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BY GEORGE P. SHULTZZ

How do you judge a presidency and a president?

Accomplishments are one yardstick. In the case of Ronald Reagan, you can point to ample successes, both during his presidency and throughout his life. He was successful as a negotiator when he was head of the Screen Actors Guild. He was successful as an actor, mastering the art of inhabiting a character or role. As a two-term governor of California, he left the state in much better shape than he found it and was even more popular when he left office than when he entered.

During the Reagan presidency, I had the privilege of close association with Ronald Reagan as he changed our country for the better. Rather than looking for political glory, he always seemed motivated by his view of what was best for America. His was a non-partisan way of thinking.

I saw Reagan inherit an economy in shambles with inflation in the teens and the prime rate at 20 percent. I watched as he worked closely with Paul Volcker, chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, to fight inflation and put us back on the right track. (Reagan was fond of telling what were, in some respects, old chestnuts. I remember him saying, when people warned that a serious effort to get rid of inflation might well lead to a recession, “If not us, who? If not now, when?”)

In the areas of national security and foreign policy, there was a dramatic change for the better between the beginning and end of Reagan’s presidency. When Reagan entered office, the Cold War was as cold as it could get, and when he left, it was all over but the shouting. Sometimes you hear doubters argue that whatever happens just happens—that Reagan’s policies of strength, realism, and diplomacy (let alone his skill in negotiations) had nothing to do with it. But looking at his long list of accomplishments, most people feel that he must have had something special to offer.

A president’s real legacy is ultimately about more than accomplishments, though—no matter how impressive they may be. Most actions of consequence are, in the end, based on ideas. If the ideas are good, they have staying power.

Ronald Reagan was very much a man of ideas, and one of his key convictions was that nuclear weapons are so destructive they should not be in the hands of mankind. He recognized the arguments for deterrence through mutual assured destruction. But he thought this strategy was immoral. I heard him ask on many occasions, “What’s so good about a peace kept by the threat of destroying each other?”

Close as I was to Reagan, I learned a lot about the depth and long history of his thinking on the nuclear threat from reading Martin and Annelise Anderson’s thorough and illuminating analysis of the record—much of it hidden until now in secret files. Thanks to the Andersons’ truly vast accumulation of essays, stories, and letters in the president’s own handwriting, we learn that Reagan committed his thoughts to paper almost continuously. This is significant because the act of writing is fundamentally an act of thinking. Reagan was a thinker as well as a doer.

Reagan made no secret of his view that we should abolish nuclear weapons. But most people did not take this idea seriously—until Reykjavik. I had the privilege of sitting beside Ronald Reagan in that tiny room in Hofdi House as we talked for two days with Mikhail Gorbachev and Eduard Shevardnadze. There it emerged that the leaders of the two countries that jointly controlled more than 90 percent of the world’s nuclear weapons were calling for the abolition of those weapons.

I remember vividly the reaction when we returned to Washington. Almost immediately Margaret Thatcher summoned me to the British ambassador’s residence. There I learned the meaning of a British verb that derives from Thatcher’s characteristically carrying a stiff handbag, for I was “handbagged.”

“How could you let the president agree to abolish nuclear weapons?” she accused.

“But Margaret, he’s the president.”

“Yes, but you’re supposed to be the one who has his feet on the ground.”

“Margaret, I agreed with him.”

I emerged from the ambassador’s residence bloodied. And over the next few days, as I heard similar reactions from others, I came to realize that this idea of abolishing all nuclear weapons was one whose time had not yet come. But I still believed in the concept, and more important, so did Ronald Reagan.

Today, Reykjavik can be seen as a watershed meeting. Maybe it was the beginning of the end of the Cold War. Clearly, the number of nuclear weapons in the hands of the United States and Russia has been sharply reduced since that time (although huge numbers still remain and the possibility of proliferation is all too apparent).

The contrast between the resistance to nuclear abolition among the political intelligentsia during Reagan’s presidency and the current growing acceptance that this might just be possible was brought home to me in 2006, when my colleague Sid Drell, a physicist, and I decided to hold a conference marking the twentieth anniversary of the Reykjavik meeting with the objective of exploring its implications. Many outstanding individuals joined us and another of our colleagues, Bill Perry, at this conference, and in other ways we included our friends Henry Kissinger and Sam Nunn in the effort. Among the results was an essay in the Wall Street Journal published on January 4, 2007, calling for a world free of nuclear weapons.

Of course, the essay caused some to speak out in opposition, but the overwhelming response globally was positive. In the United States, some two-thirds of the former secretaries of state and defense, as well as national security advisers, have publicly expressed support for this effort.

Many people have commented on how refreshing it is to have something advanced on a bipartisan basis. Those leading the initiative all reply that this effort isn’t bipartisan; it’s nonpartisan. That was always the spirit of Ronald Reagan, who asked himself what was good for the country and, in the case of nuclear weapons, what was good for mankind.

Ultimately, the true test of a man and his presidency is whether his ideas have staying power. And as Martin and Annelise Anderson incisively argue in these pages, Reagan’s idea of abolishing nuclear weapons once and for all was of immense importance. The public was hesitant to embrace it. Advisers Reagan trusted and who were experts in this arena didn’t support it. But none of that diminished Reagan’s conviction, and now we see that his idea lives on and is attracting support in the United States and around the world.

This book will make an immense contribution to the thinking on this subject because the authors have defied assumptions about what Reagan thought and said and conducted painstaking research to get at the truth of what he really planned and executed. All of us who are gripped by the transcendent importance of the nuclear threat will learn, and be inspired by, this account.




INTRODUCTION
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One eyewitness
is worth more than ten who
tell you what they have heard.

—PLAUTUS, ROMAN PLAYWRIGHT, C. 190 B.C.







Ronald Reagan accomplished so much with such apparent ease that the casual observer often assumes he had nothing to do with it, nothing to do with the resurgence of the economy or the reduction in nuclear arsenals or the end of the Cold War.

Perhaps he had advisers whose lines he read with such skill. Perhaps it was Gorbachev or Thatcher or the Pope. Or maybe it was just plain luck.

We think not.

The evidence for this conclusion comes primarily from Reagan himself—what he wrote and what he said, his own words, written in his own hand or spoken extemporaneously. This evidence shows that throughout his presidency, Reagan carried out goals he had long held, carefully plotted the strategy that brought about the ends he achieved, and made all the major decisions of his administration. He did not always reveal to friends, family, the press, or his closest advisers how he intended to accomplish his objectives or the purpose of his actions. Yet with the benefit of hindsight, we see intent, planning, and timing. And as we look back we begin to understand the origins of the ambitious goals he brought to his presidency.

Especially important to this understanding is a new block of evidence declassified for use in this book: the minutes of the National Security Council (NSC), documents previously classified as Top Secret or Secret, unavailable to researchers or the public until now. The NSC is the group that advises the president on the most difficult decisions he must make—those about national security. In the Reagan White House, the meetings of the NSC were not tape-recorded, but a scribe usually took careful notes on what each of the participants said, including the president. In quoting Reagan, these minutes reveal his decisions and directions to his staff on national defense, arms control negotiations, and U.S. strategy with respect to the Soviet Union, the Middle East, and Latin America.

Reagan chaired 355 meetings of the NSC or its smaller and more secretive component, the National Security Planning Group (NSPG). Minutes were found for 192 of them, and of these more than 80 have been declassified for use in this book—those most revealing of Reagan’s thinking and decision making on national defense, arms control, and dealing with the Soviets.

Martin Anderson was given access to these minutes (and to other classified documents) in a rare confluence of events: he had the necessary clearances, and both the office of President Reagan (where Nancy Reagan was making the final decisions) and the current president had to agree. So did the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Council, the National Security Agency, and the departments of State and Defense. Each wrote a letter granting access and giving conditions.

To access the documents, Martin went into the vault at the Reagan Library through four locked and secured steel doors and was given a small desk in the archivists’ workroom at which he could take notes—notes that were immediately classified and could not be taken out of the library. He had to leave his cell phone behind, and was always accompanied by one of the few archivists at the Reagan Library authorized to handle classified documents, an additional burden on these hardworking people. Security became even touchier a short time after Martin began his work, when President Clinton’s former national security adviser, Samuel “Sandy” Berger, was caught extracting documents from the Clinton Presidential Library by concealing them in his clothing, even hiding them in his socks. Henceforth Martin’s library visits involved pulling up his pant legs to demonstrate that there were no precious papers concealed in his socks.

The NSC minutes are critical to knowing who Reagan was and how he accomplished his goals, and they are the final block of evidence necessary to understanding Ronald Wilson Reagan. Only in these records do we find out what Reagan decided, how he handled controversy among advisers, and what instructions he gave on negotiating with the most formidable foe of the United States during the Cold War, the Soviet Union. They are the ultimate evidence of Reagan’s own role in dealing with the threat of nuclear catastrophe and ultimately ending the Cold War.

They will not come as a surprise to his closest staff and advisers, who, after all, were there and have always said that he made all the decisions, but they will astonish many others, even those who already admire Reagan as a communicator, a politician, and a man with firm convictions.

Martin Anderson had access to other classified documents in the Reagan Library, including memorandums of conversations, known as “memcons” for short, prepared as a record when the president met foreign leaders or talked to them on the phone. One of the documents declassified for this book is a memcon of Reagan’s December 15, 1981, meeting with the representative of Pope John Paul II, Vatican Secretary of State Agostino Cardinal Casaroli.

Of special interest are the transcripts of the four historic U.S.-Soviet summit meetings where Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev debated and negotiated. The transcripts record not only the plenary sessions, attended by staff and advisers, but also the private sessions between the two men, where only translators and note takers were present. Many Soviets and Americans worked on the negotiations, but the man-to-man negotiations between the two leaders were of key importance. We have excerpted many of these transcripts to give the reader a feel for what happened at these summits and why.

Also of great interest and importance are the dozens of letters that went back and forth between Reagan and the four men who led the Soviet Union while he was president—Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, Konstantin Chernenko, and finally Mikhail Gorbachev. Reagan took up his own pen to write some of these letters. Now declassified, they give us a strong understanding of Reagan’s approach to the Soviets and how much was accomplished before Gorbachev ever took office.

Other evidence abounds, but much of it did not begin to become available until long after Reagan had left the presidency. As this information became available, even Reagan’s own staff was surprised at the extent to which he had been developing his own policy views and crafting his own speeches over the years. They did not know that Reagan was, in truth, a writer. Whatever else he was doing—as student, sportscaster, Hollywood actor, representative for General Electric, governor, private citizen, president—Ronald Reagan wrote. He wrote short stories, articles, radio commentaries, speeches, letters, two autobiographies, and, during his years in the White House, a personal diary.

Even we, the co-authors of this book, did not know how much Reagan had written over the years until we began researching him. And we were intimately acquainted with Reagan’s political life. We had worked in Reagan’s presidential campaigns of 1976 and 1980, the 1980 transition to the new administration, and the Reagan White House. Martin Anderson joined Reagan’s 1976 campaign in October 1975, taking a leave of absence from Columbia’s Graduate School of Business. Martin was in charge of policy development and traveled with Reagan, travels that ended at the 1976 convention when Reagan lost his challenge to sitting president Gerald R. Ford for the Republican nomination. Annelise Anderson joined the Reagan campaign in the summer of 1976 when her teaching responsibilities at California State University, Hayward, were over for the school year, and staffed a policy research center at the 1976 convention.

In 1979 Martin, again on leave, was back on the campaign trail, often traveling with Reagan. Both of us were heavily involved with the Republican Party platform at the convention. During the fall 1980 campaign, Martin traveled with Reagan, and Annelise was selected to travel with vice presidential candidate George H. W. Bush as his policy adviser and a link to the Reagan campaign. In the transition following Reagan’s November 4, 1980, victory, Annelise was the lead person in developing recommendations for presidential appointments in the departments of Treasury, Commerce, and Transportation. When the administration took office, Martin became assistant to the president for policy development, and Annelise became an associate director of the Office of Management and Budget with responsibility for overseeing the budgets of five cabinet departments and forty agencies with $80 billion in discretionary spending.

Despite our years working with Reagan, neither of us knew that he had written—in his own hand, usually on yellow tablets—685 essays on domestic and foreign policy for his five-days-a-week radio commentary program, which was on the air every weekday from 1975 through 1979 except when he was a declared candidate for the presidency. The handwritten commentaries were discovered in Reagan’s personal pre-presidential papers in the Reagan Presidential Library. Some were in dated folders, but more than sixty had been unceremoniously dumped in one cardboard box, and the task was to figure out which handwritten drafts went with which typed broadcasts—found in the Ronald Reagan Subject Collection in the Hoover Institution Archives—so that we knew what Reagan had himself written. At the same time we were finding handwritten drafts of speeches on foreign policy, national defense, agriculture, and much more. Suddenly it was obvious that Reagan himself had written most of the lines he was delivering. (Many of the commentaries and some handwritten speeches were published in the book Reagan, In His Own Hand.)

But we found much more than radio commentaries. Another treasure trove was Reagan’s correspondence—handwritten letters or drafts of letters on yellow pads to be typed up for signature, and sometimes letters dictated on tape. Our search went far beyond the Reagan Library, and we collected copies of handwritten letters from other archives and from people who had collections of letters because they had corresponded with Reagan frequently. Reagan wrote hundreds of letters a year while governor of California (1967–75) and hundreds a year while president. (We selected more than a thousand of these letters for publication in Reagan: A Life in Letters, but this amounts to only about 10 percent of his total handwritten or dictated correspondence.) In many of these letters, Reagan wrote about policy and politics, often with ideas and viewpoints that had not yet made their way into public speeches.

The final treasure trove of Reagan’s own words is the personal diary he kept as president. He used—from the very beginning—blank books: leather-bound volumes with 8 ½-by-11-inch pages. He could not add or replace a page. By the end of his presidency there were five volumes, all filled with his own script. He was concise and to the point, and he wrote about everything—events, policy decisions, working with the Congress, impressions of foreign leaders, personality conflicts in his administration, family, friends, horseback riding, the weather, and social engagements. For years no one—except Nancy—knew he was keeping a diary. The diary is invaluable as a contemporaneous account and as a record of the consistency of his policies and the persistence of his efforts to make those policies reality on issues such as taxes, the budget, and national defense. Many of the diary entries become clear only in the context of events.

Another major resource mined by the authors are the transcripts of Reagan’s frequent meetings with members of the press. Reagan gave a number of formal news conferences during his presidency, five or six a year, but he also met with various members of the press or particular groups—foreign correspondents, radio correspondents, regional groups, editorial boards of newspapers—on many occasions. He also did question-and-answer sessions with students and other citizen groups where the press was present. Including his formal news conferences, he met more than eighty times a year with one or more members of the press—a total of 678 meetings during the eight years. The transcripts of these interactions alone are massive, over three thousand pages. All are included in the official public papers of Ronald Reagan, but they are difficult to search either in printed form or online. Yet they are important, as Reagan often revealed his positions on issues and objectives in these less formal meetings before he made official statements. We have made a special collection of these transcripts and created our own index.

Reagan’s speeches and Saturday radio addresses are also important, not only because they embody his skills in communicating with the public but also because he wrote so many of them himself, even though he had superb speechwriters. Reagan had always drafted many of his own speeches, and he continued to write a considerable number of them when he was president. In addition, he held meetings with his speechwriters to give them direction. Several specific instructions survive in his own hand, as well as his own editing on speeches drafted by others. The Presidential Handwriting File of Speeches at the Reagan Presidential Library includes 2,639 speeches—almost one a day for the 2,922 days of his presidency—that his hand touched in one way or another. Of these, sixty-four have significant sections (sometimes the entire speech) drafted in his own hand, and almost half include his own edits and rewriting.

A final resource for us has been the White House Daily Diary, not to be confused with Reagan’s personal diary. The daily diary is actually a by-the-minute log of the president’s comings and goings, his phone contacts, and his meetings, listing all participants—including those attending meetings of the NSC and the NSPG. The log is maintained by representatives of the National Archives stationed in the White House. The entire log is some eighteen thousand pages. A classified electronic copy is maintained by the Ronald Reagan Library. The declassified log, which excludes some family matters and private information such as Social Security numbers of White House guests, was copied, and Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory agreed to use its best scanning technology to create a searchable electronic copy, so we could check the times and attendance of meetings, phone conversations, travel, and so forth. It has proved invaluable for us in such tasks as determining how often he met with given members of Congress, where he was when he recorded his weekly radio broadcasts, and with whom he met in the press.




Chapter 1
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REAGAN THE MAN


Ronnie became a loner….
He doesn’t let anybody get too close.
There’s a wall around him.

—NANCY REAGAN, 1989







The best clue to understanding Ronald Reagan is Nancy Reagan. She is a graduate of Smith College in Massachusetts, a highly intelligent woman, an actress who met Ronald Reagan in Hollywood and married him in 1952. They were happily in love for more than fifty years. Nancy was also his closest friend, perhaps his only real friend, and she knew far more about him than anyone else in the world.

In 1989, just after they had left office, Nancy wrote a book about her life in which she told us more about Ronald Reagan than anyone. She knew the key to his self-assurance—he was a loner. Here is how she explained Reagan in her book:


It’s hard to make close friends or to put down roots when you’re always moving, and I think this—plus the fact that everybody knew his father was an alcoholic—explained why Ronnie became a loner. Although he loves people, he often seems remote, and he doesn’t let anybody get too close.

There’s a wall around him. He lets me come closer than anyone else, but there are times when even I feel that barrier.

Ronnie’s closest friends and advisers have often been disappointed that he keeps this distance….

Ronnie is an affable and gregarious man who enjoys other people, but unlike most of us, he doesn’t need them for companionship or approval.

As he himself has told me, he seems to need only one other person—me.1



Despite all appearances, then, Reagan was a very private man. His pollster, Richard Wirthlin, met with him one day in March 1983, to give him the latest results. It was good news; the national polls were showing that Reagan’s policies were widely supported. While he was reporting the polls, Reagan interrupted in midsentence and said:


You know what I really want to be remembered for?

I want to be remembered as the President of the United States who brought a sense and reality of peace and security. I want to eliminate that awful fear that each of us feels sometimes when we get up in the morning knowing that the world could be destroyed through a nuclear holocaust.2



As far as we know he only said that once, in private. His usual answer about his legacy was a response about restoring the American economy.

Another foundation for Reagan’s actions, perhaps, was his high intelligence—and his ability to hide it. He was an extraordinarily bright pupil who even taught himself how to read a newspaper when he was five years old.3 But as time went on, he seemed to quickly learn something that most highly intelligent people learn as they grow older: a child who seems to know all the answers soon has few friends. So he spent more time playing ball and being a regular student.

Unlike many intelligent people, Reagan’s self-confidence was also great enough that he never felt he had to demonstrate his knowledge or his quickness. Indeed, on the front of his desk in the White House was a small sign that carried the words “There’s no limit to what a man can do or where he can go if he doesn’t mind who gets the credit.”

One of Reagan’s key tactics while deep in long and arduous negotiations was to accept what his opponent had offered. He never crowed over what he was given; he just said thanks. As he explained it one day in Fortune magazine:


I’ve never understood people who want me to hang in there for a hundred percent or nothing. Why not take seventy percent or eighty percent, and then come back another day for the other twenty or thirty percent.4



One of the few people who seemed to understand how Reagan managed the White House was Washington Post editor Meg Greenfield. In 1984 she wrote an essay for Newsweek titled “How Does Reagan Decide?” As a liberal Democrat, she observed something that even many of Reagan’s closest conservative supporters failed to understand—that he made decisions like a labor negotiator for a workers’ union. She summed up part of his decision-making style like this:


The long waiting out of the adversary, the immobility meanwhile, the refusal to give anything until the last moment, the willingness—nonetheless—finally to yield to superior pressure or force or particular circumstance on almost everything, but only with something to show in return, and only if the final deal can be interpreted as furthering the original Reagan objective.5



Reagan was also an unusual boss. Those who worked for him liked him. They did not necessarily agree with all of his policies, but they still found him pleasant and friendly. He didn’t criticize his advisers in front of others. He didn’t chew people out. He didn’t reprimand them, he didn’t complain to them face-to-face—and he never yelled at them. Sometimes he might look a little disappointed when things went wrong, but you rarely felt a sense of failure or humiliation.

When people first met Reagan, they often thought he was too easygoing and friendly to be tough. The impression was like a soft down pillow. What people failed to see was the two-inch-thick rod of steel right down the inside of the pillow.

Perhaps the most important key to Reagan’s success was the quality of his advisers and staff. Individually the men and women in his staff were very different, and they all had skills that matched the jobs they held. But the one thing they all shared was that they were all smart and sensible. Some presidents have felt uncomfortable with brilliant men and women; Reagan thrived on them.

Even his political opponents noted that the group of advisers and staff was unusual. Robert Strauss, perhaps the most savvy Democrat around when Reagan was elected, called Reagan’s staff “simply spectacular. It’s the best White House staff I’ve ever seen.”6

President Reagan’s management philosophy was best summed up when a reporter asked: “Your friend Roger Smith, chairman of General Motors, says that you’ve done a great job of focusing on the big picture without getting bogged down in detail. How do you decide which problems to address personally, and which to leave to subordinates?” Reagan replied:


You surround yourself with the best people you can find, delegate authority, and don’t interfere as long as the overall policy that you’ve decided upon is being carried out.

In the Cabinet meetings—and some members of the Cabinet who have been members of other Cabinets told me there have never been such meetings—I use a system in which I want to hear what everybody wants to say honestly I want the decisions made on what is right or wrong, what is good or bad for the people of this country I encourage all the input I can get….

And when I’ve heard all that I need to make a decision, I don’t take a vote.

I make the decision.

Then I expect every one of them, whether their views have carried the day or not, to go forward together in carrying out the policy.7



All this does not mean that Reagan was some kind of superhuman who could not be riled or upset. In fact, one of the most unappreciated facets of Reagan’s character was his temper; it flared rarely, but was memorable when it did. If Reagan was crossed—crossed badly—he exploded into what could be called a black Irish rage. His face darkened, his jaw muscles clenched and bulged, and his lips got thin and tight. In public he might show sporadic flashes of displeasure, but never real anger. It wasn’t that he did not get angry, but rather that he usually covered it up.

During his presidential campaign, on one of those rare occasions of real fury—a well-justified one, we might add—we watched him lean back a bit, reach up and grab the right side of his eyeglasses, rip the glasses off, and fling them across the room into the wall closest to him. After he smashed his glasses into the wall, he calmed down quickly and carried on. No one who was there can remember what happened to the eyeglasses. That kind of outburst didn’t happen often—but it did happen.

Once during the campaign in 1976 Reagan was holding an impromptu press conference outside a building with a narrow alley. Some of the reporters were asking questions that had an insulting tone. After Reagan finished answering the last question, he turned and headed through the alley into the building, with the Secret Service clearing the way. When he was about halfway down the alley one of the reporters, a particularly provocative one, yelled: “What’s the matter? Are you afraid to answer the question?”

Reagan stopped, his face turning red. Abruptly he turned and headed back out through the alley. His eyes were blazing, focused on the heckler waiting outside. As he moved through the alley, one of the advisers was standing in the way. Reagan, with one swift thrust of his arm, shoved him aside, slamming him against the wall. Outside he angrily answered the reporter’s question, then turned back and went into the building. (The fellow he “moved” was fine.)

Another rare example of what could make Reagan upset was a rewritten draft of one of his speeches. One day, Peter Hannaford, one of his oldest and most valued speechwriters, handed him a new redraft of a major speech for him to read on the plane. Reagan smiled, slipped on his reading glasses, and started to read. After two or three pages, his eyebrows narrowed and his jaw tightened. Then, after reading the next page, he lifted it, raised it high in the air, and slammed it down hard onto the small pile he had just read. He continued to read, slamming each succeeding page down harder and harder. It was clear he didn’t like the redraft of the speech.8

After Reagan had been in office for nearly six months, very few people understood his foreign policy. It especially bothered some of the reporters writing about him. They feared that he was on a course that could be dangerous, even leading the United States to a nuclear war. It was true that Reagan had never spelled out a detailed picture of what he wished to do in foreign policy, but it did not seem to bother him. A letter he dictated to a friend, John O. Koehler, on July 9, 1981, explains his reluctance to do so—and serves as a perfect example of his quietly self-confident approach:


I know I’m being criticized for not having made a great speech outlining what would be the Reagan foreign policy. I have a foreign policy; I’m working on it.

I just don’t happen to think that it’s wise to always stand up and put in quotation marks in front of the world what your foreign policy is. I’m a believer in quiet diplomacy and so far we’ve had several quite triumphant experiences by using that method.

The problem is, you can’t talk about it afterward or then you can’t do it again.9




Chapter 2
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THE AWESOME POWER
OF A PRESIDENT






A man’s wisdom is most conspicuous
when he is able to distinguish
among dangers and
make choice of the least.

—MACHIAVELLI, THE PRINCE, 1513





The first thing Ronald Reagan received after taking the oath of office as president of the United States was the “football.” The first part of the football was a small, plastic-coated card he could hold in his hand, a card that he would have with him for as long as he was the president.

The card contained awesome power. It held the Top Secret codes that could activate a black leather satchel—the other half of the football. That fairly large briefcase could order the Pentagon to launch the nuclear missiles poised and aimed at U.S. enemies. The only person who could authorize a nuclear strike, the only man with the codes, was the president.

In 1981 the United States had an estimated stockpile of 23,464 nuclear warheads. The Soviet Union stockpile was considerably larger, with 32,049 warheads. However, when you considered the most threatening nuclear warheads, those deliverable on intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), the Soviets had 5,977, and the United States had only 38 percent that number, 2,251. On the other hand, the United States had 5,090 warheads on sea-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), while the Soviets had only 1,956. The number of strategic warheads on U.S. bombers was more than ten times those on Soviet bombers—6,244 to 596.1

Even a small number of the warheads on either side, properly aimed, was many times over what was necessary to destroy civilization. In the event of a first strike by either superpower, the other could be expected to strike back. It was power that weighed heavily on both.

Here is how Reagan described it:


As president, I carried no wallet, no money, no driver’s license, no keys in my pocket—only secret codes that were capable of bringing about the annihilation of much of the world as we knew it.

On inauguration day, after being briefed a few days earlier on what I was to do if ever it became necessary to unleash American nuclear weapons, I’d taken over the greatest responsibility of my life—of any human being’s life.



This was his first understanding of the massive power that flows to every one of our presidents. For some of them there is no stark danger to cope with, no reason in the world why they would ever order nuclear missiles toward other countries, ripping apart millions of people far, far away. But Reagan and others faced a real and present danger—and every president who held that tiny card with the Top Secret numbers probably shivered a bit as he took possession.


The plastic-coated card, which I carried in a small pocket in my coat, listed the codes I would issue to the Pentagon confirming that it was actually the president of the United States who was ordering the unleashing of our nuclear weapons.

The decision to launch the weapons was mine alone to make.

We had many contingency plans for responding to a nuclear attack. But everything would happen so fast that I wondered how much planning or reason could be applied in such a crisis. The Russians sometimes kept submarines off our East Coast with nuclear missiles that could turn the White House into a pile of radioactive rubble within six or eight minutes.

Six minutes to decide how to respond to a blip on a radar scope and decide whether to unleash Armageddon!

How could anyone apply reason at a time like that?

There were some people in the Pentagon who thought in terms of fighting and winning a nuclear war. To me it was simple common sense: A nuclear war couldn’t be won by either side. It must never be fought. But how do we go about trying to prevent it and pulling back from this hair-trigger existence?2



Besides the football, Reagan, like every U.S. president, was given another tremendous power. Every president can, if he wishes, take charge of deciding each and every policy. Every man and woman who works for him must carry out those decisions, no matter his or her own opinion.

Reagan made it clear how he would use that power the first time he chaired the National Security Council (NSC) meeting. The message he drove home during that first meeting was clear and simple:


I will make the decisions.



That first meeting took place on February 6, 1981, in the Cabinet Room. Reagan gave that order to a small group of key advisers. His words—and the words of everyone else in the room—were secret. Yet those five words would shape the foreign policy of the United States for the next eight years.3 That day Reagan also told his advisers:


The NSC should meet frequently and help to formulate our policies. I urge cooperation at all levels. No one should stand on ceremony. During the campaign, I pledged to implement a new foreign policy and restore the margin of safety. I look to this group to help me. The Intelligence Community has a vital role. I intend to restore the vigor and effectiveness of our intelligence services.

I will use the National Security Council structure to obtain your guidance, but I will make the decisions.

Once made, I expect the Departments to implement them. Sub-cabinet appointments will play a vital role in effective implementation. The NSC is not just another cabinet agency. Although the decisions will be mine, you are the obvious source for good ideas.

I want good advice.4



Few in the room seemed to take Reagan seriously that first day. They all were aware of the dangers they faced, the complexities and difficulties that lay ahead, but for some in that room it was probably a bit difficult to think of Reagan as a strong personality, a leader who would decree what was to be done and when. He was seventy years old that very day. He had a reputation for being easygoing and friendly, a man who many believed relied on his advisers.

But they would soon become aware that Reagan was dead serious. He was confident in his own judgments, he knew where he wanted to go, and he was keenly aware of the immense power he held in his hands as president.

How Reagan, as a president of the United States, would wield the awesome power he held would determine the country’s fate.

As Ronald Reagan took the reins of the United States government in 1981, he was confronted with a number of dangers and difficulties. The greatest danger came from abroad. Totalitarian countries seemed to be becoming more powerful. Communist dictatorships, especially the Soviet Union, that had killed and enslaved millions were growing stronger and more threatening. The Communist ideal was on the march, as country after country fell to its wiles. Most ominous was the growing nuclear missile arsenal of the main U.S. enemy, the Soviet Union. As the Communist tide swelled, the threat of an all-out nuclear war between the superpowers—the Soviet Union and the United States—was real.

[image: ]

Many Americans, in particular Reagan, feared such a war could lead to Armageddon, a devastating conflict that would destroy civilization as we know it, sending the few who survived back into a stone age. In his autobiography, he wrote:


During the Spring of 1981, the arms race was moving ahead at a pell-mell pace based on the MAD [mutually assured destruction] policy. Investing a far larger portion of their national wealth on arms than we were, the Soviets were piling new weapon upon new weapon….

There didn’t seem any end to it, no way out of it.

There had to be some way to remove this threat of annihilation and give to the world a greater chance of survival … [A]s I went back and forth from these thoughts … I reflected that in the past, man had been able to devise a defense against every other weapon thrown against him.

I wondered if it might be possible to develop a defense against missiles other than the fatalistic acceptance of annihilation that was implicit under the MAD policy.

We couldn’t continue this nervous standoff forever, I thought; we couldn’t lower our guard, but we had to begin the process of peace…. I spent a lot of time wondering what I could do to get the process started.5



The expectations for Reagan’s presidency were low. For the past twenty years the task of being president had crushed some of our most able men. John Kennedy was assassinated before he could finish his first term. Lyndon Johnson was driven from the White House by the debacle of the Vietnam War. Richard Nixon was forced to resign by the bungling of the Watergate scandal. President Ford, who succeeded to the post after being appointed vice president, was defeated after serving two years. And President Carter just couldn’t seem to cope with the awesome complexities of the Oval Office and was voted out of office after one term. Our political system is not used to rapid turnovers, and the turmoil of those administrations in such a short time was telling.

The chilling conclusion of many of our most learned men and women was that the office of the presidency had become unmanageable. President Eisenhower (1953–61) had been the last president to complete two full terms in office. The power of the president to work his will, to change policy, and to guide and lead the nation was thought to have been weakened irreparably as the 1980 election loomed.

The American political system, once marveled at throughout the world, had become shaky. It had been hammered in the years leading to the 1980s. The Vietnam War had left a painful stain on the reputation of our policy makers and our military. More than 47,000 young men and women had been killed in action and more than 153,000 wounded; many of these had been conscripted and forced to serve.

There was talk about the malaise that had infected the country. People began to openly ask whether or not the government was manageable, whether a president, in our current system, could govern. A few even looked longingly at the powers held by dictators in countries such as China or the Soviet Union, and many more questioned whether an open society with free markets and democratic elections could compete effectively with countries that controlled their economies from the center and repressed dissent. The idea that the Communist world and the free world were converging was in the air.

For Reagan, the expectations were even lower than for the others who were vying for the presidency. Remember, Reagan was a former movie actor with little apparent expertise in national security issues, someone whom people liked as a nice man, but not tough enough to step into the president’s shoes. On the other hand, he had been a successful governor of California for eight years, and he could give a speech with mesmerizing force.

Still, as it was put by Richard Nathan, a highly respected political analyst at Princeton University: “Most close observers of the Washington scene and system saw Reagan as a media success who would be overwhelmed by the immense substantive and managerial demands of the presidency.”6 Reagan’s official welcome to Washington, D.C., was cool and a bit contemptuous. While he was still in the ten-week transition, Thomas “Tip” O’Neill, the Democratic Speaker of the House of Representatives, issued a stinging warning:


The governor of a state plays in the minor leagues. When you’re president, you’re in the big leagues. Things may not move as fast as you want them to.



It was not an unreasonable viewpoint.

One of the most serious issues Reagan faced when he took office was the decline in U.S. armed forces. The strain of the Vietnam War and the failure to fully support the needs of the military had led to a sharp decline in both strength and morale.

But before he could even think about the strength of the military and how he should deal with the increasing possibility of a war fought with nuclear-tipped missiles, Reagan had to solve one even more basic problem—the U.S. economy. As he took the oath of office in January 1981 it was clear that the economy was in deep trouble. The Dow Jones stock average hovered around 800. Taxes were high and rising, and price controls on gasoline and oil forced millions of drivers to wait in line for hours. Bringing the economy back to life, creating powerful growth and new and better jobs, was the necessary key to continued prosperity and peace.

Aside from national security and the economy, there were two other major challenges. The first was political. Reagan, as a Republican, would inherit a House of Representatives controlled by Democrats. The powers of the House were substantial, and Reagan would be unable to govern at will. He would have to cajole and convince his political enemies.

The second problem was Reagan himself. While a majority of the voters liked him, many feared and distrusted him. Many saw him as a reckless cowboy, an old actor, a fellow who, while pleasant and nice, was not too bright and relied on staff to tell him what to do. Some politicians held him in contempt. As noted, Tip O’Neill scoffed at his ability to play in the “big leagues,” while Clark Clifford, secretary of defense for President Carter, dismissed Reagan as an “amiable dunce.”7

When Ronald Reagan took the oath in 1981 he knew the United States needed change, and in political terms Reagan was a radical. As a former Democrat who had switched parties, he did not fit neatly into the usual Republican or Democrat molds. What eventually became Reaganism was a brew of policy—one that won the agreement of the voters who twice made him governor of California and twice president of the United States.

And Reagan surprised and baffled all the experts, friend and foe alike. Within a year Tip O’Neill’s contempt would turn to relatively silent awe, and there would be no more talk about the “big leagues.”


Chapter 3

[image: ]

JUGGLING PRIORITIES: 1981



The only sure way to avoid war is to surrender without fighting….
The other way is based on the belief
that in an all-out race our system is stronger,
and eventually the enemy gives up the race as a hopeless cause.
Then a noble nation believing in peace
extends the hand of friendship
and says there is room in the world for both of us.

—SPEECH BY RONALD REAGAN, 1963




Reagan’s top priority on taking office was defending the United States and avoiding nuclear war, but the most urgent matter was restoring economic prosperity in the United States. A strong economy was crucial not only for domestic policy but also for foreign policy. He made this clear in a March 17, 1980, campaign speech:


We cannot meet our world responsibilities without a strong economic policy which is effective at home and in the world marketplace…. We must put our economic house in order so that we can once again show the world by example that ours is the best system for all who want security and freedom.1

On June 18, 1980, he had told editors and reporters of the Washington Post that a rapid U.S. arms buildup would be good for the United States because it would force the Soviets, with an already heavy burden of defense, to the arms-control bargaining table.2 But in order to sustain such a buildup, Reagan would first have to put the U.S. economy back on a strong, robust footing.



THE ECONOMY

As Reagan took office, both inflation and unemployment were high. Unemployment was at 7.4 percent. The consumer price index had increased 13.3 percent in 1979 and 12.4 percent in 1980—two consecutive years of double-digit inflation. Interest rates were also high; the mortgage rate on new homes was over 13 percent and banks were charging their best business customers 20.5 percent for short-term loans. Price controls and allocations had left people waiting in lines at gas pumps, and the country continued to be subject to the whims of Middle East oil policy. As had happened with the stagflation in Britain in the 1970s, the trade-off between higher inflation and lower unemployment seemed not to be working.

Reagan’s proposals for economic recovery were well established and had been presented in detail in a major campaign speech on September 9, 1980, in Chicago.3 The four essential parts of the economic program, which would become known among the staff as the “four pillars,” were straightforward: reducing tax rates for individuals and business, controlling federal spending, reducing and making more reasonable federal regulations, and reducing inflation and ultimately interest rates by controlling the money supply and balancing the budget. It was important, too, to stick with it. The outgoing president, Jimmy Carter, had had five economic programs in his single term.

Reagan’s January 20, 1981, inaugural address focused on his two main goals, national security and economic growth.


We suffer from the longest and one of the worst sustained inflations in our national history…. In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem….

It is time to reawaken this industrial giant, to get government back within its means, and to lighten our punitive tax burden…. And as we renew ourselves here in our own land, we will be seen as having greater strength throughout the world. We will again be the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope for those who do not now have freedom.4



As he began to conclude the speech, he laid out his most important priority, the one that would increasingly dominate his administration in the years ahead:


As for the enemies of freedom, those who are potential adversaries, they will be reminded that peace is the highest aspiration of the American people. We will negotiate for it, sacrifice for it; we will not surrender for it—now or ever…. We will maintain sufficient strength to prevail if need be, knowing that if we do we have the best chance of never having to use that strength.5



Once in office, Reagan wasted no time in beginning work on his economic and fiscal policies. In his first ten days in office, he established a presidential task force on regulatory relief, eliminated by executive order the price and allocation controls on crude oil and refined petroleum products that had existed in one form or another since 1973, terminated the remnants of the wage and price regulatory program, and froze pending regulations of the federal government for sixty days.6 He went to the Department of the Treasury for his first of many meetings with Paul Volcker, then chairman of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, to encourage and support a monetary policy that would control inflation.

He took a few symbolic actions to control federal expenditures, freezing the hiring of civilian federal employees and limiting federal travel. But the real work of controlling expenditures and reducing taxes would require sending legislation and a revised budget to Congress.

Reagan had come into Washington as an outsider, but once in town he reached out to the Congress and worked closely with them. He had a very good reason for this. Reagan knew what he wanted to do, but he would have to get the agreement of the Congress before any of his ideas would become reality.

When Reagan won the presidency by a large margin in November 1980, he swept in a surprising number of Republican senators, wresting power from the Democrats, who’d previously held the majority. The new Senate had fifty-three Republicans, forty-six Democrats, and one independent. While the Democrats lost the Senate, they held on to the House of Representatives. That meant they had control over all the money the government spent. In the first two years of Reagan’s term the Democrats held 56 percent of the House of Representatives, and Reagan was fully aware of the fact that he would need to convince some of the Democrats to vote with him on key issues if he was to succeed. By the end of March Reagan had met more than fifty times with members of Congress and made a flurry of phone calls.

Congressional passage of revisions to the entire budget and the tax legislation was not likely to be easy; Democrats typically wanted less defense spending, more domestic spending, and higher taxes, but some southern Democrats favored Reagan’s plans, and if Reagan had strong public support, Congress was more likely to bend to his will. Reagan’s first speech to the nation as president, delivered February 5, 1981, from the Oval Office, was on the economy.7 He was unhappy enough with the draft from his speechwriters that he got his secretary to clear his schedule for a few hours so he could work on it himself. Reagan specifically disavowed the trade-off between higher inflation and higher unemployment that had been a staple of economic policy for decades:


In the past we’ve tried to fight inflation one year and then, with unemployment increased, turn the next year to fighting unemployment with more deficit spending as a pump primer. So, again, up goes inflation. It hasn’t worked. We don’t have to choose between inflation and unemployment—they go hand in hand. It’s time to try something different, and that’s what we’re going to do.8



A few days later, on February 10, 1981, Reagan held the organizing meeting of the President’s Economic Policy Advisory Board (PEPAB). George Shultz chaired the group, and the members were no less distinguished: Arthur Burns, Milton Friedman, and Alan Greenspan, among others. They would meet five more times in 1981, providing encouragement for resisting political pressure to reverse course on the economic program—especially the tax cuts.

Reagan was pleased with the work of his “inside” economic team—Donald T. Regan was secretary of the treasury; David Stockman was the director of the Office of Management and Budget; Murray Weidenbaum chaired the Council of Economic Advisers; and Martin Anderson was assistant to the president for policy development.

Reagan addressed, for the first time, a joint session of Congress on February 18, 1981, and like his first address to the nation from the Oval Office, the subject was the economy. Reagan had spent the weekend before the speech at Camp David, but it was not a weekend of rest and relaxation. It was the third speech in a few weeks he wrote himself. He wrote in his diary on February 15, 1981:


I was at Camp David but I was indoors all day writing my speech for Wed. nite in Cong…. Finished speech by bedtime.9



The speech argued for Reagan’s economic program, but Reagan wanted more than tax cuts and spending reductions: he wanted more money for national defense. Economists were still forecasting good economic growth, so it was possible, with spending control, to cut taxes and increase defense expenditures:


This plan is aimed at reducing the growth in government spending and taxing, reforming and eliminating regulations which are unnecessary and unproductive or counterproductive, and encouraging a consistent monetary policy aimed at maintaining the value of the currency …

Our proposal is for a 10-percent across-the-board cut every year for 3 years in the tax rates for all individual income taxpayers, making a total cut in the tax-cut rates of 30 percent … it’s actually only a reduction in the tax increase already built into the system.

I’m sure there’s one department you’ve been waiting for me to mention, the Department of Defense…. I believe that my duty as President requires that I recommend increases in defense spending over the coming years.10



On the same day a 280-page document summarizing the economic program was sent to the Congress, and the word from Reagan’s pollster, Richard Wirthlin, was good. On March 2 Reagan noted:


95 percent support our budget cuts. Almost as many the tax cuts.11



More specific budget revisions were sent on March 10, which included a 1981 budget supplemental for national defense and additional funds for 1982.12 Although Reagan’s September 1980 speech had called for 5 percent real growth in defense spending, when it came time to send Congress revised budget requests for 1982, Secretary of Defense Caspar “Cap” Weinberger asked for larger increases, and he and David Stockman agreed on 7 percent. Each year, of course, the numbers would be revised to reflect budget pressures, inflation, and program needs. Congress did not give the president everything he asked for, but especially in the first few years, it gave him most of it. He asked for almost $7 billion in additional funds for 1981 (primarily for military pay and readiness) and $26 billion for 1982.

THE MILITARY BUILDUP

Reagan did not yet have all the precise details of his military buildup worked out when he sent the request to Congress for additional funds, but he knew they were needed, for three reasons. U.S. military strength had declined; Soviet military strength, both conventional and nuclear, had increased, and the Soviets were active throughout the world; and Reagan wanted to negotiate from a position of strength.

In a three-hour speech to the Twenty-sixth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party on February 24, 1981, in the Kremlin, Leonid Brezhnev proposed meeting with Reagan.13 Walter Cronkite of CBS News asked Reagan about it on March 3, 1981. Reagan responded with words that foretold the strategy he would follow with the Soviets.

Cronkite asked, “What conditions do you have to be satisfied before you would agree to a summit meeting with Brezhnev?”

Reagan replied:


I have said that I will sit and negotiate with them for a reduction in strategic nuclear weapons to lower the threshold of danger that exists in the world today…. I think one of them [conditions] would be some evidence on the part of the Soviet Union that they are willing to discuss that.



Cronkite then asked, “They’re anxious to get arms control discussions going…. They’re fearful you’re not going to want to negotiate until such time as you get your defense program and your economic program through Congress and feel that you’re negotiating from strength.”

Reagan told him:


I do believe this: that it is rather foolish to have unilaterally disarmed, you might say, as we did by letting our defensive, our margin of safety deteriorate, and then you sit with the fellow who’s got all the arms. What do you have to negotiate with? You’re asking him to come down to where you are, or you build up to where he is, but you don’t have anything to trade. So, maybe realistic negotiations could take place. When? We can say, “Well, all right, this thing we’re building—we’ll stop if you’ll stop doing whatever it is you’re really doing.”14



Between February 6, 1981, and March 26, 1981, Reagan chaired ten meetings of the National Security Council or the smaller National Security Planning Group; the latter group advised the president on, among other things, covert actions. Reagan was finding out from the inside the extent to which the Soviets were on the move around the world and the capabilities of the United States for dealing with them. Central America, the Caribbean, Poland, Cuba, Libya, the Middle East, Pakistan, South Africa—all came up in those early days. These meetings belie the idea that Reagan paid little attention to foreign affairs.

The February 6, 1981, meeting of the NSC took up the Caribbean basin and Central America, where the Soviet client state of Cuba was heavily involved. The Soviet Union was methodically trying to subvert the nations of Central America, the nations that lay just below the belly of the United States. If some of these nations became platforms for Soviet weapons, perhaps even nuclear missiles aimed at the United States, they could prove to be much more dangerous than the Soviet missiles President Kennedy had forced out of Cuba. A growing pack of Soviet client nations, armed to the teeth, was a potential threat that Reagan could not allow. Meanwhile, Cuba was shipping arms through Nicaragua to guerrillas trying to overthrow the military government in El Salvador.

William Casey, CIA director, pointed out that “there have been 100 planeloads of arms from Cuba over the past 90 days. The Nicaraguans can’t be ignorant of that.” General David Jones, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, added: “In 1970, we had 500 advisers in Latin America. That number has now fallen to 65. The Soviets have more military advisers in Peru than we have in all of Latin America.”15

Reagan expressed his views:


My own feeling—and one about which I have talked at length—is that we are way behind, perhaps decades, in establishing good relations with the two Americas. We must change the attitude of our diplomatic corps so that we don’t bring down governments in the name of human rights. None of them is as guilty of human rights violations as are Cuba and the Soviet Union.

We don’t throw out our friends just because they can’t pass the “saliva test” on human rights. I want to see that stopped. We need people who recognize that philosophy. In Angola, for example, Savimbi holds a large chunk of Angolan territory. With some aid, he could reverse the situation. We should also reestablish relations with countries like Chile who have made substantial progress—and stop worrying about Allende’s fate…. El Salvador is a good starting point. A victory there could set an example.16

We can’t afford a defeat. El Salvador is the place for a victory…. For too many years, we have been telling adversaries what we can’t do. It’s time we make them start wondering what we will do.17



The concerns were very much the same in the February 11 meeting of the National Security Council. There were added worries, expressed by Al Haig, secretary of state, that “if the Soviets move into Poland, we must get them somewhere else first—and that means Cuba.”18 As the roles of Cuba and the Soviet Union were discussed, President Reagan asked one question three different times:


What can we do specifically about Cuba? … What specific pressures can be placed on Cuba—the source of the problem? … What kind of military action specifically?19



President Reagan never got a concrete answer. Since the Bay of Pigs fiasco under President Kennedy, nothing effective had been done about Cuba. And apparently no one had figured out a better solution. Over time, Reagan worked assiduously against the source of funds to Cuba (the Soviets) and the nations Cuba was giving arms to.

Reagan also made it crystal clear that he would never accept a Soviet-inspired takeover of Latin America. Toward the end of the meeting he said:


If the Junta falls in El Salvador, it will be seen as an American defeat. We will go with the first plan, but we must not let Central America become another Cuba on the mainland.



It cannot happen.20

The issues taken up on the March 19 National Security Council meeting involved another part of the world, the Mideast. A hangover from the agreement engineered by President Carter between Egypt and Israel called for Israel to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula. Israeli foreign minister Shamir wanted a totally U.S. peacekeeping force, but Reagan was clearly skeptical.21

Pakistan was another issue on which Reagan pushed back at his advisers. Pakistan was considered by the United States to be a vital strategic friend, but its economy was in bad shape, it was pressing to develop a nuclear bomb, and it desperately needed money. Reagan’s advisers suggested $2 billion in aid. After strenuous debate led by the director of OMB, David Stockman, President Reagan noted that:


My silence on this matter is not from lack of interest but rather because I am afflicted with two allergies: the allergy of wanting to control government spending and the allergy of wanting to increase our national security posture…. Let’s see what can be done from the current budget.22



Later Reagan jokingly asked:


[Is] there some real estate the federal government owns that could be sold? I wonder how much we could get if we sold Rhode Island?23



He was sharply aware of the extent to which the reputation
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