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  The Future




  FOREWORD




  The Hollywood of my youth—the 1930’s to the early 1950’s—was marked by a broad political divide between leftist Democrats and far-right Republicans. There seemed to be no middle ground. The devastating McCarthy hearings tore it farther asunder. For Ronald Reagan, during his years as president of the Screen Actors Guild, this presented a personal and professional time of self decision. He had happened into acting by circumstance. His early success during a time when great numbers of the population were still mired in the muddy roots of the Great Depression appeared to have sealed his fate. But early on he was well aware of his passion for politics. He kept on acting as it was “as good as any way to make a living,” and he now had a wife and two children to support. His wife, the actress Jane Wyman, felt he was “devoured by something” she “could not define.” His position in the Screen Actors Guild and his career left little time for her and when they did have time together his dark moods and Wyman’s inability to deal with them derailed their marriage, ending after eight years of what the Hollywood press had written in bold type was a “Fairy Tale Marriage.” She has said that the “Guild could have been named the other woman in our marriage.” Reagan concentrated on both arms of his career, but the Guild took precedent.




  President Roosevelt, a Democrat and a man who had seemed a God to him, and had steered the nation through the Second World War, had died not seeing the end of the war. The years that followed brought Reagan closer to the right and a powerful man in the industry. His life was consumed yet somehow there seemed a vacuum to be filled. Enter Nancy. The rest is history.




  I had never met Nancy when I started work on this book—truly a Part Two to my Early Reagan. However, we did have numerous mutual friends and I had earlier, during the writing of Early Reagan, struck up a friendship with his daughter, Maureen. I had done a great many interviews. My foundation was solid. I requested an interview with Nancy. I received a kind note in return, but at base it was a refusal. Shortly thereafter, my husband took seriously ill. We were living in Connecticut at the time and the doctors informed me that he had, if possible, to be moved to a sunnier clime. I chose Beverly Hills, California as that was my childhood home. The Reagan Library was only a thirty minute drive and I planned to do work there, with one condition, I would have to bring my wheelchair husband with me. One day I received a call from an assistant to Nancy who told me that she had learned who I was (a niece of the restauranteur, Dave Chasen, who had been a special friend of the former first lady and President Reagan). Nancy had been informed of my husband’s situation and had arranged for his comfort while T was working. I was informed where to park (it would say “Reserved for President Reagan”). When we pulled in we were greeted by staff who took us upstairs and to the President’s private study (Reagan was in the final stages of Alzheimer and no longer used it.) It was furnished with the same furniture as he had had in the White House. Predominantly red flowered chintz on chairs and chaise. Very warm and well kept, as though Reagan might walk through the door at any moment. We were told that a tray would be brought up with his lunch if he would call on the telephone when ready. There was a television and current books and magazines on the cocktail table that fronted the sofa.




  Nancy did not give me an interview per se, but she dictated a letter to me with some of her remembrances and comments on Early Reagan. I worked with my husband close by for several months. On my final day I was given a note that Nancy would see me before I left and that she wished to show me something and her assistant would come to get me in a short time. This was so mysterious I could not imagine what it might be. When her aide came to collect me I followed her to the elevator and then down to the basement of the giant building. Giant was not the proper word for it. It seemed as large as a stadium. There were many, many rows of glass fronted cases, shelves, displays—this is where the gifts to President Reagan were kept and displayed—about the size of a department store level. From jeweled saddles to the smallest offering were displayed. My guide turned me aside and we walked to the other end of the room where Nancy stood waiting before what was once a red booth from Chasens. We exchanged greetings. Nancy was quite welcoming.




  “This is the very booth from your uncle’s restaurant where Ronnie proposed to me,” she explained, “I bought at the auction when the restaurant closed.” She handed me a framed photograph of herself, Reagan, two close friends and my uncle—all smiling widely—seated in the booth. “I loved Dave,” she said. “He always welcomed us so warmly.” She saw me back to Reagan’s office. Dallied for about five minutes and then departed. I sent her the book when it was published. I got a simple thank you card which was followed by a lovely holiday greeting at Christmas. A mutual friend said she liked it although she thought I could have been a little kinder to her. President Ford, who had lost the Republican nomination to Reagan in 1976, (who had become a good friend of mine after his help on both this book and “Shirley Temple”) wrote me:




  “Dear Anne:




  “I deeply appreciate an inscribed copy of your book.... Very interesting and enlightening. I approve of your comments where I am involved. President Reagan & Nancy, despite some differences, became friends. It is tragic that Ron is so ill. Betty & I have great sympathy for Nancy.




  With appreciation, admiration, & very best wishes.




  Gerald R. Ford.”




  President Reagan died on June 5, 2004 at the age of 93; President Ford on December 26, 2006 at the same age. Reagan was buried on the grounds of the Reagan Library and I was asked by a national television station to cover the Simi Valley rites. The Reagan family (Maureen now gone) stood side-by-side in front of his grave, united. Dutch, as he was known as a young man, was finally at peace after enduring many years of a devastating disease. For several years and to the end, he did not recognize Nancy. But she somehow carried on his spirit and I much admired her for that.




  CHAPTER ONE
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  ENTER NANCY




  One evening in mid-February 1952 Edith Luckett Davis and Dr. Loyal Davis, parents of thirty-year-old Hollywood contract player Nancy Davis, were sitting down to eat dinner at their Scottsdale, Arizona, home when the telephone rang. Edith answered it. Ronald Reagan, a forty-one-year-old divorced movie star of waning celebrity, and father of two, was on the line.




  “He asked me for Dr. Loyal Davis and I said who wants to speak to him and he said Ronald Reagan,” Edith, a onetime touring road actress known for her out-front responses, recalled. “I thought what the hell’s he doing calling Loyal? I didn’t know what it was for. I said, ‘Just a minute.’ I went in and said to Loyal, ‘Ronald Reagan wants to speak to you.’ And he said, “Me?” And I said, ‘Get to that phone ’cause I want to know what in hell he wants.’ Anyway, Loyal went to the phone. He said, ‘That’s interesting [in answer to Reagan’s admission that he wanted to marry Nancy]. Are you sure you can [support her]? Yes [when Reagan asked if he approved].’ And they talked and after [they hung up] Loyal said to me, ‘He wants to marry Nancy.’ And I said, ‘Oh, go on!’ He said, ‘No, I’m not kidding. He wants to marry Nancy.’ And I said, ‘That’s very exciting, very exciting.’




  “Then she called and I said, ‘Why in hell is that man calling your father for this?’ And she said. ‘We want to get married but don’t want to marry unless you and Daddy want me to.’ And I said, ‘Of course. If he’s a nice guy and you like him, then I’m sure it’s all right.’ And she said, ‘He is, you’ll love him.’ I said, ‘Find out what you want for a wedding present. It can’t be extravagant, but I want you to have what you want.’ She called back [in a little while] and said, ‘I’ll tell you what we want. We want a camera that can take moving pictures and a screen that we can show them on, and that’s all we want.’ And I said, ‘Sold.’”1




  It seems probable, due to her emotional attachment to Reagan at this point, that Nancy would have married him despite any objections Dr. Davis might have raised. But for Reagan at his age to make a call to Nancy’s elderly parents seeking permission for him to marry their mature daughter exhibits Nancy’s early influence over him and the strength of his feelings for her. She had urged him to do so despite his initial reluctance. For her entire life Nancy had sought approval from her parents—the mother who left her with relatives as a small child to go on the road with a theater troupe, and the father who made her wait years before he adopted her so that she could legally bear his name.




  Nancy Davis was born Anne Frances Robbins in New York City on July 6, 1921. Edith was fond of saying that Nancy was supposed to be born on the Fourth of July, but the Yankees were playing a doubleheader that day, and being a die-hard fan, she delayed the birth for two days. Edith was a plainspoken woman who peppered her Southern-inflected speaking voice (she came from Petersburg, Virginia) with gritty phrases, and very often four-letter words. She had been on the stage from the age of three, then quit school in the tenth grade and joined a stock company. Her chief assets were a pretty face and a well-turned ankle, but Edith quickly picked up the tools of her trade, an ability to learn her lines and speak them clearly and to move on stage with confidence. She developed into a creditable actress and for the next decade traveled up and down the East Coast with various companies, playing supporting roles in plays that starred better-known performers: Walter Huston, Louis Calhern, and Alla Nazimova, a highly stylized actress of the stage and silent screen who had been trained in Russia by the great theater producer (and originator of the Stanislavsky method of acting), Konstantin Stanislavsky, and became known by the use of only her last name. Edith and Nazimova were friends, and when Edith gave birth to her daughter, she asked the ofttimes bizarre older woman to be the child’s godmother.2




  Nancy’s father, Kenneth Robbins, was a shoe salesman from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, with claims of attending Princeton and of being the scion of a rich family who had come upon hard times but were still well-off. It seems this was mostly untrue. The Robbins family had never had great wealth and were just scraping along; moreover, the Princeton archives do not list Kenneth Robbins as either a graduate or former student. Nonetheless, his parents, Anna and John Robbins, did not approve of their son consorting with an actress who was five years his senior, and who—at the advanced age of twenty-seven and still unmarried—had no doubt led a less than prim, virginal life. Robbins possessed a certain charm and a persuasive manner; he also boasted that he would be heir to a comfortable estate upon the death of his terminally ill father. Edith was determined to marry him, and marry him she did, and quit the stage. A year later John Robbins died, and the inheritance his son had promised Edith turned out to be a pittance.




  It was a miserable marriage, filled with resentment, and a hardscrabble life. Ken tried his hand as a theatrical booking agent but was unable to find any clients. While he later joked that he represented “a one-legged tap dancer and a cross-eyed knife thrower,”3 that seems to have been an example of his style of humor. When America entered World War I in 1917, he enlisted in the army and left Edith to cope for herself in New York. Edith managed by returning to the stage, appearing in supporting roles in several Broadway shows. When Ken returned in January 1919, they set up housekeeping together again in New York City. Ken hated the city and the theater, and in the next two years had a succession of jobs that did not pay enough to cover their rent. He insisted that Edith return with him to Pittsfield where he thought he could find gainful employment working on cars, something he enjoyed doing. Edith refused to go. She was three months pregnant with Nancy, but he left her anyway.




  Nazimova and other friends came to Edith’s financial rescue, and as soon as she was able, she joined a touring company carrying the daughter she now called Nancy in a cradle fashioned from a wicker laundry basket. When Edith was giving a performance, Nancy was left in the care of other players, stage managers, and people at the rooming houses where they stayed. In two years Edith had performed in forty-two plays in almost as many cities, playing everything from the mother in Little Lord Fauntleroy to Michaela in a nonmusical version of Carmen.




  Ken Robbins did not have much interest in his daughter. Things had not gone well for him in Pittsfield, and in 1922 he and his mother, Anna, moved to Glen Ridge, New Jersey, where Ken went into the real estate business. With the small insurance money his father had left Anna, he purchased an old, many-bedroomed house on Fairway Avenue in nearby Verona, which he then rented to a Mrs. Mae Palmer for use as a sanitarium. This appears to have been Ken Robbins’s main income for a great many years to follow. He and Edith were divorced, but he contributed nothing either to her support or Nancy’s.




  Shortly after her daughter’s second birthday, Edith decided that there were too many difficulties in keeping the child with her on the road. One contributing factor was her need to establish a life of her own. Edith was still a young, attractive woman with natural desires and the hope of marrying again—next time with more security for herself and her daughter. Also, Nancy was an active child and could no longer be confined to a makeshift cradle or a room in a boardinghouse of strangers. Edith took her to live with her sister, Virginia Galbraith, in Bethesda, Maryland. Virginia’s husband, Audley, worked as a shipping clerk for the railroad. They had a daughter, Charlotte, who was three years older than Nancy. The Galbraiths owned a modest, but comfortable three-bedroom house in Battery Park, an area near the Bethesda railroad station. Nancy was later to say that the Galbraiths “treated [her] with great love.” But it was not the life or the love she was longing for. Her relatives were “darling people,” she would admit, “but I wanted my mother.”4




  For the next six years Edith would pop in and out for visits that lasted from a few hours to a day or two, a situation that went on for six years. The two sisters had very little in common. Virginia—“Virgie” as she was known in her family—was a homebody, modest, puritanical, and without much individuality. “Mother was not only outgoing and gregarious; she was also capable of uttering words that would shock a sailor, and was one of the few women I’ve ever known who could tell an offcolor joke and have it come out funny,” Nancy would recall.5 Edith also had an aura of glamour. She wore artfully applied makeup that emphasized the largeness and blueness of her eyes. Her lips were painted in “bee-stung” fashion, and her blond hair was lightened with peroxide. She smelled of sweet lavender and always carried items in her pocket-book to intrigue a little girl who wanted to be more like her mother than like her painfully plain aunt.




  Nancy’s favorite times were when her mother was appearing in a play in New York City and Aunt Virgie took her by train to visit. She would watch Edith perform from the wings and “quickly came to love the special feel and musty smell of backstage.” On those visits she would “dress up in her stage clothes, put on makeup, and pretend she was playing her parts.” Her most treasured possessions were a “curly blond Mary Pickford wig” given to her by Edith, and a small dollhouse built for her by the stagehands in one of Edith’s plays.6




  Going back to Bethesda was the worst part. Sixty-five years later Nancy would write, “I always dreaded the end of my visits, when I had to leave Mother again. When she wasn’t staying in a residential hotel, she would live in the brownstone apartment of a friend who was traveling with some other show. To this day, I still get a sinking feeling in my stomach whenever I’m in New York and pass one of those buildings.”7




  In later life Nancy would rationalize her mother’s having left her with relatives while she continued on the road. After all, Edith had to make a living to support the two of them, and touring seemed the only thing she knew how to do. During Nancy’s childhood, however, there was resentment and deep pain accompanied by a need to defend her mother’s actions. When she was five, she was struck down with a virulent case of double pneumonia, often fatal in those days. Aunt Virgie nursed her through, but Nancy could not contain her anger that she was sick and her mother “was thousands of miles away in a touring company. I remember crying and saying, ‘If I had a little girl, I’d certainly be there if she was ever sick.’ My aunt repeated this to my mother,” a form of betrayal that turned Nancy against her aunt and did not bring Edith hurrying to her side.8




  Nancy’s life took a new turn in the spring of 1929. President Herbert Hoover was promising a chicken in every pot, and the country was enjoying what appeared to be a secure prosperity. Edith arrived in Bethesda on a warm April day, beaming with evident happiness. She led Nancy by the hand out to the front porch, and they sat down together on the lumpy couch where, although there was not much of a view, you could watch the cars go past.




  Edith told Nancy she had “fallen in love with a wonderful man.” He was Dr. Loyal Davis, a neurosurgeon who lived in Chicago. Edith had met him on shipboard when he was going to England to attend a medical convention and she was a guest of friends who had invited her for a holiday abroad. Davis wanted to marry her, but there would be a short wait as his divorce was not yet final. When it was, mother and daughter could be reunited in a fine home in Chicago. Nancy claims that Edith then asked for her permission to say “yes,” for if she did, Edith would then retire from the stage and they could “live together as one happy family. It’s up to you.”9




  Surely Edith’s question was as rhetorical as Nancy’s was later to be. Here was a forty-year-old mother asking her eight-year-old child, who had been separated from her for nearly six years and who desperately wanted to be loved by her, whether she would agree to be part of one happy family. For a moment Nancy was too overcome with happiness to speak. Then she looked up at her mother with the large brown eyes she had inherited from her hated father and immediately agreed.




  The wedding, to take place in Chicago, was scheduled in June to enable Nancy to finish out her school year in Bethesda. As Edith’s sole bridesmaid, she stood gawky but radiant beside her mother wearing a pale blue taffeta dress and carrying a mixed bouquet of summer flowers. “I was happy for Mother, but I can remember, even then, feeling twinges of jealousy—a feeling I was to experience years later, from the other side after I married a man with children. Dr. Davis was taking part of her away from me, and after being separated from Mother for so long, I wanted her all to myself.”10




  Whereas many young people had their lives torn apart during the Depression, Nancy’s was made whole. Many of the occupants of the elegant apartments like the Davises’ on Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive had their share of bankruptcies and suicides. Nancy was able to block these things out. As a young woman she made only two visits to New Jersey to see her real father and grandmother, who were living in extremely reduced circumstances. She later claimed that her father had been abusive to her, locking her in the bathroom when she defended her mother against his allegations of her “impure past.” Whether or not this incident occurred as she related, Ken Robbins denied it, and she never returned to see him.




  The doctor had a son, Richard Davis (also to become a doctor), two years younger than Nancy, who lived with his mother, Dr. Davis’s first wife, in California. He would visit his father during the summer. Richard’s first memory of Nancy was when she was “in the third or fourth grades [eight or nine years old]. In those days she wore a school uniform: tunic, knee socks, and beret. At the beginning of the school year, my father and I would walk her to the corner of the drive [Lake Shore Drive]. With each step the tunic, which was too short, would sort of pop up in the air and we’d see her bloomers. Father would say, ‘Richard, Nancy has on those dreadful navy-blue bloomers, doesn’t she?’ and I would dutifully agree. And then he’d say, with a big, broad smile, ‘Isn’t she just the most wonderful child,’ ” which could not have been good news for a little boy of six or seven whose father now had a second family, and a child who lived with him year round when he only spent a few months a year.11




  During summers the Davis family, Richard included, were often guests for several weeks at the home of actor Walter Huston and his wife in the San Bernardino Mountains in southern California. There was swimming and tennis, and Nancy entered into some homespun theatrical performances in which everyone, including the infinitely untalented Dr. Davis (to much good-humored ridicule), played a part.




  Dr. Davis was the key figure in Nancy’s life. Richard claims, “... no question about that.” Dinnertime, once they returned to Chicago, meant open family discussions, and Davis was always interested in what Nancy had to say in their lively conversations. “She really adored my father,” Richard averred. “There was a great relationship between the two of them.”12




  “They were too close in my opinion,” a family friend insisted. “ ‘Nancy’s not going to want to leave Loyal if this keeps up,’ I told Edith. ‘And if she does she’ll measure every man against him.’”




  “‘That ain’t all that bad!’ Edith replied.”13




  Nancy’s life in Chicago was the fruition of a dream—except for one thing. She still did not have the right to her stepfather’s name and was registered at the elite Girl’s Latin School as Anne Frances Robbins. She was called Nancy by her friends, but she wanted to obliterate her birth name forever. Although fond of Richard, she envied him his right to bear the Davis name. Perhaps the doctor feared that his son’s inheritance might then be in jeopardy, but the legal aspects were also daunting, because Robbins was still alive and might very well have wanted a considerable figure to sign a document that negated his parentage.




  “She called [Loyal] ‘Daddy’ and he certainly encouraged her awed devotion,” Edith’s friend, Margaret McLean, recalled. “They were very affectionate together. It seemed to please Edith, and Lord knows, Loyal—never in my presence, anyway, and I lived in the same building and saw quite a lot of the Davises—showed any irritation when she fawned around him.”14




  The doctor found it difficult to display overt affection to his son. A young girl was different, especially one who tried as hard as Nancy did to win his approval, and who seldom, if ever, misbehaved. His laws were rigidly followed. Cleanliness was next to godliness in his household. Order was important. Silence was expected when he needed quiet to work on a medical article or report. But he also wanted “his girls,” as he called Edith and Nancy, to entertain him when he wished to relax. For Nancy there had been all those years without a father, never quite feeling a daughter to her Uncle Audley when she lived in his home. Ken Robbins had not been a father to her. Longing for a paternal relationship, Nancy clung to Dr. Davis and guilelessly charmed him in the way of young girls.




  “She was a flirt, no doubt about that,” Edith said. “Aren’t all little girls? She always tried to get Loyal’s attention and he responded. Why wouldn’t he?” Eventually, Nancy became almost as important in the doctor’s life as he was in hers.15




  Finally, on April 19, 1938, after relentless pleas on the part of Edith (pressed by Nancy), and of pressure on Robbins (who claimed Nancy wrote him a vindictive letter that he would never forgive), a petition was filed in Cook County Circuit Court, Illinois, stating that “the father [Kenneth Robbins] of said child [Anne Francis Robbins] consents in writing to the adoption of said child by the petitioners [Edith and Dr. Davis] and waives the issuance of process, that said minor child [Nancy was sixteen] being more than 14 years of age likewise consents in writing to her adoption.”16 There is an irony to the timing of this. Davis’s first wife had recently died and fourteen-year-old Richard had moved to Chicago to live with the family. It seems that Davis might have felt that having his son in residence would be uncomfortable for Nancy unless she also bore the Davis name.




  “You can call me Nancy Davis,” she proudly told her school chums the following day.17 When she graduated in June 1939, her class picture caption read: “Nancy’s social perfection is a constant source of amazement. She is invariably and suitably dressed. She can talk, and even better listen intelligently, to anyone from her little kindergarten partner at the Halloween party, to the grandmother of one of her friends.”18




  From Girl’s Latin, Nancy went to Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, taking with her a significant wardrobe. This women’s college, which was housed in handsome brick buildings set in a thickly wooded campus, attracted the daughters of some of the most socially prominent and well-to-do families. They were generally sophisticated, well traveled, and well read, and, as Nancy had been forewarned, wore tremendously chic clothes. Except for one classmate, Jean Westcott, no one knew Dr. Davis was not her birth father. Early in every new relationship Nancy managed to mention that her father was a famous brain surgeon, her mother a well-known, retired stage actress, her godmother the legendary Nazimova, and Walter Huston, star of stage and screen, such a close friend of the family that she called him Uncle Walter. “Some of the girls thought she was pretentious,” one of her Smith chums said. “Others that she was insecure. I concurred with the latter. She was quite short and somewhat chubby, but she dressed well. Clothes were important to her. So was finding a rich, suitable husband. She had boyfriends, but I wouldn’t call her popular. She was keen on being an actress, but I never felt this was paramount in the choice of her future. Nancy wanted to marry someone as rich and famous as her father. That was her ultimate goal.”19




  Nancy had said it so many times that it has become legend, “My life didn’t really begin until I met Ronnie.” No doubt she came to sincerely believe it. But, in doing so, she was negating the very essence of herself.




  She was twenty-nine years old when she met Ronald Reagan—a meeting she neatly engineered. The big 3-0 was stalking her, and gaining ground, while marriage had so far eluded her. Everything she had ever truly wanted had been late in coming and only achieved after much struggle, steely determination, and clever and unrelenting manipulation. Meeting the newly divorced and eminently eligible Ronald Reagan was not the beginning for Nancy, but the culmination of a life’s ambition to find the man who would bestow upon her the same status, respect, and security that her mother had gained by marrying the prestigious Dr. Davis. Until her arranged first date with Reagan, no suitable marriage prospect had appeared, although she had access to some of the most powerful and famous men at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the studio to which she was under contract.




  By her own realistic judgment (and that of her peers and the public), Nancy was neither a gifted actress nor a great beauty. Nor did she possess the physical dimensions that invited instant masculine desire. Hers was a trim, petite figure. Her arrival in Hollywood at twenty-eight (the studio press corps took two years off her age for publicity purposes), placed her at a disadvantage in a town obsessed with youth and early success. Yet her greatest handicap in finding a husband was that she had been signed by the studio under the protective auspices of Benjamin Thau, former booking agent for Loew’s Incorporated, who after two decades at MGM, had worked his way up from casting director to administrative assistant to the all-powerful studio boss, Louis B. Mayer.




  Thau was not a personality in the Hollywood sense of the term. He lacked the flamboyance, the aura of power of studio moguls like Louis B. Mayer, Samuel Goldwyn, Darryl Zanuck, and Harry Cohn. Nor was he considered a creative genius like Irving Thalberg, who guided some of MGM’s greatest early films. But Thau’s behind-the-scenes power at the studio was never questioned. He had Mayer’s ear, and that was akin to being the king’s general. He was fifty, believed to be a confirmed bachelor, and famous for his casting-couch dalliances. When Thau gave the go-ahead for Nancy Davis to get “the star treatment” in the screen test he had arranged for her, all the producers on the lot received notices, signed by him, requesting their attendance at the showing. Since this was tantamount to a royal command, the reasoning on the lot was that Nancy Davis was Thau’s candidate to succeed Greer Garson, a top Metro star known to have been his mistress and whose screen test he had given equal attention a decade earlier.




  “Screen tests [in 1949] were very pro-forma,” Armand Deutsch, a producer on the lot during Nancy’s tenure, recalled. “The person being tested faced the screen—for fifty percent of the test full face and for twenty-five percent left and right profile. If a lady was being tested, you only saw the back of the head of the man [who was feeding her lines]. All these tests were done by test directors [a special unit which did not include directors of feature films]. So I see Nancy [Davis] for the first time in my life and I was astounded because the slate said ‘Directed by George Cukor’ and ‘Photographed by George Folsey,’ and the back of the head belonged to Metro star Spencer Tracy.” (Deutsch was mistaken. Howard Keel, newly signed to a studio contract, not Tracy, fed Nancy her lines in the screen test).20




  “I had never seen anything like this. I watched the test and went back to my office. The producers didn’t check with each other but we are kind of a cruel lot I guess. I wrote in my report, ‘Forget about the girl and sign the director.’ But they did sign Nancy.”21




  For three weeks before the screen test, Nancy had been coached by Lucille Ryman Carroll, then head of MGM’s talent department. Benny Thau, she recalled, asked her to do what she could with Nancy, who had acquitted herself well. No one (especially Carroll) felt she had star potential, but all concurred that she could play sincere, unglamorized types—faithful wives and mothers of good breeding. Although the camera was kind to her, she simply did not project that special quality that made a star. Thau’s extraordinary contribution to her screen test, and her subsequent signing to a six-year contract with options, sent up red flags that weren’t lowered when single men working for the studio, like Deutsch, were requested to escort her to dinner parties and previews where Thau was often present, acting therefore as “beard.” Everyone knew everyone else at Metro and exchanged backroom gossip. Thau, it was said, did not want his relationship with Nancy to become public knowledge (that is, outside studio circles) and avoided having his name linked with hers in Hollywood columns.




  Nancy possessed impeccable manners. She dressed in good taste. She made no secret of the fact that her father was a pioneering neurosurgeon and chief of surgery at Northwestern University Memorial Hospital in Chicago, that her parents lived on that city’s fashionable Lake Shore Drive, and that she had graduated from Smith College, representing herself as a young woman with a background of some social prestige. This was fairly truthful, but not the sort of personal information usually bandied about on a movie lot where the chief executive, Louis B. Mayer, and many of his staff, had neither university degree nor socially prominent family connections.




  “I think Nancy’s relationship to Dr. Davis was her defense,” a former contract player at MGM recalled. “She didn’t really know who she was and it was, therefore, terribly important for her to be a famous surgeon’s daughter. She was reserved. Never one of the gang. It gave some of us the feeling that she looked down on us. Now, I feel she might have suffered from feeling inadequate with so many far more beautiful girls also signed to contracts. But at the time, her stand-offish attitude fed the rumors that she was Benny Thau’s girlfriend. Although there was nothing remarkable about Nancy’s looks or ability, she had been given star treatment in her test. There seemed no other explanation why a director of George Cukor’s stature on the lot would direct her test.” (Cukor had obtained remarkable performances from Greta Garbo in Camille, Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story, and Ingrid Bergman in Gaslight, to name a few.22




  Nancy signed her contract with the studio at a starting salary of $300 a week on March 2, 1949, with six-month options that, if the studio did pick them up, would in the final year, 1955, raise her salary to $1,250 a week. Two days after her contract went into effect, she began work in Shadow on the Wall, a B film starring Ann Sothern. Nancy had a supporting role as a psychiatrist treating a child who had witnessed her mother’s murder.




  Nancy wrote in her studio biographical questionnaire: “My greatest ambition is to have a happy marriage”; what she hated most was “superficiality, vulgarity esp. [sic] in women, untidiness of mind and person—and cigars [the emphasis is hers].” While most young players stressed their desire to become a star by learning everything they could about making movies. Nancy saw her new career as a bridge to a successful marriage.23




  No one knew quite what to make of her. She did not form friendships with the other young contract players and lived alone in a garden-style apartment at 941½ Hilgard in Westwood Village, across the road from the UCLA campus. There were rumors that she had had casual affairs with both Spencer Tracy and Clark Gable in New York, where she appeared in the small role of Si-Tchun, a lady-in-waiting in the musical Lute Song, which starred Mary Martin and Yul Brynner, before coming out to the Coast as Thau’s protege. For the first year that Nancy was on the lot, there was no other man in her life. At her request, Thau had accompanied her to see her parents in Scottsdale, Arizona, where the Davises had recently moved from Chicago. This had not been a successful encounter. Loyal Davis was not thrilled at Nancy’s close association with a Jewish man twenty years or more her senior. On their return to California, the romance cooled off.24




  After her breakup with Thau, Nancy briefly dated the troubled actor Robert Walker, who was struggling with alcoholism and manic depression after his wife, Jennifer Jones, left him to marry film mogul David O. Selznick, the producer of Gone with the Wind and Rebecca. Nancy developed a strong crush on Frank Sinatra, also under contract to MGM and appearing in musicals, mainly in buddy roles with Gene Kelly—Anchors Aweigh, Take Me Out to the Ball Game, and On the Town. At the time Sinatra was married to his first wife and carrying on a furtive affair with the beautiful Ava Gardner. Nancy would stop by a soundstage where he was scheduled to shoot a scene and, if allowed in, would stand well back during shooting, then edge her way closer to exchange a word or to with Sinatra between takes. At lunchtime in the studio commissary, she would pause at his table on her way in or out. “Sinatra knew Nancy had the hots for him, but he was otherwise engaged,” the late Peter Lawford said.25




  “Nancy was desperate,” an MGM player recalled, “although her career seemed more secure than many of us. If you were signed because you were beautiful and sexy, if you hadn’t become a Lana Turner or Ava Gardner or Elizabeth Taylor [the three most glamorous stars at MGM when Nancy was signed] by the time you were twenty-three or twenty-four—forget it. It wasn’t going to happen. But Nancy could go on playing plain-jane supporting roles in B films for years. She claimed she wanted to be a fine and recognized actress like her godmother, Alla Nazimova. I always felt that was a scrim. Nancy was in hot pursuit of a husband.”26




  Yearning for social status of her own, Nancy was convinced she needed to marry a man who had already attained it. Her childhood had been filled with traumatic partings, of accepting what had been dealt to her grimly, but with grit and determination. As a teenager, she had set about reinventing herself and her early hard-knocks life.




  Most youngsters fantasize about their futures to some extent. Nancy laid out a plan, and with remarkable steely reserve made things happen as she wished they would—one slow, self-rising step at a time. Though not beautiful or glamorous, she was always well groomed in conservative but stylish outfits, with much attention paid to matching accessories. She entered a room with an interested smile, cultivated to give her a look of assurance, the look of someone who grew up in comfort as the daughter of a distinguished neurosurgeon. The early life that Nancy would later try so firmly to negate had honed a dauntless spirit of resolution that would in the end serve her, or at least her needs and ambitions, well.




  Shortly before her thirtieth birthday, she sat down one day and made a list of the men she considered to be Hollywood’s most appealing and eligible bachelors. In a culture where youth was valued above character and, often, intelligence, time was growing short if she wanted to achieve her aim of being Mrs. Somebody. Her ideal marriage partner had to be a man Dr. Loyal Davis would welcome as a son-in-law.




  Ronald Reagan topped her list. Not simply a movie star, Reagan was president of the Screen Actors Guild and exuded a certain charismatic power during his tenure. Moreover, his stand on the possible infiltration of Communist propaganda in films would certainly find approval with the archconservative politics of Loyal Davis. Then there was the man himself. Nancy had viewed several of Reagan’s movies, and she had liked what she had seen.




  Reagan was a handsome oak of a man, tall and muscular, his arms attached like strong branches to his athletic trunk. His weathered complexion reflected his love of the outdoors. He wore an easy smile on his face, not forced or turned on just for the camera. His voice had a reassuring masculine timbre. When Nancy attended a large SAG meeting over which he presided, the late actor Roddy MacDowall noted, “Her eyes were glued on him the entire time.”27 Reagan and Jane Wyman had recently divorced, and Nancy had heard that Ronnie was in shock, vulnerable, and looking for companionship. Nancy made up her mind that she would somehow manage a personal introduction.




  Among the first friends Nancy had made at the studio were Dore Schary and his wife, Miriam. It was a smart move. Harsh times hit Hollywood in the late forties, when Nancy was signed at Metro, and her home studio was no exception. Furthermore, the films the studio had recently produced had not won their usual lion’s share of the Academy Awards. Studio chief Louis B. Mayer was pressed by the New York office to hire Schary, who had risen from writer to successful production chief of RKO-Radio (a position he now held at MGM) and was thought to be a young man with ideas who could bring the studio out of its doldrums. Nancy had quickly found herself two protectors—Thau and Schary. It was Schary who cast her in a small role in East Side, West Side, to follow her appearance in Shadow on the Wall.




  The movie, based on a novel by Marcia Davenport, was directed and produced by Mervyn LeRoy and starred Barbara Stanwyck, James Mason, Ava Gardner, and Van Heflin. Nancy was cast as Mason’s obsequious secretary, who informs his wife (Stanwyck) of his affair with the sensuous Gardner. This would be the one film in which Nancy appeared with a star-studded cast. At the time it seemed the credit might elevate her status. She also had faith that Schary, who was primed to take over the studio from Mayer, could make that happen. Now that her relationship with the powerful Benny Thau was over, Nancy was seeking higher ground.




  Nancy and the Scharys were a curious match. Although Nancy was not all that politically minded, she had spent many years listening to Loyal Davis’s conservative Republican opinions and outright prejudices. Nancy did not share the latter with Davis, choosing to confront him not verbally but through her choice of friends. Benny Thau was Jewish and Dore Schary was both Jewish and a dedicated liberal Democrat. Miriam Schary was not one of Hollywood’s social leaders for several reasons. First, with the snobbism of many New York intellectuals, Miriam considered Hollywood a vulgar place and pursued her own interest—art. In addition, a facial disfigurement caused by an accident that had paralyzed some nerves discomfited certain people, especially in a town where feminine beauty was so overvalued. Nancy was immediately sympathetic to Miriam.




  One day, during a telephone conversation, Nancy mentioned to Miriam that she would like to meet Ronald Reagan. Miriam was not enthusiastic. Even though Reagan was a Democrat, his actions as president of the Screen Actors Guild were worrisome to liberal members. There was talk that he might be a secret agent for the FBI, transmitting private information garnered from SAG files on fellow actors whom he suspected of belonging to Communist front organizations. This made him a possible informant, an idea that the Scharys found intolerable.28 Nancy countered that it was equally intolerable to accuse him without knowing the facts.




  Reagan’s easy smile was deceptive. He could be a bulldog when he chose. Jack Dales, director of SAG, recalled that he was often “two men ... aggressive fighter across the [negotiating] table, then in conference among ourselves [SAG] in our caucuses,” losing his temper.29 This worked well for the Guild in studio negotiations, but it did not make him popular on a personal level with the members.




  Reagan’s dedication to a cause reminded Nancy of Loyal Davis, who passionately fought hospital boards and medical unions to win concessions for his profession, and she was intrigued even more. She persuaded Miriam to give a small dinner party—to which both she and Reagan would be invited. Miriam agreed, thinking it would provide the opportunity for her to confront him about his current agenda for SAG and his dogmatic anticommunist stand. As with most dinners at the Scharys, their children were present; Miriam believed they should learn about life firsthand. Their daughter, author Jill Schary Robinson, a teenager at the time, vividly recalled that evening in late August, 1949.




  “There was a lot of political talk and some arguments. [My parents] were liberals and they looked at the current situation in Washington as a witch hunt. The rights of American citizens were being frighteningly abused. Reagan made his [anticommunist] views very clear. [Miriam also made hers clear, while Schary played the role of mediator.] He was very articulate. Nancy listened to him attentively. She was sitting opposite him at the dinner table and she kept smiling at him in agreement. Reagan truly believed Russia was plotting to conquer the United States and was using movies as a means of propaganda. He also felt it was his duty to fight this in order to preserve his country’s freedom.”30




  The Scharys’ suspicions of Reagan’s work as an FBI, informer, were not relaxed in his company. Jill described the evening as rather contentious. Reagan had recently shattered his right thighbone during a charity softball game, and his leg was still in a cast, so he departed soon after dinner, having taken little notice of Nancy. It was obvious that his relationship with the Scharys was not close. He had accepted Miriam’s invitation because, as president of an actors’ union, he needed to maintain channels of communication with studio heads.




  The Reagans both claimed to have met at a date later than the Schary dinner party. However, in an interview in 1983 with this author, Miriam Schary corroborated Jill’s recollection. “Reagan met Nancy that night at my house,” she said. “But he was obviously preoccupied and there were ten for dinner that night. I don’t recall his saying much to Nancy. I asked him beforehand if he would pick up a guest [Nancy]. He replied that he wasn’t sure he had the time to do so as he would be coming directly from a meeting at the Guild. I believe that Mervyn LeRoy collected her and took her home.”31 This means Reagan knew, when he later arranged a meeting with Nancy, that she was an attractive young woman, which might well have caused him to agree to meet with her personally over a problem she then claimed to have.




  Two months passed, and Nancy was ready to shoot her final scenes in East Side, West Side with Mervyn LeRoy, who had many top hits to his credit—among them as producer of The Wizard of Oz and as director of Waterloo Bridge, Random Harvest, Madam Curie, and Thirty Seconds over Tokyo. Reagan and LeRoy were friends, and Nancy used that connection to her advantage. On October 29 an article in the Hollywood Reporter appeared listing the name Nancy Davis, the wife of producer Jerome Davis, along with over two hundred other signatories to an amicus brief calling upon the United States Supreme Court to reverse the conviction of screenwriters Dalton Trumbo and John Howard Lawson for refusing to disclose their political affiliation to the House Un-American Activities Committee.




  The chief objective of the committee was to declare the Communist Party—a legal party at this time, but viewed by HUAC as a criminal conspiracy—illegal. The men who led the anticommunist purge—which became exercises in harassment that left behind broken families, shattered careers, and suicides, as well as compromised, disillusioned men and women, some never again able to function properly in society—were often out to settle old scores or to gain quick notoriety and power. Some, like Reagan, honestly believed that the Communists had already infiltrated Hollywood and had to be rooted out.




  In his 1990 autobiography, An American Life, he would write, “In the end, we stopped the Communists cold in Hollywood, but there was a dark side to the battle; unfortunately, it was a story with victims as well as villains.... Many fine people were accused wrongly of being Communists simply because they were liberals.”32 Dalton Trumbo, one of the convicted Hollywood Ten, was to say, “None of us—right, left or center—emerged from that long nightmare without sin.”33




  But at the time Nancy went to LeRoy, paper in hand, and with a tone of desperation asked him to help clear her name so that no one would confuse her with this other Nancy Davis. LeRoy wanted to know what he could do. “Call Mr. Reagan and ask him to please see me so that I can clear this up,” she requested. LeRoy might well have decided this was none of his affair and sent her to the front office for assistance. But he had his own agenda. His film was near completion, and he did not want HUAC creating problems for a member of his cast (such allegations, if true, could lead to Nancy’s being removed from the production and so leaving scenes to be reshot). He called Reagan and explained to him that the Nancy Davis in his film had no interest in left-wing causes and was not the Nancy Davis listed in the Hollywood Reporter.




  Reagan checked SAG files and confirmed the Nancy Davis appearing in LeRoy’s movies could not to have been the same woman and called LeRoy back to assure him of this.34




  Nancy pressed LeRoy to call Reagan again and tell him of her continued anxiety regarding “the name confusion,” saying that she would feel better if she could meet with him again to be sure there would be no more such accusations. LeRoy did so, adding that Nancy was attractive and suggesting that Reagan “take her out to dinner and tell her the whole story yourself.”




  “Taking out a young actress under contract to MGM,” Reagan recalled, “didn’t seem like a bad idea to me—and I could call it part of my duties as president of the Guild.” Reagan made a date with her for that evening, arriving to collect her at her Westwood apartment on two canes, his leg injury not yet fully healed. They dined at La Rue’s, a popular Hollywood restaurant.




  Nancy brought up the problem of the other Nancy Davis. He suggested that she change her name, an idea she refused to consider.




  Soon enough the subject was dropped. “He didn’t talk about himself, his last picture, his next picture,” Nancy recalled. “There was none of that. He talked about horses and the Civil War.” He said later that “her eyes mesmerized” him. Never had anyone seemed so intent on listening to what he had to say. Not wanting the evening to end, he suggested, “Have you ever seen Sophie Tucker? She’s singing at Ciro’s just down the street. Why don’t we go for the first show?”35




  They stayed through two performances, and Nancy did not return to her apartment until three A.M., after agreeing to see him again that night. He picked her up around eight P.M., and they drove down to the ocean and had dinner at the Malibu Inn, seated at a window table with “a starlit sky turning the night sea into glittering sparks of light as waves rose and crashed against the rocky beach shore,”36 as Reagan later supposedly described in full purple Hollywood style to a staff writer on Movieland magazine. With his immediate and flattering interest, Nancy expected the relationship to accelerate into something more serious. To her extreme disappointment, however, he also continued to date several other attractive young women who appeared with him in photographs taken at various restaurants and nightclubs.




  On Reagan’s thirty-ninth birthday, Nancy felt she was making inroads when she was his beaming date at a banquet held at the Beverly Hills Hotel, where he was honored by six hundred Friars (representing the film industry’s most prestigious members). Film giants Cecil B. DeMille, Harry Cohn, and others gave speeches in tribute to his work for the industry to avoid the recent crippling danger of a major actors’ strike.




  By that spring Ronnie and Nancy were seeing each other on a weekly basis but still not exclusively. Nancy accepted dates arranged by the studio for publicity purposes. Although Ronnie remained somewhat aloof, she chose to overlook it, aware that he was under mounting pressures. The machinations of union clashes and HUAC, his own battle with his conscience over this issue, and the conflicts between major film agencies and the studios all whirled around him. He was busy giving speeches, writing articles as guest columnist for Themis magazine, presiding at SAG meetings, and hotly conspiring to win points for the Guild, or at least for his position on the various controversies then raging (excerpts from one of his columns appear in appendix 1). At the same time, he was having problems with Warner Brothers, where he had been under contract for thirteen years.




  Because his contract called for yearly increases, Reagan was earning more than he ever had. But his movies were not doing well at the box office, and his studio felt he was now too mature for the youthful roles he had been playing. They also did not believe that he had the charisma of enduring stars like Cary Grant, James Stewart, Spencer Tracy, Henry Fonda, and John Wayne, who were his age and older but whose movies retained tremendous box office magic. His political activities had further eroded his image.




  Convinced that Ronnie was the one, Nancy tried a new approach: She took a vigorous interest in his work at SAG. When actress Joan Caulfield left the board, Nancy told Ronnie that she would really like to become involved in Guild activities and that perhaps he could propose her name as a replacement. He considered that plausible enough to follow through on the idea, although the board rejected it on the grounds that “the Guild is in need at this time of name strength on the Board [meaning a member of star stature].”37




  Nancy refused to let this daunt her, and realizing that she had found a connection that would bond her closer to Reagan, she intensified her knowledge of what was happening at the Guild. Reagan found this comforting. Jane Wyman, who had always hated his intense political activity, chose never to discuss it with him. The women he had recently been dating understood very little of such matters. But with Nancy he could expound for hours as she listened enraptured, asking just the right questions to spur him on. In November 1950 her name was once again placed on the SAG ballot. She was voted down a second time.




  Reagan still remained uncommitted to the relationship, but Jack Dales and the Scharys considered Nancy and Ronnie a couple. That summer, Reagan claimed, he awoke “one morning and couldn’t remember the name of the lady sharing my bed. That was it.” This was the time to admit that he was in love with Nancy. With his solid Christian background, that meant marriage. At this point he feared he might have waited too long; as he later wrote, he “had done everything wrong, dating her off and on, continuing to volunteer for every Guild trip to New York—in short, doing everything which could have lost her.”38




  This was in February 1952, and Reagan had been dating Nancy for two years. Shortly after this epiphany they were seated in their favorite red-leather booth in the front room of Chasen’s, having a quiet dinner together. Ronnie leaned across the table and said, “Let’s get married.” Nancy, her hand on his, looked into his eyes and said, “Let’s.”39




  Then she requested that he call her parents and ask for their permission.




  CHAPTER TWO




  [image: image]




  ALL SHE EVER WANTED




  Nancy had no intention of being lost. The pride in the loving looks she gave Reagan were not mere feminine wiles. Nancy was wholeheartedly in love. Everything she had ever said about wanting a marriage above a career, about knowing when the important man came into her life, was now valid. For two years she had not complained when Reagan chose Guild business over a date. She made no attempt to make him jealous or to pressure him into a proposal. Although they maintained two separate apartments, they were mostly cohabiting, and whether or not Nancy knew it at the time, she was, in fact, one month pregnant. This was not a situation that Reagan would have taken lightly, had he been informed. Reagan was a man who greatly respected Christian values, which had been drilled into him by his mother, Nelle, the woman by whom he judged all other women. One of the first things he had done when he began seriously dating Nancy was to take her to meet Nelle. His brother Neil was present.




  Nelle was small, no more than five feet tall, and looked frail and pinched, no loose flesh on her sharp bones. This had always been misleading. She was in her midsixties now and still could lift a weight greater than herself. God gave her the strength, she was fond of saying, to work and to endure. And she had endured much. Times had been easy for Nelle only after her two sons grew up and the younger, Ronald, began acting in movies. But even then she refused to have anyone do work for her that she could do for herself or ask for anything more than was necessary to live a clean, Christian life.




  Since Reagan was not in the habit of bringing his lady friends to meet her, Nelle paid special attention to Nancy Davis. She provided coffee and homemade cookies and studied Nancy as she talked to Ronnie and Neil. When she was clearing the dishes, Nelle took Nancy aside and looked hard into her eyes. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” she asked. “Yes,” Nancy replied. “I thought so,” Nelle said, her words couched in hidden meaning.1 Although she had never stood in the way of her son’s choices, Nelle had not liked Jane Wyman, whom she had believed to be neither a good wife nor a good mother. “Jane was too involved with her own career to suit Nelle,” a family friend commented.2 Knowing how deeply hurt her son had been by the divorce, Nelle did not want him to suffer through another failed relationship. She watched closely as Nancy’s glance followed Ronald’s every move with wide-eyed adoration. This was a woman who would be a dedicated and caring wife, and for that reason Nelle liked Nancy from the very start.




  Neil, on the other hand, reserved judgment. “Well, it looks as if this one has her hooks in him!” he said after meeting her this first time. Nelle, he recalled, was thoughtful for a few moments. “I suspect your father’s family said that about me after our first meeting,” she finally replied.3




  Nelle was the youngest child of Thomas A. and Mary Anne Elsey Wilson. She was born and lived most of her life before she married John (Jack) Howard Reagan on a farm in an area known as North Clyde, about eleven miles from Fulton, Illinois. The Wilson family found their chief pleasure in their religion. They strictly observed the Sabbath, regularly attended worship, and conducted Bible studies at home. Nelle’s mother died when she was seventeen and was courted by Jack, whose father worked at a grain elevator in Fulton. The Reagans (Jack had a brother and a sister), all practicing Catholics, had a love of music and dance. Family gatherings meant sprightly reels and jigs executed with great enthusiasm. Corn whiskey was consumed in great quantities. To be a hard drinker without becoming a drunk was a test of character, a means of demonstrating a man’s self-control. It often proved too great a test for Jack.




  He had Irish charm aplenty, dark good looks and no desire to end up at a grain elevator like his father. He took a job in a local dry goods store where shoes became his speciality and where Nelle, small, perky, blue-eyed, and auburn-haired, also worked. “Nothing better than to spend the day admiring the turn of a pretty girl’s ankle,” he was known to say.4 Nelle and Jack fell in love, and despite her father’s objections due to Jack’s religion, the two were married. Nelle was certain that she could bring some stability to Jack’s life, that he would stop drinking once she was able to give him a sense of worth.




  The young Reagans moved to nearby Tampico, where their two sons, John Neil Reagan (September 16, 1908) and Ronald Wilson Reagan (February 5, 1911), were born. While Jack was a good salesman, his drinking took a large slice of his salary. Whenever he lost his job, the small family moved from one city in Illinois to another: Tampico to Galesburg to Chicago and then back to Tampico. Finally, in 1920, they settled in Dixon, Illinois, population 8,191. Despite the advent of the telephone, radio, and the train, Dixon had remained a backwater, an isolated and overgrown prairie village squat in the middle of undeveloped farmland, a town whose workers were in the lowest income bracket in the nation.




  Still, a young boy fed stories by a father with a glib manner and a penchant for exaggeration might view the town “not in the drab hues of reality, but with a certain enchantment.”5 Jack had a job in a shoe store and Nelle watched over her two sons—Moon (Neil’s nickname) and Dutch (as Ronald had been called from birth because Jack thought his second son looked like a little Dutchman)—to see that they did not stray. They were by all accounts typical American boys. They got into fights and defended each other. They stole grapes and apples from a neighbor’s farm, and Nelle made them go back and confess and offer to rake leaves or otherwise make up for their thievery. The boys did as she told them to do. After they had raked leaves for several hours, the neighbor presented them with a bag of fruit. On their return home, Nelle sent them both out to hand it over to the church as a further penance, although she well could have used the food to supplement her meals, and the boys had had hopes of a fruit pie, a rare treat, for dinner.




  The country was enjoying postwar prosperity, but the Reagans still suffered hard times. A strong personality with a distinctive voice, Nelle was the center of her household. Such luxuries as chicken on Sunday or fruit pies were too expensive for her meager budget. Liver (mostly pork or beef) was considered pet food and often given free with another purchase. Nelle would buy soup bones and the butcher would throw in a pound of liver, no doubt knowing full well that she was using it to feed her family, not a dog or a cat. She grew onions and potatoes in a small plot at the back of the modest house they rented on Everett Street. There was soup, potato and onion pie, macaroni and cheese on Sundays, when she could scrape up the few extra pennies for the cheese, and always a big bowl of popcorn set out on the kitchen table to quell any hunger pangs the boys might experience. Nelle refused to borrow from any member of her own or Jack’s family. When bills came due, they had to be paid immediately. Material debt was the Devil’s lure, Nelle believed; the only debt man should have was to God, and so the Reagans made do.




  For extra money Nelle took in a roomer and moved the boys down to the enclosed porch, “which was fine in summer but nippy in winter,”6 Reagan remembered. She turned the larder, which was usually anyway, into a sewing room where she hemmed a dress for fifty cents and a coat for a dollar. She did all she could to build up their father in the eyes of his sons. Jack was good-natured and well-liked. Although Dixon was right in the center of solid Republican country, the Reagans, like many American-Irish Catholics, had always been fervent Democrats, and Jack became actively involved in the local ward. Fellow workers overlooked his drinking, and Nelle taught her sons tolerance of their father’s “bouts with the dark demon in the bottle.”7 In one of the most dramatic episodes of his youth, Dutch, age eleven, half-dragged, half-carried his stocky, inert father into the house from the front porch where he had collapsed in a drunken stupor, fragrant with the stench of too much alcohol. There were repeated incidents and times when both Moon and Dutch had to collect Jack, in less-than-coherent shape, from local bars.




  Dutch always treated his father, drunk or sober, with respect, as did Moon. Jack Reagan was loving, given often to sentimentality. He was also something of a dreamer, glib—an honest man whose ambitions were too large for his talents. He was never shy of a day’s hard work but, at the end of it, his failure to accomplish what he wanted to do was too heavy a load and he drank to blur the edges of self-disappointment. He never became an unruly or angry drunk. “He just would drink until he collapsed,” a fellow Dixonite recalled.8




  Nelle was dedicated to her work for the Christian Church of Dixon, whose members saw themselves as liberal Fundamentalists. It was a poor congregation, with no church in which to worship. Meetings were held in the basement of the local YMCA, and members were expected to tithe one-tenth of their income to support it. Despite having to struggle ten percent harder to take care of her family, Nelle never missed a week of tithing, and to make sure that she never shorted her obligation, she kept a record of every fifty cents she earned. (Reagan continued his mother’s practice of tithing ten percent of his income until at least 1986, when the pastor of Hollywood Christian Church, Benjamin H. Moore, stated, “The President still contributes weekly to the church.”)9 Nelle’s church was part of a religious revival that had as much of an impact on the twenties as Prohibition. Members followed five fundamentals of belief: “The infallibility of the Bible; the virgin birth of Christ; the Resurrection; that Christ died to atone for the sins of the world; and the Second Coming.”




  Dutch was baptized in 1922 at the age of eleven. He was to say that he had felt “called” at the time of his baptism, that he had experienced a personal epiphany “when he invited Christ into” his life.10 At fifteen, along with Nelle, he taught a Sunday School class for boys his own age and was a leader at prayer meetings. The congregation was much taken with his voice and delivery, which they believed owed a great deal to the private elocution lessons his mother (who had harbored early hopes of going on the stage) gave him. Church parishioners recount how Dutch could “make the Bible seem personal, like a phrase might just have been written.”11




  Nelle Reagan’s personal ministry grew to extend beyond members of her family and church. “If Nelle had had the education, I think she would have mounted the pulpit,” a contemporary commented. Bone-skinny, “a real tiny, little thing,” with a commanding voice, given to dramatic readings, she regularly visited patients at the state mental hospitals and scheduled weekly visits to prisoners in the local jail, where she quoted from the Bible and dispensed “Christian comfort” to the “poor souls who were all God’s children” in these institutions.12 On her Saturday visits, Dutch would accompany her. “She had a way of givin’ out her religion that wasn’t offensive,” Dixonite Louis Sindlinger explained. “She was very good at reading the Bible. The men [prisoners] looked forward to her coming. Some of them were released in her custody and slept on a cot in Nelle’s sewing room until they found another situation.”13




  Not until he was eleven had Nelle realized that Dutch was severely nearsighted. Glasses were prescribed, but he still had to sit on the bench for most of his school years when he was yearning to get out on the football field and prove that he could run the field as well as the best of them. He took drama classes at high school, often playing the lead in school performances, and became the only lifeguard on the Rock River at Dixon’s Lowell Park for seven summers. He claimed to have saved seventy-seven swimmers from drowning in the river, and he had cut a notch in a log on the bank of the river for each rescue. He saw himself as a hero and so did many Dixonites. While Moon was an extrovert, a great promoter and salesman for whatever he wanted, Dutch was introspective. He read late into the night, tried his hand at writing, was earnest about his religion, and was more reserved at home than in public. He lived in what he called “a pretend world.” He basked in the acceptance of outsiders and always gave that “extra something”—a special boyish smile, blue-gray eyes “looking straight at you.”14




  Dixon historian Charles Lamb boasted that “Dixon was always a small town. It always has been and it always will be. Folks had dreams [to move away and be successful] . . . but most never realized them.”15




  Dutch had dreams and he realized them. He was graduated from Eureka College, which was affiliated with the Christian Church, whereas only eight percent of Dixon’s high school graduates continued their education. At Eureka, football was his first love, but he was once again relegated to the bench for most of the games by the coach, Oklahoman Ralph “Mac” McKinzie, whom he admired with a true fan’s devotion, for Mac had been a star player on his own and had brought Eureka the limited glory it had attained. “Dutch,” he recalled six decades later, “I put him at the end on the fifth string.... [Nobody who wanted to play football at Eureka was excluded from the team.] The first year I never let him play a game. Guess he hated me for it. But I had a team to consider. He was nearsighted, you know. Couldn’t see worth a damn. Ended up at the bottom of the heap every time and missed the play because he couldn’t see the man or the ball movin’ on him. Gotta say he was regular at practice. And took his knocks.”16




  He never gave up hope of one day carrying the ball over the goal line, but he won swimming medals, became a student leader, and headed a student rebellion. He gave a stirring speech in the school chapel in favor of removing Eureka’s president, Bert Wilson, who had placed severe restrictions on the social activities of the students, including smoking and dancing. When Reagan urged them to unseat Wilson by nonviolent means—a strike that involved not attending classes—the entire student body rose to its feet cheering. The strike was successful, and Wilson tendered his resignation. Dutch had experienced a new, exhilarating feeling that filled him with a developing sense of power. He had so connected with an audience that he had been able to sway their emotions into a mass reaction. Elected senior class president, he gave the student address at graduation. Then he was out on his own. Moon had left home, and his parents were now reduced to living in a one-room apartment; Jack, having been fired from his job at a local shoe store, was unemployed for most of a year.17




  Dutch’s childhood and youth was one of unrelieved pinching and saving, doing without, being grateful for little in the way of luxury. His immediate ambition was not riches, just better conditions—bills paid, money in the bank for an emergency, and enough put aside to take care of his parents. He feared his own conservative nature would force him to compromise, to abandon a crazy dream of standing alone on a stage as he had at the chapel on the campus of Eureka College with everyone looking up to him, being influenced by what he said. He believed in working for the essential needs in life, but he knew he could never be happy until he was somebody. He did not have the urge to drink, did not smoke, and did not subscribe to the idea of accepting handouts. Nelle had instilled in him the belief that you had to work hard for everything you got in life. There would be no free rides, and in the end it was the Good Lord who placed you where you belonged, so there was no use griping about it.




  At the time he left college the man was fully formed, and that included the charismatic personality that gave him a kind of power over others. Yet he did not use it to his advantage, although after the night of his speech in the school chapel, he knew he could if he wished. In November 1932 he voted for Franklin D. Roosevelt in the presidential election. Although the Depression was at its lowest ebb, Reagan talked himself into a job as a sports announcer on radio station WOC in Davenport, Iowa. Within a year he moved to Radio WHO, an NBC affiliate in Des Moines, Iowa. He continued to tithe and to send his parents an equal amount from his small paycheck and, although three years younger than his brother, to assist Neil in completing his self-imposed interrupted education at Eureka College. (Neil had hoped to get a job to assist his parents, but was unable to do so with the Depression causing vast unemployment.) This left Dutch with very little for extras. All this changed suddenly in March 1937. Reagan was in Hollywood, ostensibly to accompany the Chicago Cubs on a training trip to Catalina Island, a short boat ride from Los Angeles, for a sports-related story. While he was in town, he looked up a former girlfriend from his WOC radio days, Joy Hodges, a singer who was now playing small roles in the movies. She introduced him to an agent, and the next thing he knew, he had been offered a contract at Warner Brothers Studio. After some nervous deliberation, he signed for seven years with options every six months at the starting salary of $200 a week, four times what he was making with Radio WHO.




  Upon signing, the first thing he did was to telegraph his parents that he was sending them railroad fare and had rented a house for them in West Hollywood. If he could help it, Nelle would never want for the necessities of life again. His hope was that his father would stop drinking, especially since Jack now had a chronic heart condition that prohibited large alcohol consumption. But four years later, having never kicked his habit, Jack Reagan died of heart failure. Nelle was alone but free of the worry caused by Jack’s addiction to alcohol. Moon had graduated from Eureka College, was married, and had a good job as manager of radio station WOC in Davenport, Iowa, where Dutch had once been employed. Nelle’s attention turned to her younger son, now Ronald Reagan, rising movie star (she hoped), and to work at the West Hollywood branch of the Christian Church.




  From early childhood, Reagan had been handicapped with exceptionally poor vision. To balance this defect, nature had endowed him with a photographic memory and a fascination with ferreting out little-known historical facts. Lawrence Williams, an actor who appeared in five films with Reagan during their mutual tenure at Warner Brothers from 1937 through the early forties, recalled that between long takes on ten-hour shooting days, “Ronnie would express animated views on an infinite variety of subjects to us, his fellow actors—captives on the set. Statistical information of all sorts was a commodity Ronnie always had in extraordinary supply, carried in his head. Not only was this information abundant, it was stunning in its catholicity. There seemed to be absolutely no subject, however recondite, without its immediately accessible [mental] file. He had the dope on just about everything, all history’s baseball pitchers, the optimistic outlook for California sugar-beet production in the year 2000 [this was in 1940], the recent diminution of the rainfall level causing everything to go to hell in summer in Kansas and so on. One could not help but be impressed.”18




  He was also a diligent worker, agreeable to all he was asked to do. As he was photogenic and moved well before a camera, his career progressed. His coworkers recall that in his early days in Hollywood he was a loner, not a playboy or a social animal, seldom without a book in hand, and often seen off to himself, wearing his familiar thick, horned-rimmed glasses, nose close to the page as he read, glancing upward from time to time as though “committing what he had just read to memory.” In 1938 he appeared in Brother Rat with Jane Wyman, who worked at the same studio, and they fell in love. It was an attraction of opposites and seemed doomed from the start, but with his Christian upbringing Reagan believed marriage was a commitment before God, and divorce something that would never happen to him.19




  When she was dating Reagan, Nancy did not give much thought to the fact that he had two children, Maureen, eleven, and Michael, six. Both children had been placed in Chadwick, a boarding school situated about a half-hour’s drive from their mother’s home where they joined her on weekends and holidays. Sometimes Reagan would drive up to their school to visit with them, and other times he would take them for a weekend to his new ranch, Yearling Row, in Malibu, which was larger and more elegant than the horse farm in Northridge.




  “It was obvious to us kids that Dad and Nancy were very much in love. They held hands, and when they didn’t think we were looking, they sneaked kisses,” Michael remembered.20 From the beginning, Michael confessed, he felt like he was in the middle of a battle between his mother, Jane Wyman, and Nancy, and an outsider to his father and Nancy’s great love for each other. Because he had been adopted and Maureen was not, his sense of estrangement was even more painful. Wyman was a strict disciplinarian who used a riding crop—ten whacks on the calf of each of Michael’s legs when he misbehaved. Both of the children had suffered some form of either emotional or physical abuse by Wyman, but never carried tales from one parent to the other for fear that she would refuse to let them see their father, which she often threatened. Neither Wyman nor Reagan was a demonstrative parent, but Reagan took the greater interest in his offspring. He never raised a hand, or his voice, to either child. He always fell back on reasoning, explaining in detail what the child had done wrong and what they should do to right it. Michael idolized him and desperately wanted to feel his closeness, but as Michael much later put it, “Dad could give his heart to the country but he just found it difficult to hug his own children.”21




  The young boy bonded with Nancy on the weekends that they spent together and on the trips they took in the car, when he would sit next to her in the front seat and she would rub his back. It was the nearest thing the boy had known to physical affection. He and his sister “talked about Dad and Nancy, and we both agreed it would be wonderful if they got married because then we would have another mother. Most of all, I hoped that if they got married they would have me move in with them. I would have a Mom and Dad and a normal house like many of my friends and I wouldn’t have to board at school.”22




  “Nancy and I got along right away,” Maureen stressed in her autobiography First Father, First Daughter. She also had warm memories of the car rides when they would sing duets. “Although she gave the impression of being strong-willed and determined—Nancy seemed to me to be a warm, compassionate person, certainly sympathetic to the problems of a young girl dealing with the kinds of things I was having to deal with at the time [her own antagonism toward her mother, her burgeoning sexuality, and her conflict with Wyman over her imposed Catholic education].”23




  When Nancy and Ronnie were married at the Little Brown Church in the Valley on March 4, 1952, she gained a ready-made family. The ceremony was simple, with only Reagan’s good friend William Holden and his wife, Ardis (known on screen as Brenda Marshall), present. Nancy wore a gray suit with a white collar and a small flowered hat, and carried a hand bouquet. It was not the wedding that she had always dreamed of having. “Ronnie still wanted to keep things low-key... no press.”24 Michael and Maureen were at Chadwick and waited in the small house next to Maureen’s dorm for a promised phone call to confirm that the marriage vows had been exchanged. When the telephone rang, their father simply told them, “O.K. It’s official.”25




  “I would have preferred a bigger wedding with all our friends,” Nancy admitted. “I understood how [Ronnie] felt and if he thought a private ceremony was more appropriate, that was okay with me. By then we felt we were already married [indicating that they had been living together for a considerable time].”26




  After the ceremony, they went back to the Holdens’ home where Ardis had a three-tier wedding cake with the traditional bride and groom on top. Ardis had also hired a photographer so that there would at least be wedding pictures. Champagne toasts were raised and a catered dinner for four served. Nancy claimed she was in such a daze throughout the day that during the ceremony she had to be prompted by Holden to say “I do,” and never realized until much later that Bill and Ardis had not exchanged a word, remaining aloof from each other the entire day. The Holdens’ marriage was on rocky ground at this point, mainly because of his drinking and extramarital affairs, and they had had a terrible row directly before leaving for the ceremony.




  Mrs. Ronald Reagan at last, Nancy glowed all afternoon, her arm through Ronnie’s whenever possible. They spent the first night at the Old Mission Inn en route to Phoenix, where they stayed at the luxurious Biltmore Hotel and spent most of their time visiting with Edith and Loyal Davis. The two men hit it off fairly well, but it was Edith to whom Reagan gravitated more naturally. (From that time, every July 6, Nancy’s birthday, Ronnie would send Edith a telegram thanking her for giving Nancy “the gift of life so that she could share it with” him.)27 Neither Nancy nor Ronnie thought it odd in any way that they should be spending their honeymoon with the bride’s parents, meeting Loyal Davis’s friends, one of whom—Arizonian Barry Morris Goldwater—was running on the Republican ticket for senator from that state and would have a great influence upon Reagan’s future.




  Goldwater was “a damned hard man to dislike,” Loyal Davis once said.28 His friend was a big man, bristling with energy, dogmatic, a Republican with eyes set beyond the Senate. The Arizona sun and his love of the outdoors gave him a salubrious glow, and he was open and frank in his opinions. Reagan could not help but admire and identify with him. Goldwater (his father was Jewish but he had been brought up an Episcopalian, his mother’s faith) was an expert pilot, a confident speaker, and a power in his own state set to break the Democratic grip on the Senate.




  Of their honeymoon Nancy wrote: “After just a few days in Phoenix, we started back for Los Angeles, where Ronnie had a picture commitment [Hong Kong]. On the way home, there were high winds and they split the top of Ronnie’s convertible. So the honeymoon ended with me on my knees in the front seat... holding down the top. We had to stop every once in a while so I could warm my hands.”29




  Shortly before the Reagans married, there had been indications that MGM might not pick up Nancy’s next option. In the four years she had been under contract to the studio she had appeared in eight films, acting the female lead in three of them: The Next Voice You Hear, opposite James Whitmore, in which she played his very pregnant wife (a singularly un-glamorous role, but her best); Night into Morning (taking third billing to Ray Milland and John Hodiak); and Shadow in the Sky, which again co-starred her with Whitmore and with Ralph Meeker. All three movies were low-budget affairs made under Dore Schary’s auspices, containing worthy themes that defeated them at the box office. Nancy’s career was heading downhill fast, and MGM was taking a dive as well.




  In 1951 Louis B. Mayer, who had gone from immigrant junk dealer to powerful head of Hollywood’s most famous studio, had engaged in a power struggle with Schary, his former aide, and lost. Public taste had changed, television was an active threat, and age had encroached on MGM’s long list of famous stars who had brought the studio the epithet “the glamour factory.” Mayer was voted out by the stockholders and replaced by the literate Schary, twenty years his junior. In his eight years as chief of production Schary was responsible for the studio’s transition from movies that entertained to those that carried a message, and that led, ultimately, to his and the studio’s downfall.




  Nancy was one of the first of Metro’s contract players to go. She gave interviews saying that she was retiring from the screen to become a full-time wife, which was what she had always wanted. The truth was that she was being offered no parts. Unfortunately for the newly married Reagans, Ronnie was at a professional crossroads in his life as well.




  CHAPTER THREE
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  A HOME OF THEIR OWN




  With his most recent movies box office losers, Warner Brothers failed to renew Reagan’s contract. For the first time in his film career, he was independent of studio control. There had been great changes in the movie industry, and Lew Wasserman, president of the Music Corporation of America and Reagan’s agent, was responsible for many of them. MCA had as its clients some of the greatest box office stars in Hollywood, many of whom had been locked into contracts at salaries that were not commensurate with the income their appearance in a movie generated. Wasserman was convinced that once a star was a free agent he or she would be empowered to strike their own deal with a film company, bringing in a story of their choice, and maintaining control over many other creative elements. He tested the waters in 1950, making a multimillion-dollar package deal for James Stewart, Winchester ’73 (an exceptional Western script by Borden Chase and Robert L. Richards), and Anthony Mann as director, MCA retaining a percentage of the film, as well as demanding a high-six-figure salary for the star. The deal made Stewart a very rich man and an actor now in charge of his own career. Feeling he should be able to achieve the same goal, Reagan went to Wasserman, whom he considered to be a close friend, to discuss this possibility.




  An elegant man, beam-tall, spike-lean, Wasserman set the executive style personifying Hollywood power that Reagan later adapted in his role as politician—the smoothed-back hair, the Italian silk tie, impeccably tailored dark suits, and French-cuffed white shirts. The son of poor immigrant parents, Wasserman had worked his way up from movie usher in Cleveland, Ohio, to band booker to agent to president of the largest theatrical agency in the world. Reagan admired him and often sought his advice, which Wasserman had always been happy to dispense. But lately he had passed him off to other, less powerful MCA agents. Now Reagan sat opposite Wasserman in his large, wood-paneled corner office, the faint, spicy scent of the occupant’s cologne in the air.




  “Lew,” Reagan ventured, “what you did for Jimmy [Stewart] was great. Don’t you sort of think it’s my turn now?”




  Wasserman adjusted his signature, oversized black spectacles and leaned forward in his leather chair. “Ron,” he replied, in a quiet but forceful voice, “Jimmy has been a major star for many years. His films have been big money makers. You haven’t got the same numbers going in as he had.”1




  Reagan was enough of a realist to accept the harsh truth when confronted with it. He wasn’t in Stewart’s league, and he knew it. The fact that he believed he was a damn sight better than the material the studio had given him, did not alter the fact that his films had not made money or received critical acclaim. Wasserman suggested Reagan go out and look for a strong property (script, play, book) in which he could envision himself as the star and then the agency would see what it could do. The offer did not come with much enthusiasm or a guarantee.




  Reagan now had two families to support. Wyman (who had not only reached star status but maintained it after winning a Best Actress Oscar for her “superb portrayal of a deaf-mute rape victim in Johnny Belinda” and a recent nomination in the same category for the 1951 film The Blue Veil) had just signed a multimillion-dollar contract, so he might not have had to concern himself about Maureen’s and Michael’s present welfare. Nonetheless, his background decreed that a man took care of his children. With a new wife, a third child on the way, and a ranch—the 350-acre Yearling Row—it was imperative that he find lucrative work soon. He would not consider selling the ranch. Yearling Row was a place in which he could revel in the outdoors, work with his hands, and breed, raise, and ride his horses. The ranch gave him a sense of freedom and empowerment.




  His high expenses forced him to accept roles in two turgid dramas, Hong Kong and Tropic Zone, both opposite Rhonda Fleming, for which he would be paid $45,000 each, less MCA’s ten percent agency fees. The producers, Pine-Thomas, made low-budget action films that were released through Paramount. Neither script met with Reagan’s approval. In each his character was two-dimensional, and both would be shot on limited time schedules on mostly back-lot mock-ups of exotic locales. Although the films could possibly diminish his star image, Reagan felt he had no choice.




  For some years, there had been remarkable juxtapositions in Reagan’s career. At the same time that he was appearing in movies that might be inane and sometimes worse, having to rattle off dialogue to a chimpanzee (Bedtime for Bonzo), an Indian chief who spoke no English (The Last Outpost), and a Chinese boy with a minuscule vocabulary (Hong Kong), he was—and had been for six years—the president of the Screen Actors Guild, debating technical and controversial issues on which the lives of thousands of people were balanced. He was also much in demand for lectures and commencement addresses. His impassioned speech “America the Beautiful,” delivered to the graduating class at William Woods College in Fulton, Missouri, clearly displayed his brilliance as a communicator. Portions of the speech are immensely stirring, with word pictures that spring immediately to life. (See excerpt in appendix 2.) William Woods is a small, private Christian school, which at the time was for women only. Speaking to about five hundred young students, Reagan made it crystal clear that, along with his fundamental American philosophy and his view of Russia as the Evil Empire, he believed the feminine role was to provide emotional support for the men in her life—father, husband, brother. He also subscribed to something he called momism—that women were responsible for most of the great and noble deeds that men achieved and that when they failed in their given role, their men failed in theirs.




  We see the direct result of this philosophy in his relationships with Nelle and Nancy, both of whom he placed on pedestals. Nancy had no intention of ever being less than his idea of the perfect wife. Her first consideration was always Ronnie, who was then at a difficult point in his career. Acting had been a choice that had been thrust upon him, not one that had its roots in a love of the theater and performing. Although he had taken easily to it and it had given him the wherewithal to support his family during the darkest days of the Depression, it had never completely satisfied him. Given his ability as an orator, which owed a great deal to the church and to Nelle’s evangelistic talents and teachings, he possibly could have had a rewarding life as a preacher. But, despite his strong Christian beliefs, from youth he had striven to find for himself a more popular pulpit.




  Both he and Nancy strongly felt that his potential had never been realized, that the power and charisma that he exuded in his SAG dealings and in his speeches should have been transferred to the screen. After Reagan’s discouraging meeting with Wasserman, he was aware that he was unlikely to reach that level of stardom, that he simply had to press forward along another route to achieve the financial security he desired. Certainly, husband and wife discussed the idea of a future in politics. But at this time Reagan’s loyalties were torn. His ideology had strayed from that of the Democratic Party, which he claimed had left him. Yet his deep regard for Nelle’s feelings (she had faithfully supported Jack in his Democratic political beliefs and still maintained them) kept him from aligning himself publicly with the Republican Party.




  Members of the Democratic Party in Los Angeles County approached him to consider running for the U.S. Congress. There were long discussions with their representatives and with Nancy. He confessed to Jack Dales at SAG and to others that he was having serious problems with the direction he believed the Democratic Party was going. Although he had idolized Franklin D. Roosevelt and had always voted Democratic, he cast his ballot in 1952 on the Republican side, for Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower. Some of his leaning to the right can be fairly attributed to Nancy, who had been reared in an arch-Republican household and longed for her husband to please her father so that she could bask in that approval.




  Nancy would always contend that she had no influence over Ronnie’s political decisions. This was untrue. He always listened to Nancy’s views, especially concerning which people to trust, for he felt she was more perceptive than was he in that area. It was through her opinions about Reagan’s allies and advisers that Nancy most effectively exerted her power.




  With Ronnie under extreme pressure, traveling constantly to cover all his commitments, Nancy devoted herself to being the supportive wife. She shielded him from household problems, diligently adhered to the budget he set for them, and somehow managed to look “cool and well turned-out” in both public and private. He once confided to his mother-in-law that “even at breakfast” Nancy was “a tidy sight, everything neat and a lovely picture.”2 When he was away—which was a good part of the time—he spoke to her daily and sent her letters and telegrams, often mushy enough to be associated with adolescent behavior. He called her Nancy Poo or Nancy Poo Pants and signed some of them Daddie Poo. There were also imaginative letters, funny, caring, frequently accompanied by small, humorous line drawings he made, or two inked hearts emblazoned with their initials, an arrow through them. Nancy’s letters were far more prosaic, but she did use many of the same schmaltzy terms of endearment. “Dear Daddie Poo,” she would begin.
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“Edwards offers an engaging yet honest look at the human experience
played out on the public stage.” —Publishers Weekly
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