided with that American dream.”

			President George W. Bush summed up, “Ronald Reagan believed in the power of truth in the conduct of world affairs. When he saw evil camped across the horizon, he called that evil by its name. There were no doubters in the prisons and gulags, where dissidents spread the news, tapping to each other in code what the American President had dared to say. There were no doubters in the shipyards and churches and secret labor meetings, where brave men and women began to hear the creaking and rumbling of a collapsing empire. And there were no doubters among those who swung hammers at the hated wall as the first and hardest blow had been struck by President Ronald Reagan.

			“The ideology he opposed throughout his political life insisted that history was moved by impersonal ties and unalterable fates. Ronald Reagan believed instead in the courage and triumph of free men. And we believe it, all the more, because we saw that courage in him.”

			In less than an hour of eulogies, world leaders applauded Ronald Reagan’s contributions as president and gave a sense of his human side as well. I was walking out of the National Cathedral after the service and chatting with Peter McPherson, who had served as administrator of the Agency for International Development. The ideas and the values are permanent, noted Peter, but why is there a sense of loss, even beyond the sense of loss for President Reagan?

			I agreed with his observation. Yes, the ideas and the values are permanent and live past Ronald Reagan and past any of us. But there was a sense of melancholy—even beyond the fact that this was a memorial service—because as we looked around the cathedral and we saw our colleagues, we realize that what made the Reagan administration special was not just the leadership of Ronald Reagan and the enduring principles, but the particular mixture of individuals. The principles are here forever, but the distinct combination of personalities and how they interacted can never be recreated. We look around the cathedral, and we see shadows of ourselves. Shadows of what we once were.

			Why I Am Writing This

			Beyond his policy initiatives, the story of the Reagan presidency is the story of Reagan himself and of the varied cast of characters who worked for him. How does one capture a special moment and a special time? Can we step back from the shadows at the National Cathedral and reconstitute the moment and the personalities of the Reagan era?

			Writing this book was like looking at a faded portrait. The Reagan days were ones of wonder, challenge, change, and perhaps some craziness. Today, the portrait has some sparkles left, but much color is gone. This book posed some challenges to me: How could I portray the distinct White House culture, the sense of mission, the camaraderie, and the feeling of the White House? Second, how could I assess the purpose, the goals, the wisdom, or the folly of what we attempted?

			Jane Austen tells us in Emma, “Seldom, very seldom, does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom can it happen that something is not a little disguised or a little mistaken.” With that caveat in mind, this book attempts to offer some insight into Ronald Reagan and his presidency from a staffer’s perspective. I try to be honest with the facts and honest with myself and others, but this is not an attempt at an academic history. In this book, I alternate between interior chapters that focus on my personal journey and exterior chapters that discuss broader themes that involve the White House or Ronald Reagan.

			I write this not to criticize any particular person, so if offbeat notes occasionally surface, it is not for purposes of malice but to illustrate some of the idiosyncratic behavior with which I came into contact. We had a cause that united us, an important cause for our country and, indeed, the world. But we were beset with human flaws, with all of the resulting challenges in judgment and behavior. How to align the noble policy goals of the Reagan administration with the imperfections of the policy process is the story that follows. As for me, there were moments of success and times when I fell short. Against this backdrop of bold policy changes was my opportunity to grow from youth to adulthood, to try to harness my strengths of a high capacity for work and a gift of intelligence and diagnostics, and to control against weaknesses—in my case, a disposition that was, at times, sarcastic, flippant, or impatient; only average social skills and slow-improving communication and management skills. This story will tell how well Reagan did and how well I did.

			There are three goals in writing this: to provide some sort of insight on day-to-day life in the Reagan White House; to better understand the Reagan presidency, what it was about and what he hoped to accomplish; and to draw some inferences on the US political system and government as well as how the White House operates.

			There are considerable difficulties in evaluating any president because of the subjectivity involved. The first blush of political commentary largely reflects one’s personal politics. If the president’s views comport with your own, you happen to have a high opinion of him. If the president has a different philosophy than you—well, he could not have done a good job.

			The second constraint in political evaluation is that people who cannot evaluate policy will tend to substitute a sort of moralizing. By this logic, there cannot be any reason for a policy different from your preferences, other than that the president is morally deficient. People who advocate less expensive energy do not care about the environment. People who advocate school choice are trying to defund public schools. People who want increased defense spending are militarists or bullies.

			So much of the immediate political evaluation of Reagan was along those lines. If you are right of center, Reagan seemed pretty good. But if you are more or less left-of center, Reagan was not so good, perhaps even despised.

			As we pass the forty-year mark of Reagan’s election, perhaps this first blush of judgment has faded a bit and we can make an effort at being a bit more objective.

			Let me suggest a three-fold measurement of a president:

			
					Did he more or less try to do what he said he was going to do during the campaign? This speaks to his consistency and his intellectual honesty.

					Did he more or less enact his program? This speaks to his competency and his ability to lead a political system.

					Was his program the right program in any event? This can take years to fairly evaluate and even then the analysis can be blurred by multiple causal factors.

			

			I invite the reader to move beyond any personal philosophy and to evaluate Reagan across these three measurements. Perhaps political books need to come with a warning label. Warning: if you are ideologically rigid and believe it is impossible for someone with different views from yours to be successful in politics except through underhanded tactics, this book is not for you. But if you are intellectually curious and want to understand how an improbable president could achieve a successful tenure, allow me to share this story.

			“There are years that ask questions and years that answer,” said the writer Zora Neale Hurston. Journey back with me to the Reagan years as we attempt to make the shadows come to life, attempt to answer some of the questions.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Background: Explaining Frank Lavin

			[image: ]

			Portrait of myself as a young man, circa 1975

			I was riding in a car in Washington, DC. It was 1975, I was a college freshman, and I was with a friend whose name I can no longer remember. The news on the car radio was about the Kama River truck plant in the Soviet Union. The plant was being built with assistance from Ford Motors, and it was to produce heavy trucks that critics said could be used for military purposes, which the Soviets and Ford both denied.

			The radio story was that Young Americans for Freedom (YAF)—the conservative student group—was protesting the plan because of the concerns of possible military use of the trucks.

			I was intrigued because I was unfamiliar with the issue, and only vaguely aware of YAF. “Who are these guys?” I asked aloud as the newscaster finished his story.

			“They’re nuts,” my friend said dismissively.

			“Well, they might be nuts,” I reasoned, “but they have a good point on this issue, don’t they?”

			I joined YAF. Some of their views I might not have been entirely comfortable with, and I was opposed to the confrontational or theatrical politics to which some of its members were drawn. But on the big issues—the Soviet Union was a threat and the government was too big—YAF’s positions were spot on. I was thinking like a Reaganite before I was a Reaganite.

			The Kama River plant opened in 1976, and in 1979, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan—its biggest military deployment since World War II—it transported soldiers and supplies in trucks built at the Kama River plant.

			How I Got Here

			How does one end up in the Reagan White House? An evolving interest in politics, a bit of luck, and perhaps my own personal strengths all played a role. I was fortunate to grow up in a comfortable upper middle-class family in a small city in the Midwest. My father returned from combat in World War II, finished college on the GI Bill, and found his way back home to Canton, Ohio, to join the family meat-packing business, marry, and raise four children. I was child number three, born in 1957.1 This was lucky because family circumstances meant there was always a roof over our heads and food on the table. Though my father revealed later that in fact we had been subject to the ebb and flow of fortune that might accompany a small business, my parents made sure downturns and economic bad news never had an impact on our lives. Music lessons, summer camp, and family holidays all formed the fabric of a loving and carefree, if unremarkable, existence.

			That connects to the other lucky aspect of Canton—the sheer everyday ordinariness of that sort of life helps one grow up with a minimum amount of pretension. My guess is that if you asked my parents what would be the greatest sin a person could commit, they would say rudeness or incivility. They were against any form of prejudice. Mind your manners. Be friendly. Play fair. Do unto others.

			Our parents were keen on having us go as far as we could, academically and professionally. My father was the first generation of his family to attend college. My father’s father was skeptical of the value of higher education but finally consented to allow my father to go to college on the condition that he attend an Ohio school and study business.

			My parents’ world was shaped by the Great Depression and the limits it imposed on possibilities, opportunities, and travel. Then the war came, and more limits. That changed in the 1950s with the post-war economic boom and the start of a family. The chief goal they wanted for us was to excel to the best of our abilities. Try for the finest education available, including private schools.

			I was first sent to parochial school, although we are Jewish, because St. Pete’s would take me in first grade even with a birth date later than the public school cut-off. Then, when some people began organizing a local private school, my parents became enthusiastic backers, serving on the board, PTA, and in other leadership roles. It was almost natural that after eighth grade, I followed my two elder siblings to boarding school, Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. And in the fall of 1975, I found myself entering Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service because, at that time, I was drawn to the exciting lure of a diplomatic career in far-off lands.

			As I moved on to boarding school, I began to develop a sense of political awareness. At first it was from a purely historical perspective. I had a small coin collection and became a somewhat serious collector for my age group. (Yes, not necessarily the best way to meet girls.) My dad had collected postage stamps when he was a child and thought it a worthy hobby. We would go to collectors’ shows, flea markets, and swap meets as occasional weekend outings. I might every once in a while purchase or swap for an item. I began to notice political memorabilia such as campaign buttons and posters, and I started collecting that material as well. Then I began visiting campaign headquarters to ask for material—even writing candidates and campaigns asking for whatever they could spare. Soon I had an interesting collection as well. Meanwhile, I took to reading more about American political history, focusing on presidential races.

			I slowly developed an interest in politics, but it took longer to develop a political philosophy. I remember initially finding the left appealing. I was in fifth grade during the 1968 campaign. Both my parents had disdain for Nixon and were unenthusiastic Humphrey supporters. George Wallace was appalling to them. That approach seemed suitable for me. I couldn’t help but notice that at school most classmates took an opposite view. They were unenthusiastic for Nixon and had disdain for Humphrey. Wallace remained appalling. I was skeptical of the right because of the intolerance on its fringes. At school, we studied The Grapes of Wrath and several parents protested, keeping their children out of school so they would not see the movie version. To make matters worse, we were assigned to read (in fifth grade) Barry Goldwater’s The Conscience of a Conservative, which was supposedly a summary of conservative philosophy. It was far too advanced for our small minds and left a bitter sense of conservatives as either narrow-minded and censorious, or overly intellectual and pedantic. The wise course of action in fifth grade was to have nothing to do with them.

			By the 1972 election, I was more politically aware and more coherent in my thinking. McGovern seemed the logical choice at first. He was against the war, and the war was wrong, and Nixon (and Kissinger!) were for the war. True, there were a lot of silly things some of the anti-war people were saying and doing, but at base we could all agree that the war was bad and should be stopped.

			But beyond any political leanings, I was excited about my growing habit of collecting political paraphernalia. It dawned on me that there would be no better place to collect material than at the Democratic and Republican National Conventions, both to be held that year in Miami, the Republicans approximately six weeks after the Democrats. The Republicans were organizing a charter flight from Cleveland as part of a national youth outreach effort to bring three thousand volunteers to Miami, at discount rates. That clinched it. I would go to the Republican convention as part of this program called “Young Voters for the President.” I was neither a voter nor particularly for the President.

			We had a lot of policy discussion at the Republican convention, and it somewhat convinced me that Nixon was the right man. Watching the Democratic convention on TV firmly convinced me that McGovern was the wrong man. McGovern personally did not endorse the excesses of his party’s convention nor could he be fairly blamed for them. But it was more than coincidence that the radical left embraced him. I was thunderstruck that protestors at a “peace” rally or “peace” march might actually carry North Vietnam flags or pictures of Ho Chi Minh—while we were at war with North Vietnam. It struck me as egregiously bad judgment as well as disloyal. And it was done in a carefree carnival atmosphere that suggested the proponents had not given a lot of thought to North Vietnam or Ho, but that they were simply trying to be as outrageous as possible.

			Similarly, I was aghast at the violence that erupted at the Democratic convention. Why were some of the protestors violent? Why did they resort to throwing rocks? Why not just vote for McGovern if that were your preference?

			The Vietnam War was a wrenching experience for the United States, and however honest our intentions, it was clear that by 1972 America had little appetite to continue. At the same time, there was genuine anguish over our commitment to South Vietnam, legitimate concerns about human rights in North Vietnam, and questions regarding the political-military implications of the victory of a Soviet ally. It seemed we were keen on counting the costs of continued commitment, but not fully counting the costs of a withdrawal, although by that time a withdrawal was preordained. Yet wherever you stood in this complicated series of trade-offs, it seemed there was no basis for welcoming a North Vietnamese victory. A history teacher at boarding school showed us a “documentary” produced by the American Friends Service Committee dealing with human rights abuses in South Vietnam, including testimony from the “Winter Soldier Investigation,” a group of returned Vietnam veterans who testified about human rights violations conducted by GIs in Vietnam. But just as criticisms of The Grapes of Wrath turned me away from conservatives four years earlier, blanket criticism of US soldiers and of American society turned me away from the left in 1972.

			By the end of the 1972 campaign, I considered myself a Republican, though with my political philosophy still evolving. I was most concerned about foreign policy and in that regard most concerned about the Soviet Union. In 1973, I was a summer intern for the National Republican Congressional Committee. I was a Congressional Page in the summer of 1974. I then interned at the College Republicans office in the Republican National Committee where I worked directly for the national chairman, Karl Rove. With an effervescent personality, a mastery of political trivia, and a dry sense of humor, Karl was an easy person with whom to make friends. What’s more, he had assembled in his leadership an eclectic group of high-energy, opinionated, and irreverent people with an impressive array of political knowledge and experience.

			I attended various Republican campaign training schools and gatherings. The Young Republican Leadership Conference was one, which featured speakers who told us we were right and others were wrong and the various hospitality suites had open bars at night. The Teenage Republican Leadership Conference was another, whose speakers were even more on the right and told us we were right and others were wrong and there were hospitality suites but no drinking. The College Republican Student Fieldman School was by far my favorite, which featured people talking about how to win elections, making witty asides, occasionally criticizing even other Republicans including jokes about Nixon (growing in disrepute), and at night there were open bars with a chance to meet some intriguing people: some bright, some funny, some ambitious, some chasing girls, and some girls almost seemed to want to be pursued.

			Even with the disgrace of Watergate, I relished this environment, becoming increasingly comfortable on the right and increasingly active in the College Republicans. This was a post-disaster moment for the GOP, in which the search for answers was in part an intellectual awakening for conservatives. The Wall Street Journal editorial page made a lot of sense. The Heritage Foundation put out timely, punchy papers on policy matters. Norman Podhoretz’s Commentary magazine had a keen insight on the Soviet threat. It carried Georgetown Professor Jeane Kirkpatrick’s “Dictatorships and Double Standards” article that explained the problem in equating an authoritarian with a totalitarian regime. (I was delighted to learn years later that Reagan also enjoyed the article, and it was through that essay he decided to bring Kirkpatrick into his administration.) There were articles in Commentary by Edward Luttwak, whose course I took on the Grand Strategy of the Byzantine Empire. For some reason, the lectures on Byzantium seemed to spill into a debate over MX basing systems. There were also articles in Commentary by Walter Laqueur, and I would take his graduate seminar as well. Another Georgetown Professor, Jan Karski, who had witnessed the worst of humanity, was a fraternity brother and a friend. National Review regularly published superb analysis and editorials, even with more stories than perhaps necessary on the Shroud of Turin. Slowly my political philosophy formed and I evolved into a more-or-less establishment conservative Republican.

			My evolution continued. I sent a check into the Committee on the Present Danger because, well, there was a present danger. Whereas only a few years before, The Conscience of a Conservative had been a turn-off, Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom captured me with its argument that market economics offered not only better economies, but better societies. Whittaker Chambers’s Witness grabbed me with its combination of high drama, historical relevance, and philosophical discussion on the nature of communism.

			At Georgetown, I joined the College Republicans and eventually became president of this four hundred-member club. It was a free-floating polity with a range of opinions, issues, passions, and intelligence. Membership could be grouped into three general categories: establishment, conservative, and libertarian. The establishment types were generally well-to-do and were Republicans because that was appropriate behavior for their socioeconomic class. The conservatives were more ideological and focused on tax cuts, stopping the Soviet Union, and social issues such as abortion. The libertarians were a bit of a mystery and did not always seem to represent a coherent philosophy. You could appeal to the establishment Republicans by quoting Abraham Lincoln. You could appeal to the conservative Republicans by quoting Winston Churchill. And you could appeal to the chemical Republicans by quoting Jerry Garcia.

			Popular historians often view the 1970s with disdain, with the seminal political events of that decade being the US withdrawal from Vietnam, the subsequent communist takeover, the Watergate scandal, and Nixon’s resignation in disgrace—all of these events running at odds with Americans’ self-perception. Weren’t the Republicans the party of probity and economic rationalism? When it came to international behavior, wasn’t the US always one of the good guys? And didn’t we always win? Ho Chi Minh had a different point of view, that communists were always the good guys and they would always—inevitably—win. But when it came to democracy, our system produced people of unusual talent and character, didn’t it? Or maybe the open nature of our system also catered to emotion and left plenty of room for hustlers, grifters, and opportunists as well as for noble acts.

			But this political turmoil at the national level was in contrast to what was taking place at the personal level. To come of age just after the draft ended meant there was no longer any military conscription. And the national trend to lower the drinking age to eighteen meant that any bar would readily serve a seventeen-year-old. And there was a revolution in sexual mores, even though I never quite seemed to catch that train. Some voices in the women’s movement encouraged women to assert themselves through sexual activity just as tobacco companies encouraged women to assert themselves by smoking cigarettes. “You’ve come a long way, baby,” was one brand’s slogan. Smoking and sexual activity were each positioned as a natural step in the march of progress, but for me, I never cared for smoking. During the pledging process at my fraternity, I was asked about the number of partners I had, and I reflected that the ideal answer here was “one.” Yet my history rounded off to zero.2 Yes, the decade was cursed with bad music, bad TV shows, and bad hair styles, but no draft and the availability of alcohol meant it was a lot of fun to be staying alive.

			And the strangest thing about the 1970s is that, although Watergate damaged Republicans and 1974 was a rout for the Democrats, by the end of the decade there had been a shift to the right. By 1980, core Republican themes of peace through strength, market economics, and traditional values had resonance.

			During that period, I became more interested in practical politics. I had read everything Theodore White had written, even his China book. Read Germond and Witcover. Was enthralled with Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail, The Boys on the Bus, and The Advance Man. I thought I knew something about campaigns, and I wanted to play a role. I turned eighteen in October 1975 and took a semester off from Georgetown in 1976 to become a fieldman in Senator Robert Taft’s reelection campaign back home in Ohio.

			1976—Enter Reagan

			The first vote I ever cast was against Ronald Reagan, when I voted for President Gerald Ford in the 1976 Ohio Republican primary while working for Senator Taft. Yes, what Reagan said made sense. We needed to stand up to Soviet expansion. And the government was too big and too expensive. But there was also a risk with Reagan, wasn’t there? And Ford meant no surprises. He wore well, and was an unpretentious, honest Midwesterner. Isn’t there something a little off-putting about Hollywood, with its celebrity culture? (There were buttons that said, “Reagan is an Actor.”) And in the post-Watergate era, wasn’t Ford’s predictability welcome? Having just thrown one president overboard, did we really want to throw another?

			The Reagan challenge to Ford had its origins before the formal 1975 start of the campaign. In many respects, the split was inevitable; the Republican Party by the mid-1970s encompassed several different philosophical tendencies, as well as different cultural and geographical groupings. And the natural conservative impulse to respect the incumbent hierarchy was shattered by Watergate. Various missteps by Ford (some literal) only sharpened the view that he was not up to the office and further undermined his claim to legitimacy.

			No doubt some of these differences were overstated, and Ford and Reagan philosophically had much in common. Other aspects of the differences were accentuated for tactical purposes. But in some vital ways, they represented different outlooks, a different philosophy of government. Reagan was anti-establishment and Ford was establishment. Reagan was a leader and Ford was a manager. Reagan wanted to change the system and Ford wanted to run the system well.

			Ford embodied the main street heart of the party, and Reagan represented the Sunbelt future of the party. There were also differences of personality and ideology. Ford had made a career in Washington and brought hope to post-Watergate Republicans who felt we had to get back to basics with a candidate whose integrity was beyond reproach. On the other hand, Reagan captured the imagination of those who felt Washington itself needed to change.

			What Reagan was and what he represented demographically is somewhat of an elusive question, though notably he had greater blue-collar appeal than Ford and greater appeal to ethnic voters. Reagan’s populist appeal was a neat trick for a movie star. Although Reagan did not have a wealthy lifestyle, it was hard to see that he had much in common with the man on the street due to his Hollywood years. But he did have empathy, coming as he did from a poor background. He did have a lack of arrogance and pretension. And he had a willingness to engage and approach. Nonetheless, his populist appeal must have confounded Gerald Ford, who had also come from a modest background.

			In some respects, Reagan’s 1976 campaign prefigured both the positive and negative aspects of his presidency. In a positive sense, we see Reagan’s leadership gifts: his courage in taking on a sitting incumbent, his vision in seeing the Soviet Union as the key political and moral challenge of his times, his insight in talking about the size of government, his communication skills in television speeches with his powerful appeal to voters, and even his tactical boldness in naming Pennsylvania Senator Richard Schweiker as his running mate.

			But we also see some of the less successful aspects of his presidency. During the 1976 campaign, he repeatedly showed a limited interest in management and uneven attention to details. In more than one state, the Reagan campaign failed to file a complete delegate slate. When the campaign was strapped for cash, donations were not processed in a timely fashion, with literally bags of donations left unopened. Similarly, Reagan was generally unwilling to fire people, waiting until internal staff dissensions threatened to sink his entire campaign.

			I had—and still have—strong establishment impulses. Not merely to defend the status quo, but I felt one should respect those in positions of leadership. They had paid their dues, they had been proven successful in the polls, and I was loath to join a rebellion. When I was working for Senator Taft in his ill-fated 1976 reelection campaign, I feared that Reagan at the top of the ticket might doom Taft’s chances. I might have been right about that, except that Taft lost anyhow that fall, and Jimmy Carter carried Ohio against Gerald Ford. The Taft campaign seemed underpowered, generating limited enthusiasm. Taft himself, though dedicated and bright, had the patrician mannerisms of pre-TV age politicians. He did not warm to crowds, and they did not warm to him. The Democratic nominee, Howard Metzenbaum, seemed to capture the energy of that year. Still, I had the good fortune to work with Rick Segal, who was my boss in the campaign and a good friend over the years. And the key lesson of 1976 was that nothing was necessarily gained by embracing the establishment. There might be less there than meets the eye.

			Despondency Over Carter

			The initial promise of the Carter Administration faded quickly. Like Reagan, Carter was also an outsider, and he campaigned, plausibly, as a moderate. Carter joined Reagan in criticizing Ford for not welcoming Solzhenitsyn to the White House. And Carter was a Naval Academy graduate, a nuclear submariner, and a Sunday school teacher, for gosh sake. How left-wing could he be? But we soon discovered that a mainstream lifestyle did not mean mainstream politics.

			Despite his native intelligence and his establishment background, it was increasingly clear that Carter was in over his head. America was going the wrong way. The economy suffered perhaps the greatest rise in the misery index in US history—ironic as the term was coined by Carter in 1976 to go after Ford. This misery index was 13.4 percent when Carter was running against Ford and averaged 19.6 percent in 1980, with 12.5 percent inflation and 7.1 percent unemployment. And there was a growing view that the US tilt toward détente had not induced the Soviets to behave better. Indeed, with aggressive military support of communist movements in Africa, Afghanistan, Cambodia, and elsewhere, there was a sense that the Soviets were on the march and that Carter was not up to the challenge. Compared to this picture of a floundering Carter, even Ted Kennedy looked appealing—he had a vision and a sense of where he wanted to take America.

			Carter’s “malaise” speech seemed to blame the American public for the problems we faced. His view was one of limits. What a contrast with Reagan’s optimism, which saw the American people not as part of the problem, but as part of the solution. One of the irreducible obligations of a leader was to believe in his cause, to believe in his country, to believe in himself. Carter projected ambivalence about the American people and his own mission. He will be remembered by history as bright, honest, and earnest, but simply not up to the job. TIME magazine described the Carter presidency as “characterized by small people, small talk, and small matters.”3

			Historian Edmund Morris captured the Carter Administration: “An obsession with allegedly dwindling natural resources; a smallness of outlook, from the cancellation of the supersonic transports to the issuance of bills for White House hospitality; public lights dimmed, cardigans unbuttoned, hemorrhoids proclaimed, human rights called for, the Panama Canal forfeited, fifty-two American hostages in Iran; eight helicopters sent in to rescue them, in a demonstration of dragonfly wrath…the nadir…of American prestige in the post-Eisenhower era.”4

			As for me, I continued with studies at Georgetown, somewhat unenthusiastically. School was but a necessary path to get to the adult world. I remained intrigued by political campaigns and I spent the summer of 1977 working for Walter Craigie, the State Treasurer of Virginia, who was a candidate for the GOP lieutenant governor nomination and lost the nomination in what some saw as a proxy for the Ford-Reagan race of the previous year. Craigie was as bright and dedicated a public servant as you might find, but he was not a natural politician. He suffered from an establishment pedigree and from the desire of some Reaganites for revenge. The party leadership understandably liked him and they were properly concerned about the Democratic nominee, Chuck Robb, a charismatic Marine veteran who had the good fortune of being LBJ’s son-in-law. Robb was correctly seen as someone who could appeal to centrist voters and pose a long-term threat to Republicans, and he validated those fears once he became lieutenant governor, by winning the governorship, and then two terms in the Senate.

			In 1978, I took another flier on a remote race: the Republican nominee for attorney general of Texas. Frank Donatelli was the campaign manager, and he asked me to help with research. It was my good fortune in future years to serve under Frank in several capacities during the Reagan administration, and I benefited enormously from his wisdom, his even-keeled management style, and his friendship. Yet we faced an uphill task. No Republican had been elected attorney general in Texas in over one hundred years, but the state was increasingly Republican and former Deputy Defense Secretary Bill Clements was the nominee for governor. The other fortuitous meeting I made in that campaign was with the attorney general candidate himself: James A. Baker, III. I saw in Jim Baker in 1978 what Washington, DC, saw in him in 1981—that he was bright and methodical (a bit like his old Princeton roommate, Walter Craigie). But Baker had more of a natural instinct for politics and had superb analytic and presentation capabilities. He had made his mark as chief delegate hunter for Ford during the 1976 primaries, and his 1978 campaign was seen somewhat as a stalking horse for a 1980 run for Bush (41) in Texas.

			Baker was not a natural glad-hander—no Bill Clinton, willing to spend twenty minutes chatting with the check-out clerk. But he was a natural when it came to strategy, policy, and prioritization. He showed in the 1978 race a keen attribute of crisis management: deciding what not to do. A successful campaign—like a successful administration—can undertake only a finite number of tasks. But ideas, worthy or not—experiments, rumors, demands, and suggestions—vastly outpace a campaign’s ability to process, respond, analyze, and verify, so a campaign can be in perpetual crisis. It needs discipline to determine what are the three or four necessary components of the race that could take it to victory and how does it ensure it is allocating resources against those essential tasks? In other words, the ability to say “no” is a key element of management and Baker was a master of this art of discipline.

			In many respects, it was a normal campaign with speeches, position papers, and fundraisers. However, at the time, it was the most elaborate and successful Republican campaign for attorney general in history. The number three job in the number three state. I stayed with Jamie Baker, the candidate’s eldest son (later a successful attorney in his own right), in a house that had been the family home of Woodrow Wilson’s foreign policy advisor, Colonel Edward House. One weekend I was in an Austin barbecue joint with Jamie, when a man next to me grabbed a woman in a highly inappropriate fashion. Ignoring the admonition to mind your own business, I grabbed his wrist and asked him what the heck he was doing. The man properly rewarded me with a rabbit punch and Jamie thankfully hustled me out of there leaving me with a black eye for my troubles. I quickly learned how some people do business.

			Bush (43) was running the same year for Congress in West Texas where he had grown up. Clements won, Baker lost—thankfully, I would add, as it allowed him to play a national role—and Bush (43) also lost. I returned to Georgetown. The Baker campaign was a useful proving ground. Several of the staffers went on to the Reagan administration in addition to Frank Donatelli; Jim Cicconi, bright, capable, and not too far out of law school, was the research director and my immediate boss. He went to the West Wing as special assistant to Baker. Pete Roussel, whose easy-going demeanor hid sharp communications skills, became a deputy press secretary. Lisa Stoltenberg was to bring a quick mind and strong diligence to the White House.

			Learning to Like Reagan

			By 1980, Ronald Reagan stood unrivaled on the American political landscape, though neither his nomination nor his election were foregone. But only Reagan could bring together the three main currents of conservative philosophy—economic, foreign policy, and social—and do so in a fashion that was up-beat and inclusive. Right message; right messenger.

			Still, many of his political opponents simply did not take him seriously. Perhaps the single most common fallacy in political analysis is to believe that someone who differs from you on issues is somehow unintelligent, corrupt, or otherwise deficient. Just as the critics of Reagan pushed me away from him in 1976, they pushed me toward him in 1980. He was not unintelligent, though he was plain-spoken. He was interested in ideas and he had a philosophy of government, but he never fancied himself an intellectual. He was not a manager, as he preferred big ideas to government minutia. And he was not narrow-minded. He had a certain traditional view of the world, but his years in Hollywood also demonstrated to him that people come in all shapes and sizes.

			Some of the other Republican candidates were also interesting. George H. W. Bush was appealing in some respects, though Reagan’s message fit better with my worldview. And I did not care for Bush’s depiction of supply side economics as “voodoo economics,” a clever phrase, but unhelpful to the ticket and misleading. Bush had a lot of strengths, but Reagan had the vision.

			Howard Baker was also running, and he was intelligent, serious about government, and one of the most pleasant people you will ever meet in politics. Bob Dole, Phil Crane, John Connally, and John Anderson also were running, but I did not find any of them particularly appealing. To my mind there was one big question. Who would stand up against the Soviets? There was only one answer: Ronald Reagan.

			British political scientist Isaiah Berlin wrote an essay about the fox and the hedgehog, describing different types of leadership models. The fox knows many things. The hedgehog knows one big thing. The fox is the ultimate tactician, who knows the ins and outs of every challenge. Reagan was more of a hedgehog. He knew not one big thing, but a few big things, the most important ones. The Soviet Union was a threat and had to be dealt with. Tax rates were a disincentive. Economic growth is important for reasons far beyond the economy. Rarely did a man fit his times as well as Ronald Reagan fit the 1980s.

			Reagan’s depiction of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire” is memorable in part for the consternation it caused among certain intellectuals and the disdain that many showed for his remarks. Sometimes when the situation is so bad, it takes a certain amount of guts just to speak the truth. “To see what is in front of one’s nose is a constant struggle,” stated George Orwell. As a consistently predatory and repressive state, the Soviet Union was evil and it was an empire. That simple assertion seemed a reasonable starting point for any serious discussion of Cold War foreign policy. If we could not get that right, we would not be able to get anything else right. For if we did not consider the Soviets particularly evil, nor particularly an empire, what were they? Why should we care? In this alternative universe, the Soviets were nothing worse than a clumsy version of Canada, having differences with the U.S. perhaps, and capable of boorish behavior, but there would be no particular need to be concerned about them even if they invaded one country, destabilized yet another, spread anti-American propaganda in a third, and arrested dissidents at home.

			In 1979, I was in college and my roommate, Gaines Cleveland, and I established a small graphic design firm, creating print ads and letterhead for people on a part-time basis. Karl Rove called us up in the fall and asked if we would design the Bush 1980 logo. This caused great excitement for Gaines and me. It was an honor to be asked. But we weren’t certain if we were for Bush. We debated this rather elementary request for several days. We decided we could do this job even with our reservations, as we were providing general assistance not strategic assistance. When we called Karl back to tell him we were ready to help, he told us we were too late, they already had a designer put together the Bush material.

			We were annoyed at ourselves for dithering and vowed not to make the same mistake again. An independent conservative group, National Conservative Political Action Committee (NCPAC) called shortly thereafter and asked if we would do some design work for their independent expenditure campaign for Reagan, and we readily agreed. We were working on national presidential ads as college seniors, which we smugly felt was some sort of record until Mike Murphy started producing national ads as a Georgetown college sophomore. One more interesting brush with history occurred when Hugh Hewitt, now a nationally known radio host and columnist, invited me to do research and writing work for Richard Nixon, which was a rewarding activity and gave me the chance to meet Nixon several times.

			As I finished at Georgetown, I continued to rise in College Republican leadership, eventually serving as national treasurer, and, in 1979, I was an unsuccessful candidate for national chairman. However, maybe you can learn more from losing than from winning. I developed a lifelong group of friends, many who I worked with in later years, from campaigns to the White House. In 1980, I went to Taiwan to study Chinese, and I returned in the fall, just in time for the elections.

			My exposure to China wasn’t my main life-changing event while at Georgetown. I started going steady with a girl and it became increasingly serious (Those eyes! That sass!). I had one of the great occasions of good fortune in my life: I fell in love with Ann Wortley, and we were married a few months after graduation. Dickens expresses the feeling better than I could: “I was not merely over head and ears in love with her, but I was saturated through and through. Enough love might have been wrung out of me, metaphorically speaking, to drown anybody in; and yet there would have remained enough within me, and all over me, to pervade my entire existence.” Karl Rove was my best man at the wedding.

			Dating Ann also brought about inadvertent contact with the 1980 Reagan campaign. I had returned from Taiwan in the fall of 1980 as the presidential campaign was in full swing. Ann’s father, George Wortley, was running for the GOP congressional nomination in Syracuse, New York. George was the favorite, but barely; his front-runner status largely stemmed from the fact that he had been the nominee in 1976 and captured a credible 46 percent of the vote as Jimmy Carter carried the state. However, George was being pressed in his attempt for a 1980 rematch by the 1978 nominee, Peter DelGiorno.

			Thus the 1980 Republican primary was largely a contest between two former nominees, with two smaller candidates as well. George was the slight favorite in polls and in fundraising, but Peter was energetic and determined to press the campaign.

			The weekend before the September 9 Republican Primary, DelGiorno ran a TV ad that had been produced for his 1978 campaign in which he was endorsed by Reagan. The ad ran without any explanation that the endorsement was from 1978 and the viewer was left with the unmistakable, but inaccurate, conclusion that Ronald Reagan had jumped into the Syracuse congressional primary and was now endorsing DelGiorno—a calamity for George Wortley. The ads started on the Saturday before the Tuesday primary, so it looked very unlikely to turn this around in the forty-eight hours before the vote. The Wortley campaign was flooded with unhappy phone calls.

			That same day, I called the Reagan campaign to discuss the problem and ended up speaking with the regional political director, Roger Stone. Yes, that Roger Stone. Today known for his connection to Donald Trump and his prison sentence, in 1980, Roger was a well-regarded Reagan operative, responsible for the Northeast states. Roger was justly unhappy at the misuse of an old endorsement and he went on the warpath. And he did a fabulous job. Before the end of the day Saturday, he was able to call The Post-Standard in Syracuse and as Roger later related to me: “Governor Reagan is furious. I was able to reach him on the campaign plane and he is quite unhappy that his good faith effort to assist the ticket two years ago is being misused. He insists the ad be taken down immediately.”

			DelGiorno had to pull the ad and his campaign put out a hapless statement that it had been run “by accident.” He looked a bit foolish because, well, he was a bit foolish. George beat Peter 40 percent to 30 percent and went on to win the general election as well.

			I returned to DC and started volunteering in Reagan’s transition office, “The Office of the President-Elect” after Election Day. I had formally entered the world of Ronald Reagan.

			[image: ]

			Ann broke her ankle a week before the wedding and went down the aisle in a wheelchair. On the left, my siblings Doug, Maud, and Carl, and on the right are my parents, Carl and Audrey.

			

			
				
					1	My father’s World War II service and family history is relayed in Home Front to Battlefront.

				

				
					2	A friend described my approach to dating as akin to the British army in World War I: purposeless, but with great dignity.

				

				
					3	Roger Rosenblatt, “Out of the Past, Fresh Choices for The Future,” TIME, January 5, 1981, https://time.com/archive/6856173/out-of-the-past-fresh-choices-for-the-future/.

				

				
					4	Edmund Morris, Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan (United Kingdom: Random House Publishing Group, 2011), 406–407.

				

			

		

OEBPS/image/Frank_Lavin.jpg
R





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
INSIDE THE

REAGAN

WHITE HOUSE

A ' FRONIT-ROW SEAL TO
PRESIDENTIAL EEADERSHIP
WITH LESSONS FOR:-TODAY

FRANK LAVIN





OEBPS/image/1.png
INSIDE THE

REAGAN

WHITE HOUSE

A FRONT-ROW SEAT TO
PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP
WITH LESSONS FOR TODAY

FRANK LAVIN





OEBPS/image/Image1376.jpg





OEBPS/image/Carl_and_Lauren.png





