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Reagan had built up a strong following over the years at Warner Bros. playing mainly the companions of the leading stars, or loyal confidants of the rich and powerful. He hardly ever “got the girl.” So when Jack Warner heard that Reagan was running for governor of California, he shook his head dubiously. “Governor, no. Bad casting. The friend of the governor.”

—JESSE LASKY, JR.
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Comedian Bob Hope once asked President Reagan how it felt to actually be the U.S. president—to sit in the very Oval Office where Abraham Lincoln paced during the Civil War. “Well,” said Reagan, with his characteristic smile, “it’s not a lot different than being an actor, except I get to write the script.”

—DOUGLAS BRINKLEY,
 quoting Ronald Reagan in the published version of The Reagan Diaries
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Early Warner Bros.–First National publicity photo.
 COURTESY OF THE ACADEMY OF MOTION PICTURE ARTS AND SCIENCES





RONALD REAGAN HOLDS TWO UNIQUE PLACES IN AMERICAN history, one as a minor cultural figure, the other as a major political one. In that sense, he was a serial populist. In his second incarnation, politics became the driving force of his life, and in 1967 he became the governor of California, an office he used as a springboard to win the presidency thirteen years later. In 1980, he became the nation’s oldest elected chief executive and for the next eight years ruled with flash and stature as the most powerful politician in the world and, arguably, the most popular. Future historians will no doubt reevaluate President Reagan’s contributions to such remarkable achievements as the fall of the Berlin Wall, the second Russian Revolution of the twentieth century, the arrival of relative peace in his time, and the long-term effects of the policies of “Reaganomics.” Yet to understand fully the later political Ronald Reagan, whose personable manner and understated expression of authority allowed him to enjoy the respect of virtually everyone on all sides of the international political spectrum, it is necessary to examine the earlier Ronald Reagan, the Hollywood actor who continually struggled for recognition, success, and, ultimately, relevance. Hollywood helped create the public persona of the man who would eventually lead the free world, and therefore holds the key to understanding Reagan—who he was before who he eventually became. Indeed, if it may be said that as president Ronald Reagan played one character—“President Reagan,” the smiling, affable, head-shaking, soft-spoken figure whose frequent utterance of the word “well” became prime turf for comedians the world over—it may also be said that as president the same carefully crafted, head-shaking, soft-spoken character, with all “wells” intact, made him one of the most beloved leaders the nation he led had ever seen.

Any mention of Ronald Reagan the actor usually brings snickers of ridicule, primarily because of the one film everybody remembers more than any of the fifty-three others that he made (only a handful of which are easily seen anymore): Frederick de Cordova’s 1951 Bedtime for Bonzo. Its comic plot revolves around a man and his relationship to a laboratory chimpanzee. Had Reagan remained in pictures, Bonzo, too, would surely have slipped into the obscurity it deserved.

In truth, many of Reagan’s films have been largely forgotten, overshadowed by the extensive examination of his accomplishments during his later political era. The reason may be simply one of time pushing his Hollywood years ever deeper into the recesses of the American cultural psyche. Ronald Reagan’s career as an actor ended nearly a half a century ago, eons in a culture where lasting relevance is, with rare exception, usually measured in months.

However, Reagan’s own reluctance to reflect on this period suggests there may have been some measure of unwillingness on his part to examine too closely just how all the monkey business of his first and mostly unremarkable career could possibly have led to the profoundly successful second one, which saw him heroically guide a nation out of the darkness of its own social, political, cultural, and moral post-Vietnam malaise back into the glorious sunshine of a powerfully chauvinistic national pride.

Like the early studio publicity 8 × 10s of his face, he may have preferred to airbrush the wrinkles of imperfection that marred the myths of his prepresidential Hollywood years. His two official “memoirs,” both ghostwritten (the first by Richard Hubler, the second by Robert Lindsey), are, essentially, the same book, save for the expanded time frame of the second, written some twenty-five years after the first, when Reagan’s two terms of president had ended. They both share similarly self-aggrandizing distortions and significant lapses of fact—not all that unusual in memoirs when the subject chooses to recollect his own achievements for posterity, something politicians (and actors) often do.

The first, Where’s the Rest of Me?, originally published in 1965, a year before Reagan made his successful run for governor, takes for its title his character’s most famous line from Sam Wood’s 1942 Kings Row. In it, Reagan, as Drake McHugh, asks the unforgettable question when he realizes his legs have been amputated during emergency surgery following an accident, and that the operation has left him “incomplete” as a man. Unfortunately, the memoir, whose main focus is the political battles Reagan fought before, during, and after his rise to the presidency of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), a kind of primer for his future political style, is woefully incomplete. Reagan’s title references not just his own appointment with destiny in the great American body politic but the political identity that would come with it (he had changed his party affiliation from Democrat to Republican only three years earlier). In the book, he glides through his Hollywood career rather lightly, as if impatient to get to the part of his life’s journey that first made him feel truly “whole.”

The second, An American Life, first published in 1990, runs over 725 pages, of which less than 20 percent, about a fifth, deals with Reagan’s Hollywood years, despite the fact that his film and TV career lasted nearly three decades and did not end until 1965, when he was already fifty-four years old—almost thirty years, a full third of his life.*1 Considering Reagan died almost thirty years later—in June 2004, at the age of ninety-three, after several years of suffering from Alzheimer’s disease—the span of his active full-time political career (not counting his work as the head of SAG while he was still a working actor), from his election as governor of California in 1966 to his second presidential term ending in 1988, amounts to about twenty-two years, or a little less than a quarter of his life.†2 Granted, serving as the ultimate leading man, the president of the United States, was more important to him (and the rest of the world) than playing second fiddle to Warner’s extraordinary stable of über– leading men (Humphrey Bogart, Dick Powell, Errol Flynn, and Pat O’Brien, among others). There is, nonetheless, in both memoirs, especially the second, a lot “left out,” a palpable disconnect, the absence of what actors often refer to as “the motivational through-line,” between Reagan’s two lives. The biographical, emotional, and psychological connective tissue from one to the other is utterly missing.*3 

Reading Reagan’s memoirs, one senses a long-standing dissatisfaction with his on-screen career that falls somewhere between anger and disappointment, with the roles he had (or more accurately, the ones he was denied), his relegation to the B unit for much of his decade-plus exclusive deal with Warner Bros., his inability to make the breakthrough to top-of-the line star. And that once he became president of the United States, perhaps the ultimate comeback, his rage and frustration toward Hollywood and the somewhat emasculating effect it had on his self-image—always the loyal pal, rarely the romantic lead—turned softer. If all was not totally forgiven, Reagan often chose to cover his first-career bitterness in a layer of self-deprecating (and self-defensive) humor. Hence, both memoirs, like his performance in Bedtime for Bonzo, are too self-consciously stiff and overly literal (but not very literary) to be truly revelatory.

However, away from the strictures of the written word or the movie moment, Reagan’s self-deprecating humor always left teeth marks, with its punch lines often telling more about how he saw himself than any of his official chronicles. Rich Little, one of the most dead-on of (President) Reagan impersonators, became friends with his subject during the White House years and often informally chatted with him about the “good old days,” something Little quickly discovered was still a sensitive issue for the president. One time, when he asked Reagan if it was true that he had, for a time, been up for the lead in Michael Curtiz’s 1942 classic Casablanca, Reagan responded with that familiar head shake, automatic smile, quick turn-away of his eyes, and just a hint of a quivering hesitation in his voice: “Well, yes, it’s true, but Ingrid Bergman eventually got the part.”

During Cabinet meetings or at the many social events and state dinners, which Nancy Reagan produced Hollywood-style, as if they were glittering opening-night premieres of a major motion picture, he liked nothing more than to chuckle and gossip with friends about “the old days,” not so much the pictures he made but, and at times quite graphically, the most beautiful women in the world whom he had had the privilege to work with—Joy, Susan, Ila, Bette, Viveca, Olivia, Ann. Women, and how he related to them (and them to him), was another complex affair for Reagan largely absent from his memoirs, perhaps another subject too much for him to deal with in autobiographical hindsight.

While his official “best friend” during his presidency was Jimmy Stewart—an actor whom he genuinely admired and knew well from the old days but never acted with, and who, accompanied by his wife and occasionally his children, was among the most frequent guests at the Reagan White House—the actor Reagan talked about the least was one of his closest on-screen “pals,” Errol Flynn, with whom he had appeared in two of Reagan’s better movies.*4 Flynn, arguably the most notorious ladies’ man in the Tinseltown of his time, was the star Reagan had most envied but could not get along with during the Hollywood years. Reagan admired the courtly heroism of Flynn’s on-screen persona but strongly disapproved of the brutish way Flynn treated women in real life.

As for Reagan’s first wife, the actress Jane Wyman—to whom he was married for eight years (they were married January 26, 1940, and divorced June 28, 1948) and who broke his heart when she had a highly publicized affair with actor Lew Ayres before leaving Reagan for good—in both memoirs he devotes very little space to her, about three paragraphs in his first, and one sentence in his second. Only with his second marriage, to Nancy Davis, when he was forty-one years old and she four months shy of thirty-one, does Reagan insist that he finally found emotional closure and completeness.†5 Despite their age difference, Davis provided to Reagan what the far more ambitious and calculating Wyman never could: the proper maternal acoustics for the psychologically packed echo left behind by Reagan’s cries of longing for his first love, high-school sweetheart Margaret Cleaver. “Mugs,” as he called her, had committed the cardinal sin of disloyalty when she left him for another boy, whom she eventually married and stayed with for the rest of her life. This was a deep wound that never completely healed, inflicted by the “gal” who was supposed to be “just like the one who married dear old Dad.” From the day he married Nancy Davis until the last days of his life, Ronald Reagan always called his second wife “Mommy.”

Politics, Hollywood-style, also played a role in Reagan’s conflicted feelings about those years, especially when combined with his complex feelings about women. Reagan originally became involved with the issues of the day at the urging of his first wife, Wyman, who pushed him to secure a position on the board of the Screen Actors Guild, which would eventually lead to his becoming its president (interestingly, it was his second wife, Nancy, who masterminded his elevation in California society that served as entrée for him to national politics). Reagan, while still a Roosevelt liberal, became a strong and outspoken leader of SAG, considered at the time to be one of the most left-leaning unions in forties Hollywood. In that position, he performed the nearly impossible task of keeping the membership working without making them appear to be scabs or strike-breakers during what was perhaps the most volatile strike in Hollywood’s history, while at the same time managing to keep the doors of the studios open for business. And he did it with passion, strength, and determination. Even so, despite all that he had done for his studio (one could make a reasonable if not definitive argument that Reagan helped save Warners from going under during these troubling times), once Jack Warner felt he could no longer justify keeping him under his exclusive, high-paying contract, he quickly and coldly cut Reagan loose. Reagan also used his position at SAG to gain advantageous “waivers” for MCA, the talent agency that represented him, owned by the imperious Jules Stein and led by the shadowy Lew Wasserman, and continued to do so even after Wasserman sent him to a humiliating engagement in Las Vegas at the lowest point in Reagan’s career.

Upon his arrival in Hollywood as a complete unknown in a crowded field of unknowns, it was his extraordinarily good fortune to land Wasserman as his first agent. Wasserman took an immediate liking to the new young actor and set him on the road to stardom. It was Wasserman, more than any acting teacher ever did or could, who recognized young Reagan’s natural talent and then helped to develop it into a commercially viable movie-star persona, the likable fellow, one of the boys, the hero’s best friend, the all-around good guy.

It was Wasserman who made him a player in Hollywood; it was Wasserman who stood by him when Reagan fell from cinematic grace; it was Wasserman who orchestrated Reagan’s amazing career resurrection, via television, that made possible his remarkable political transformation and eventual leap into history.

And Reagan never forgot it. That was why he could never say no to Wasserman, even when payback came in the form of that humiliating gig in Las Vegas, or the back-door Guild deals SAG president Reagan helped enforce that heavily favored MCA, over not only other talent agencies but also the very performers it and he, Reagan, represented. The last person Reagan had lunch with before heading for Washington, D.C., and the presidency, and the first person he had lunch with after his eight-year two-term tour of duty was over, was Lew Wasserman.

Ronald Reagan managed not merely to survive his Hollywood years, at the end of them he managed to perform an astonishing metamorphosis, from leading man to statesman, from an actor who played minor roles on the soundstages of Hollywood to a man whose greatest role was played out on the center stage of the world. Proving F. Scott Fitzgerald utterly wrong, Ronald Reagan had one of the most spectacular second acts of any American life.

What follows is the story of the first.
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At Eureka, I’d pick up a broomstick, pretend it was a micro phone, and do a locker-room interview with some of my fraternity brothers to get some laughs.

—RONALD REAGAN

Ronald Reagan was a lifeguard at Lowell Park Beach in Illinois during the summers he attended high school and college.
 COURTESY OF THE ACADEMY OF MOTION PICTURE ARTS AND SCIENCES





IT WAS 1911 AND HOWARD TAFT WAS IN THE THIRD YEAR OF HIS one-term presidency, a tenure of office so uneventful that on his deathbed he insisted he couldn’t remember a single thing about it. In China and Mexico, revolution was in the air. In New York City, a fire in the Triangle shirtwaist factory killed nearly 150 workers and sparked nationwide labor reform. In Los Angeles, the immensely popular novelty of moving pictures was about to be transformed into a full-service industry by the merger of two independent film companies, which became Paramount Pictures, Hollywood’s first “major” studio. And on February 6, in Tampico, Illinois, the heart of Chicago farm country, John Edward “Jack” Reagan (pronounced RAY-gun), first-generation Black Irish, and his wife, Nelle, became the proud parents of their second child, a baby boy they named Ronald Wilson.

Like his two-year-old brother, Neil (nicknamed “Moon” for his round face), baby Ronald was born in the cold-water flat the family lived in over a shallow bank on Main Street. There was no doctor available to make house calls for such poor folk as these, but Jack had managed to secure the services of a midwife, who brought the chubby infant into the world with a good old-fashioned smack on the bottom, which set baby Ronnie onto a crying jag that seemed to Jack would never end. Exasperated (and filled with too much booze), Jack declared later that night to the whole world but to no one in particular, “For such a little bit of a fat Dutchman, he makes a hell of a lot of noise!”

The crying eventually stopped, but the nickname stuck. From as early as he could remember, Ronald, whose given name was changed shortly after his birth (no one quite remembers why, but the certificate says Donald) was called Dutch. Jack, like his son, always preferred the nickname because, the father insisted, it made him sound more rugged than did the girlish “Ronnie” that Nelle had chosen.*6 

At the time, the tallest building in Tampico was the grain elevator dominating the single commercial main street between the depots of two railroad lines. Jack worked in the general store across from the elevator. His knowledge covered all the departments, not unusual in these Midwest one-outpost towns, but he was especially adept at selling shoes, and his interest in them bordered on the obsessive; he spent his free nights analyzing the bones of feet and filling out forms requesting correspondence courses on how to sell the right shoes to fit them.

Unfortunately, his interest in and devotion to his work not only didn’t help him get ahead, but after more than two years it also wasn’t enough to keep him from losing his job. The problem wasn’t ability; he had a lot of that, along with a good personality, a natural glibness, and an appreciation of when to tell a timely joke to move along a sale. It was, rather, what Ronald Reagan would later describe as the demon in the bottle that brought Jack down. Jack was a fall-down drunk who worshipped at the feet of Irish whiskey.

His wife, Nelle, on the other hand, was a straight-back Protestant, a member in good standing of the Tampico Church of Christ. Born in Illinois from a Scots-English ancestry, she’d met Jack in Fulton and fell fast and hard for the tall Irishman, accepting his proposal of marriage without hesitation despite the fact that he was Catholic. At least, she told herself, he wasn’t a “serious” Catholic. He hardly attended Mass and although they were married in the Catholic church in Fulton, she had made it clear to him that their children would be raised Protestant. Jack had no objections.

Now, with two small children to raise—Neil, five years old, and Ronald, three—in the light of his latest firing, Jack, with his family, had to move far enough away to escape the stigma of what Nelle described as their disgraceful circumstances so that Jack could start over again. They moved first, in 1913, to the South Side of Chicago, where Jack worked as a shoe salesman at Marshall Field’s department store, then they moved in 1915 to Galesburg, then in 1918 to Monmouth, where he got a job at E. B. Colwell’s. They returned briefly in 1919 to Tampico, where Jack managed the H. C. Pitney General Store, a place he’d once sold shoes. Early in 1920, the family moved again, this time to Dixon, a real metropolis ninety-four miles outside of Chicago and situated along the Rock River. Nelle, determined the family would remain in Dixon for the sake of the children’s having a stable schooling, insisted Jack lease a three-bedroom house on South Hennepin Avenue. He soon found a job at the Fashion Boot Shop, where for many years he would tell one and all, perhaps even Nelle, that he was a partner, when in truth he was only a manager with a modest override on the percentage of sales he generated.

Although the Reagan family finances remained meager—Jack and Nelle would not own a home until their son became a movie star and bought one for them—the instability of their lifestyle seemed to have had little outward effect on Dutch. Perhaps he was too young to feel the negative social aspects—the lack of friends, the discontinuity of schooling—of constantly being uprooted. In his memoirs, Reagan remembered the family’s arrival in Dixon as the first “home to me. All of us have a place we go back to: Dixon is that place for me.”

Dutch was nine when the family moved to Dixon. By then he had formulated and developed two essential root characteristics of his personality. From his father he learned the expressive charms of a storyteller, including the value of a smile along with the ingratiating flip of his head, slightly back and to the side; a pat on the back; and a tight and warm shake of a hand. (He’d also witnessed his father’s alcoholic stupors, which always left him sprawled out unconscious on the living room floor.) From his mother he learned that a lack of outward expressions of affection did not necessarily mean an absence of love.

And from both of them he learned about tolerance and loyalty. His parents stayed together through poverty, endless and often shiftless moves, and public humiliation due to his father’s inability to control his drinking. As young Reagan observed, the bond of love between his parents could not be broken, no matter what. According to his mother, that was the Christian way, and the Christian way always led to Jack’s repentance. Even if his promises to give up the bottle never lasted, his well-intentioned attempts made all the difference in the world to Nelle. And it left Dutch with a lifelong aversion to drinking.
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ONE OF THE first things Dutch did in Dixon was to become active in his mother’s newly chosen house of worship, the First Christian Church. Its pastor, Minister Ben Cleaver, quickly became an idealized father figure to him, a simpler and more sober version of the real Jack. For decidedly nonpaternal reasons, Dutch also became interested in the minister’s daughter. Margaret “Mugs” Cleaver’s face resembled that of her handsome father; she was pretty, with a strong chin and a sharp, slightly upturned nose. Her eyes were set wide apart and, like the minister, she always wore a bright smile on her face. Her brunette hair was cut short in the curl-wave style popular with young girls during the 1920s. If Margaret’s physical beauty reminded him of her “perfect” dad, her personality echoed the ship-righting strength and balance of his mother. Like Nelle, Margaret was never at a loss for words—and was very much the aggressor, the organizer, the finger-snapping miniauthoritarian. Her stabilizing if domineering manner appealed to Reagan as much as her good looks and quick wit.

All of these qualities were sharp as an arrow’s tip for Reagan, and from the first time he saw her, he fell heart-piercingly, irresistibly in young love. After a few weeks of getting to know each other, they began dating, which allowed Reagan, in an adolescent fashion, to “remake” his father into a better man by casting himself in the role and playing it better than Jack ever could. Margaret was the perfect mother/girlfriend. For Reagan, even at this early age, role-playing was as good as, if not better than, reality.

Dutch and Mugs were soon going steady in that chaste mock-marriage style so in vogue with preteens of the day (hand-holding, movies, popcorn, ice-cream sodas, walks in the moonlight). Before long he was spending more time at the minister’s home than he was at his own. Years later, Margaret’s sister Helen would recall that “[Reagan] was often in our home and felt the influence of Father’s guidance during those formative years.” Mrs. Cleaver, a woman wrapped in Christian tradition and a perpetual apron, happily welcomed Dutch’s presence in the household. Like her husband, she considered him the right kind of boy for her daughter to be friends with.

The arrival of Mugs into young Ronald’s life couldn’t have pleased Nelle more, as she, too, had become a familiar figure in the Cleaver home, often consulting with and taking the advice of the minister regarding her lesson books for Sunday-school teachings, her role in the Women’s Missionary Society, and her regular dramatic readings in church.

Cleaver, a warm, friendly man with middle-of-the-road politics (that made him something of a liberal in Dixon), was also a strong supporter of the Eighteenth Amendment, the passage of which ushered in the era of Prohibition. Many in the congregation who personally knew the Reagans took Cleaver’s incessant support of the passage of the amendment as an indirect but pointed criticism of Jack, who was already distrusted by many of Dixon’s prominent Protestants for his insistence on remaining a practicing Catholic.

Rumors of a divorce were whispered like dirty words among Nelle’s friends at the church. If she heard them, she didn’t care; even if she had to crack the whip occasionally, Jack would always be her man. They were in love and that was the beginning, middle, and end of it. However, the tensions within such a close-knit religious and social community tended to agitate Dutch, who continued to feel embarrassment at his father’s inability to control his drinking and who believed the other (Protestant) kids at school poked fun at him because of it. Being the object of their mean-spirited jokes turned him away from after-school activities, Sunday school, and eventually church itself. He much preferred his mother’s regular nightly preaching to him and Neil from her Hostess Reference Book of enlightened social skills.

But most of all he found comfort in the dark, more secular world of the movies. Every Saturday morning, by himself, Reagan would go to the local Family Theater, where the “kiddie” programs of serials, comedies, cartoons, and Westerns transported him out of his reality and into a world of silver-screen romance and adventure. He especially loved the “cowboys” Tom Mix and William S. Hart, two actors among the biggest movie stars of their day (neither of whom were actual cowboys, a Hollywood tradition that continued with Roy Rogers and Gene Autry, and later on, John Wayne and Ronald Reagan himself). On-screen, Mix and Hart were two-fisted tough, knew right from wrong, always played the heroes, and always defeated the bad guys. They loved the land upon which they rode their white horses, they wore tall if rather impractical hats, and they carried silver six-guns. And with courtly grace and perfect manners they defended the honor of the town’s beautiful, helpless, angellike women, more often than not the daughters of one of the fallen sheriffs or marshals, occasionally the “good” daughter of one of the “bad” guys. It was at the movies where Reagan learned all the “enlightened social skills” he would ever need. He would later remember those Saturday mornings as among the happiest days of his youth.

However, Dutch’s incessant love for movies sometimes clashed with his duties as a boyfriend (as Margaret put it), especially when it came to church activities. Mugs strongly disapproved of the fact that her boyfriend was spending far more of his weekend at the Family Theater than at church. She also didn’t appreciate what she thought of as his clumsy lack of self-control whenever they were alone; his groping at her was something else he must have learned from those movies! Indeed, young Ronald’s hormones were raging, and as any boy might want to, he tried to share these new and surging feelings with his girlfriend, who slammed shut these attempts with as much authority as her father did the New Testament at the end of one of his sermons.

Mugs also did not think much of Dutch’s new habit of occasionally taking a drink, even though it was never anything stronger than a beer, and would let him know in her typical authoritarian manner that she was not going to tolerate it. This continual criticism of his behavior somehow only made him feel closer to her and reinforced his belief not only that she knew better about these things than he did, but that she was the picture-perfect girlfriend for him. In his first memoir, Reagan wrote that at the time he was “sure” Margaret was one day going to be his wife.
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RONALD PROVED A good student during his years at North Dixon High School, where he tried to keep his grades above average so he could get into college, something he was determined to do. His only apparent shortcomings were, in fact, literal. At the age of thirteen, he was unusually small for his age. He stood all of five foot three, making him ineligible to play on any of the freshman teams, something every Dixon boy dreamed of doing. And his height wasn’t his only handicap. After experiencing blurred vision on several occasions, an eye exam revealed what he already feared, that was severely nearsighted and would have to wear glasses at all times except when reading. His vision and size seemed to rule out any chance he might have had at playing football, the sport he loved most. To him, football was a lot like Westerns: simple scenarios of good guy vs. bad guy, physical strength, and single-minded focus—the ultimate reward for the winners being the respect from the other guys (townspeople) and adoration from the girls (rescued heroines-in-distress). From the sidelines, he watched, through his spectacles, the other boys play, but he imagined that he was the real hero of the game—the great quarterback who threw the winning pass, saved the game, saved the day, saved the season, saved the world!

At night in bed he held his breath and literally tried to stretch himself taller.

The one sport where he had any chance at all to compete was swimming, the only one in which his size and slim musculature were an advantage and his eyesight really didn’t matter. Just after he turned fifteen, the diminutive Dutch was a good enough swimmer to get a job for the summer that paid $15 a week as a Rock River lifeguard by the beach area at the edge of Lowell Park. It was a job he was to hold for the next seven summers, for all of his remaining high school days and the four years he spent at college. In that time, he put on an astonishing array of heroism by rescuing a total of seventy-eight people from drowning, an average of more than ten every summer, or more than one per week. Even in the roughest of waters, a lifeguard “save” of one or two swimmers a season would be a remarkable achievement for a young man, and impressive for even the most experienced adult lifeguard.

Rather than assuming the role of humble hero, Dutch enthusiastically played up all the attention he received for these “miracles,” as the press regularly referred to them. The recognition of his “amazing” feats brought something to his life that he hadn’t had before—widespread popularity so intense that it bordered on hero worship. He became Dixon’s real-life Tom Mix, or so it felt to him. Because of the stories of his “astounding” feats the Dixon Telegraph regularly put on its front page, everyone in town knew about his selfless dives into the cold waters of the Rock. Typical of these is the August 3, 1928, edition that led with this headline reporting Reagan’s own, first-person account of his latest “save”: PULLED FROM THE JAWS OF DEATH!

After every rescue, Dutch would ceremoniously cut a notch on a nearby piece of heavy driftwood, proof of his accomplishments (after the notches on Tom Mix’s six-gun for every bad guy he killed).

The colorful if somewhat fanciful “rescue” stories, which sold a lot of local newspapers, would one day fit neatly into the log-cabin mythos of the future president even if they were about as believable as Washington’s confessing to chopping down the cherry tree or Lincoln’s walking a mile to return a penny. Nevertheless, throughout Reagan’s life, their literal truth remained unchallenged, evidence of his strong virtues and high moral value. (Interestingly, the only actual count of rescues Reagan made was on that piece of driftwood, which did not survive as long as the stories of the rescues it recorded.) It wasn’t until after Reagan became president that he even conceded the possibility there might have been some exaggeration involved, but he did it in a way that suggested those whom he pulled to shore didn’t know how fortunate they really were to have him watching over them: “People hated to be saved. Almost every one of them later sought me out and angrily denounced me for dragging them to shore. ‘I would have been fine if you’d let me alone…you made a fool out of me trying to make a hero out of yourself.’”*7 

They didn’t know with whom they were dealing. For Reagan, the boy who couldn’t make the football team, the need to be seen as a hero was overwhelming. Widespread acknowledgment and praise were not just a social tonic for him but a necessary romantic boost in the eyes of the one person to whom he most wanted to prove his manliness and bravery—his beloved Mugs. If the rest of the world, or at least all of Dixon, loved him for what he did, he was sure Margaret would, too. Hers was the only approval he sought because, in the end, hers was the only approval that mattered.

He didn’t get it. If Mugs was impressed with his continual lifesaving, she didn’t say so, simply because in her world, heroism was nothing to brag about. It was God-given and therefore expected.
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AT AGE SIXTEEN, Dutch experienced a long-awaited and late-in-coming adolescent spurt of growth that by the start of his junior year in high school brought him up to just under six feet. Those few inches made all the difference in the world. This time, despite his eyesight, he easily made the guard and tackle positions on the football team. Even if he still couldn’t see all that well, he was now bigger than most of the boys, which made it harder to get around him, and if he had to throw, his teammates would try their best to receive his passes. His biggest advantage was his speed. Although tall, he had yet to fill out, and his well-developed swimmer’s body allowed him to fly by most of the others.

Dutch helped his team to a winning 4-3-1 record that year, and that meant a coveted varsity letter. He won another letter playing for North Dixon’s “lightweight” basketball team. He was, at the same time, approached by the drama instructor, B. J. Frazer, who had noticed the boy’s tall, dark good looks, accentuated by the shock of Irish black/brown hair that hung over the sensitive face. Mr. Frazer persuaded him to join the Dramatic Club, an offer that, in truth, didn’t take much persuading. Dutch leapt at the chance to play heroes like his Tom Mix.

Dutch proved so adept that by the end of the year he was elected sergeant-at-arms of the club. His performance in Phillip Barry’s You and I was praised for its demonstration of emotional sincerity, not hard to understand as it was none other than Mugs who played the female romantic lead opposite him in the play. Now he not only got to kiss his girlfriend—she could not possibly push him away because it was ordained by the higher powers of the invisible but ever-present playwright—but he could do it in front of a packed house and could even take a bow for it while the audience applauded.

In his senior year, he was elected president of the Dramatic Club and was rewarded by being given the best role in that year’s annual senior class production, the villainous Ivan Borolsk in George Bernard Shaw’s Captain Brassbound’s Conversion.*8 Although he performed his part well enough for a high school production, it bothered him to be cast as the villain. When acting opposite Mugs, kissing her was merely an amplification of feelings he already had, but when called upon to play “the bad guy,” he just didn’t feel right. It was a feeling that was to remain with him for a very long time.†9 

If his appearance in the play left him cold, everything else he did that year caught fire. As the art director of the senior class yearbook, he took it upon himself to design its cover, and wrote two short stories and a poem for the literary section. One of them was called “Meditations of a Lifeguard” and contained this revealing paragraph:


She’s walking toward the dock now. She tips gracefully over to the edge of the crowded pier and settles like a butterfly. The lifeguard strolls by, turns, and strolls by again. Then he settles in the immediate region of the cause of all this sudden awakening. He assumes a manly worried expression, designed to touch the heart of any blonde, brunette, or unclassified female. He has done all that is necessary. She speaks and the sound of her voice is like balm to a wounded soul….


As he had on stage, Reagan intermingled reality into his world of adolescent imagination and longing, calling upon his private wish and the public’s belief that he was a hero by identifying himself as “manly” but in need of caring in the form of a goddesslike woman. It requires little imagination to figure out who the goddess was who supplied the “balm” to this wounded soul. His short story is a love letter in disguise, containing elements of worship and unfulfilled desire for all the world, and Mugs, to read and, hopefully, admire (both story and writer). Things he couldn’t say to her in real life he could “think” in the form of his story’s character, the lifeguard.

He was also elected president of the Dixon Student Council and president of the boys’ Hi Y Club and he participated in several intraclass debates. He also ran track. It seemed everywhere anyone in school looked that year, Ronald Reagan was there. “The fact was,” he wrote years later, “I suppose that I just liked to show off.”
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“LIFE IS JUST one grand sweet song,” according to the assessment of “Donald” Reagan, president of the Class of ’28 and president of the Student Council, in the yearbook that featured an unsmiling yet pleasant image of Dutch in a dark suit and striped bow tie. It was, for him, the perfect end to a perfect high school career. He had come from behind, overcoming seemingly insurmountable obstacles, to achieve his class’s highest post. He had performed well academically and was a lettered athlete. And the icing on the cake was that he had accompanied Margaret to the Senior Banquet, as sure a sign as any that they were “serious” about each other.

If all of it seemed like those miniatures his mother kept in the showcase cabinet, a smaller-than-life depiction carved in wood of the idyllic Midwestern life, it was also like the set of some simple play he could see in his dreams: He would marry Mugs after they both graduated from college. They would have a family of their own. He would start a business in town and they would live happily ever after.
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THAT SEPTEMBER, DUTCH enrolled in Eureka College, even as things were beginning to unravel ever so slowly in the fabric of the Reagan household. After having failed to convince the owner of the Fashion Boot Shop to make him a full partner, Jack took a job as a traveling shoe salesman and eventually relocated weekdays to Springfield, Illinois, 141 miles south of Dixon, where he took on a second job managing another retail shoe store when he couldn’t make ends meet on his commission-based traveling sales job (a de facto separation Reagan later attributed to the hard realities of the Depression, even though it was still a year away, rather than to marital problems his parents were having or his father’s drink-impaired sales abilities). Moon had decided to go his own way as well, rejecting college for practical reasons—the family didn’t have the money to send him—and philosophical reasons, believing it was a waste of time anyway. He was eager to get out and make his way in the real world, via Chicago, and a career in advertising.

Dutch, on the other hand, had made up his mind that he was going to be one of the nation’s 2 percent who attended college that year. His choice of school was easy because it was preordained, Eureka College, seventy-eight miles south of Dixon, a small school (250 students more or less evenly divided between boys, 130, and girls, 120) run by his mother’s favored sect of Protestantism, the Disciples of Christ. And even if other schools had shown some interest in his broad-based academic and physical achievements, he would consider no other place, because Eureka was also the college where Margaret had been accepted, thanks to her father’s influence within the Disciples.

He was relatively well prepared financially, having saved enough money from his lifeguard job to be able to make the $180 annual tuition and approximately $400 room and board. A scholarship for half the tuition helped, although it came with a proviso that Reagan perform some work task for the school. During his first two years he was a dishwasher in the girls’ dormitory; the latter two he served as a lifeguard at the school’s swimming pool and part-time coach for the competitive swimming team he conceived and captained.

Dutch hit the campus running, literally and figuratively. One of Margaret’s sister’s boyfriends, the school’s current football hero, quickly took the freshman under his wing and led him through the easy pledge requirements of Tau Kappa Epsilon, the favored fraternity of the school’s athletes. For the next three years, Reagan played football at Eureka. Just as he did in high school, Dutch behaved as if he had something to prove, not just to Margaret but to the world (if indeed there was any difference to him). He took on a heavy load of extracurricular activities. These included reporting for the school paper; cheerleading after he failed to make the basketball team; editing the feature section of Prism, the senior school yearbook; and participating in the Student Senate, as president, in his junior year.

All of this extra work eventually caught up with Reagan and took a toll on his grades, but he didn’t seem to care. To him, the most important thing was his ongoing courtship with Margaret. He loved doing something called “kegging,” the on-campus practice of walking proudly with your girlfriend arm-in-arm.

He also continued to pursue dramatics. He was cast in the lead of most of the plays he tried out for. In his sophomore year he joined Alpha Epsilon Sigma, the college dramatic fraternity, at the same time as Margaret. (So did Neil, who had decided that, with the onset of the Depression and advertising jobs in Chicago nowhere to be found, college didn’t sound so bad after all, especially since Eureka was willing to let him work his way through as well.)

Alpha Epsilon Sigma was headed by Ellen Marie Johnson, who took her duties with the Dramatics Society quite seriously. In Reagan’s junior year, Miss Johnson put on Edna St. Vincent Millay’s fanciful, dreamy antiwar one-act neo–Greek tragedy, Aria da Capo, one of the most frequently produced dramas on college campuses. Dutch was cast in the lead role of Shepherd Thyrsis. The production proved good enough to be entered in the annual one-act play competition at Northwestern University’s School of Speech, which at the time had one of the most respected dramatic departments in the country, as it does to this day. Entries came from all over the country, and it was considered a high honor to be accepted as one of the dozen productions invited to perform at the university. Traditionally, the prize went to established Ivy League drama clubs such as Princeton’s Triangle Club (a student named Jimmy Stewart was a member that year) or the Yale Playhouse.

Eureka’s Aria da Capo not only made the cut but won third place, and Reagan received a special commendation for his performance, which featured a highly dramatic death scene (his character is strangled by another shepherd). The last night of performances at Northwestern was, according to Reagan years later, more thrilling than “any Oscar show could ever be.” At the closing ceremonies he was awarded one of six acting honors. It was a turning point for Reagan, the first time he felt the pull of professional acting.

Dutch then “starred” in a succession of Eureka productions, including The Art of Being Bored, playing as usual opposite Mugs. After the final performance of this, the last show of his junior year, he presented her with a long-range plan for their life together and a ring. Five years of engagement, he told her, would be proper and then they could marry. Mugs happily accepted the ring and wore it everywhere she went, off campus and on, and it became common knowledge that the school’s best leading man and prettiest leading lady were now officially engaged.
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RONALD REAGAN GRADUATED from Eureka in June 1932 and chose Chicago as the place to rendezvous with his theatrical destiny. “If I had told anyone I was setting out to be a movie star, they’d have carted me off to an institution,” Reagan later said as a way of explaining why he chose Chicago instead of Hollywood or New York. That, indeed, may have been part of the reason for what appeared to have been a choice of compromise, a locale far enough away from home to be considered venturing out but not so far that he couldn’t come home when necessary, to visit his family, his friends, and of course Mugs. But there was another reason as well for choosing Chicago. Radio had become show business’s newest fad, taking off from the phenomenon of “talking pictures” and bringing into the home the familiar voices that came from Hollywood movies and New York City’s Broadway. Although shows like Freeman Gosden and Charles Corell’s Amos ’n’ Andy were legitimate sensations, radio sitcoms and news breaks were not the biggest draw to a public looking for an inexpensive way to be entertained at the height of the Depression; sports were. Games “called” by sportscasters had captured the imagination of home listeners. Everyone—college students, high schoolers, dads coming home after work or relaxing on weekends, even wives and mothers, were entertained by the voice pictures painted by the stentorian voices able to inject drama into college and professional games. For radio stations, sports was a cheap way to deliver drama—no scripts, no royalties, no actors, and no production costs, such as sound effects or props.

Because of its location, Chicago became the first national center of radio. WGN’s 50-thousand-watt signal could reach a far greater audience than any live broadcast out of New York City or Los Angeles, as the Midwest flatlands allowed for Chicago’s AM stations’ broadcasts to be heard without interference as far north as Canada and as far south as Texas. They could be picked up to the east all the way to the Appalachians; and at night, when the sun’s gravitational pull could no longer yank the signal away from the earth, as far west as the Rockies.

Chicago sportscasters like Graham MacNamee, Ted Husing, and Pat Flanagan became nationwide household names, if not faces, often more familiar than the names of the players whose exploits they so colorfully reported, and far more popular than the entertainers with whom they shared the station’s prime time. Reagan chose Chicago because he thought he might be able there to combine his love of athletics with that of theater and become a sports announcer on the radio.

After an unsuccessful job-hunting stint, however, where one sympathetic secretary told the dejected would-be announcer that no one started at the top in this business and that smaller markets were the way to break in, Reagan returned to Dixon to revise his career plan. Jack offered to lend him the family car, a third-hand Oldsmobile, so that he could look for work in the smaller-market tricities of Davenport, Moline, and Rock Island along the Mississippi, about seventy-five miles west of Dixon.

On the way, Dutch looped south and stopped off at Eureka, where Mugs was living. (Moon was, too, staying for the summer before returning to school for his junior year.) If Reagan had hoped, even planned on, Mugs joining him on his job-hunting adventure, that wish evaporated when she told him she had accepted a teaching position at a nearby high school that was to start as soon as she graduated. This time, there was an uncomfortably formal chill to their good-byes. Reagan, standing aside his open car door, his hair blowing slightly in the warm wind, promised he’d come back to visit her again the first chance he got.
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IT WAS IN Davenport that Reagan would meet the first of what would be a series of mentors who took him under their wing and helped smooth the flight of his life’s journey. Things like this had happened to him before, most notably with coaches at school, but they were essentially teachers whose job it was to nurture talent. Peter MacArthur was different. He was a professional in a world of professionals and expected those he dealt with to be talented, knowledgeable, and, most important, experienced. Reagan may have had a certain amount of the first two qualifications, but he had none of the third. Nevertheless, he managed somehow to impress MacArthur enough to talk his way into a job at the Scottish-born chiropractor’s radio station.

Peter MacArthur had emigrated to America from Scotland via the show business route, and in doing so became one of the privileged British Isle youths (like Charles Chaplin, Stan Laurel, and Cary Grant, to name a few of the more successful ones) able to use his talents to gain entrée to America. MacArthur did it as a juvenile member of the famed Harry Lauder vaudeville troupe. He remained with Lauder for several years as an acrobat and tumbler, during which time he earned permanent work-status privileges in the States. His career looked unstoppable until he developed a severe case of arthritis in his limbs that forced him from the stage. MacArthur’s illness led him to enroll full-time at the Palmer School of Chiropractic as a way to keep his work-status privileges, start a new career, and maybe even contribute to finding a cure for his own illness.

Although his search for a cure remained unfulfilled, he did discover a new field interest at Palmer. Radio. With the money he’d saved from his performing career, MacArthur had purchased a small radio station in Rock Island, Illinois, and moved the antenna to Davenport, where he set it up as WOC (World of Chiropractic, also known as the Wonders of Chiropractic), broadcasting mostly local farm news, weather, medical advice, and stock market information. He did most of the announcing himself, and soon enough the station’s strong signal made his signature Scottish burr familiar throughout the Midwest: “THIS IS WOC, DAVENPORT, WHERE THE WEST BEGINS IN THE STATE WHERE THE TALL CORN GROWS!”*10 

WOC was Dutch’s first planned stop on his quest to find work in radio. He tracked down MacArthur, who ran his entire station’s administrative operations out of a vacant office he had leased in a Palmer School building located in the modest downtown area of Davenport. MacArthur’s office was on the fourth floor, where, from his window, he could enjoy the sight of his giant antenna.

Reagan walked into MacArthur’s office precisely on time for his appointment, something MacArthur liked, and when asked why he was there, talked politely about his desire to be in radio. When MacArthur asked him what his other interests were, Dutch mentioned sports and acting. Midway through the interview, MacArthur stood, reached for a fat cigar from the box on his desk, lit it, blew a plume of dark yellow smoke, stared out at his antenna and excused young Reagan, telling him he’d missed out by only a day; one of the few available announcing jobs had already been filled.

Reagan frowned, shook his head, said good-bye, and turned to leave. It was then that MacArthur shouted for him to “hold on, you big bastard! What was that you said about sports announcing? Do ya know anything about football?”

Reagan stopped frowning. MacArthur asked if he could radio-broadcast a football game and “make me see it”? Dutch assured him he could. MacArthur then took him to an empty studio, told him to start talking when the red light went on, and to re-create a game in his mind’s eye that he, MacArthur, would be able to see. Reagan waited, and on cue, proceeded to conjure up a game he’d played in at Eureka. The words came tumbling out of his mouth: “Here we are in the fourth quarter with Western State University leading Eureka College six to nothing…long blue shadows are settling over the field and a chill wind is blowing in through the end of the stadium…” It sounded like nothing so much as one of his short stories.

MacArthur liked what he heard, especially the dramatic touch Reagan added when he had Eureka win by a last-second drop-kick. He came into the studio, still smoking, and said, “Ya did great, ya big SOB. Be here Saturday, you’re broadcasting the Iowa-Minnesota Homecoming game. You’ll get five dollars and bus fare.”*11 

Reagan couldn’t believe it, and at the same time he couldn’t not believe it. His self-confidence was underscored by MacArthur’s instant acceptance of him. His first interview, his first radio job. Even when the football season ended and he was laid off, Reagan left Davenport with a strong and well-deserved sense of accomplishment. He was a radio man now, a sportscaster, a professional.

He returned to Dixon sure he would soon find another job, hopefully in radio, which had become his new field of dreams. He listened to as much of it as he could. He liked nothing better than the live “fireside” chats by the president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the first to use mass media as a way to personalize and ingratiate himself to the electorate. Reagan was inspired as much by Roosevelt’s use of the medium to communicate his ideas so effectively as by the ideas themselves, if indeed there was any difference.

As fall turned to winter and the gray days grew shorter, the charcoal nights fell fast and heavy like the soot from the many coal stoves that Dixonites used to keep warm eight months out of every year. During this period, Dutch did not pursue any new jobs. He had a feeling, he would later recall, that somehow his next job would come to him, and he was exactly right; it did. Shortly before Christmas, Reagan received a phone call from MacArthur, who offered him a salary of a hundred dollars a week for the position of staff announcer.†12 MacArthur told Reagan that one of the two resident voices of WOC had quit, but in reality he had created a new position to bring the young man he liked so much back to the station.*13 

Reagan left Dixon the next day and returned to Davenport.
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FOR THE NEXT several weeks, Reagan served as a jack-of-all-trades at the station, sometimes playing records, sometimes making public service announcements, sometimes doing the weather, occasionally reading a commercial. It was during one of these multiple assignment days that he made an error serious enough to get him fired. In a half-hour session of scheduled organ music, Reagan neglected to plug the local mortuary, the program’s sponsor. Despite MacArthur’s fighting for him, the mortuary insisted Reagan be fired or it would pull all future ads. As much as MacArthur liked Reagan, he liked the money the mortuary paid even more, and so with great reluctance, he had to let Reagan go.

In both his memoirs, Reagan quite candidly calls what took place next nothing less than an act of God: “one of those things happened that makes one wonder about God’s having a plan for all of us.” Even though he had been fired for his own ineptness, Reagan’s final assignment was to teach the new station director the ropes. Along the way they started talking, and when asked why he was leaving, Reagan explained what happened. This made the new fellow go to MacArthur and demand a contract. MacArthur refused, saying no one at his stations ever got contracts. The fellow quit. MacArthur rehired Reagan and decided to personally tutor him in the techniques of announcing (as well as the necessities of paid on-air spots) to ensure he wouldn’t have to let him go again. It was one of those instances that would happen throughout his life, with Reagan falling out of an open window in his career and somehow landing on his feet. On the roof.

Not long after that, MacArthur got a call from WOC’s sister station WHO broadcasting out of Des Moines. They had just contracted to cover the Drake Relays, a major track meet, and needed an announcer to call the event. Did MacArthur have anyone who knew the ins and outs of the sport? MacArthur asked Reagan if he could do it. Dutch, whose track record at Eureka had helped win him one of his letters, said he was sure he could handle the assignment.

Reagan arrived in Des Moines the first week in April and was impressed by the size and décor of WHO, a far cry from the small suite of studios and offices that doubled as MacArthur’s base for his many ventures in Davenport. Here Reagan’s luck carried him once more. WHO was just in the process of acquiring one of about a dozen newly licensed and extremely powerful 50,000-watt transmitters, along with being named a major new Midwestern affiliate of the New York–based National Broadcasting Company’s NBC Radio Network. By the time his last day rolled around, he was offered the permanent spot as the station’s resident sports announcer at a decent salary and the opportunity to make extra money by making guest appearances at sports events, covering them for the local paper, making personal appearances at other events, and doing on-site public-address-system announcements. He became something of a local Midwest celebrity, the sports voice of WHO Des Moines, which meant, in effect, that he was the sports voice of the entire region, a position he held on to for the next four and a half years.

Occasionally Reagan called football games on the air when the University of Iowa played the University of Michigan, despite the fact he was never actually at the games—it was too expensive for the station to send him—but verbalized the play-by-plays via telegraphic reports that came into the station, something he had become quite proficient at doing whenever he “broadcast” Chicago Cubs games over WHO. Baseball, however, was slower than football and he had a bit of difficulty keeping the action going, although he managed to get by.

Calling the games taught Reagan how to tell a story better than anything he had ever written in college. With his voice he acted out, rather than narrated, the games, convincing himself he was there watching it, and in turn convincing the listeners at home they were as well. And when there were lulls, he learned to fill time with folksy stories, down-home anecdotes, whatever he could think of. The confidence with which he learned to communicate gave his broadcasts a heightened sense of believability.

One day in 1934 Reagan received word that his father had suffered a heart attack. After years of minimal employment and long stretches of joblessness, the senior Reagan had managed to get a position with Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration (WPA), created to put able-bodied people like Jack back into respectable jobs while helping to build and rebuild the physical face of America. Unfortunately, Jack did not remain able bodied for long, collapsing one day on the job. Once he was certain his father was going to recover, to make sure he didn’t go back to that job, Reagan quietly began sending money home to help his parents make ends meet.

It was also around this time that Reagan discovered what would become a lifelong love affair with horses. One of the other announcers at the studio told Reagan that if he applied for a reserve commission with the Fourteenth Cavalry Regiment based at Fort Des Moines, they would teach him how to ride, something Reagan had never done before. Ever the sportsman (the latent Tom Mix of his cowboy movie fantasies), Reagan tried out for the cavalry reserves, but his poor eyesight prevented him from joining. Having failed his first physical, he waited a few days and went back. This time, while he “covered” one eye to read the chart, he spread his fingers to be able to see it with both and passed.
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DURING ALL OF THIS, Mugs was never far from his thoughts. As he recalled in both his memoirs, he often thought about her teaching at that school just outside of Eureka, believing she was patiently waiting for him to get that foundation laid for their future.

She wasn’t.

One day, early in the winter of 1936, Reagan’s fourth year at WHO and second as a cavalry reservist, he received a letter from Mugs. He sat down in the living room of his small apartment and eagerly ripped it open. He loved getting mail from her, but this letter was not like any of the others she regularly sent to him. As he unfolded the single handwritten page, his fraternity pin and the engagement ring he had given her fell into his lap. His heart and head began to pound as he read Margaret’s words. She had recently taken a European cruise with one of her sisters, she said, had met a Foreign Service officer there, and fallen in love with him. His name was James Waddell Gordon, Jr., a distinguished member of the U.S. Consular Service. They were going to get married.

Reagan closed his eyes and pressed his fists to his forehead. Gone. Mugs was gone. One of the first things he did, when he could do anything at all, was call his mother. Nelle told him she had been expecting his call. Everyone back home already knew, and she was wondering how long it would be until Margaret broke the news to him. As she listened to the choke in her son’s voice, she calmly repeated to him something he had heard her say a million times when he was a child, that he shouldn’t despair, that everything always works out for the best. Reagan thanked his mother for her good advice and hung up. A few weeks later Nelle called Reagan to tell him that Margaret had announced the date for her wedding.

That’s when it finally became too real and too much for Reagan to bear. Years later he would remember how Margaret’s decision had “shattered” him. All the good things that had happened to him in the last four years suddenly meant nothing, because the best thing that had ever happened to him was gone.

Characteristically, he kept much of his sorrow to himself, never letting on to anyone at the station that anything at all was wrong. He came to work smiling every day, did his broadcasts and anything else anyone wanted him to do, then went home at night—the only difference being that now more often than not on his way home he stopped off at the corner tavern for a beer. Or two.

Then, in the midst of all of his private wallowing, another bolt of luck lightning hit him, this one from the side of the angels. The Chicago Cubs, then one of the hottest teams in major league baseball, having won the National League pennant the previous season before losing the World Series in six games to the vaunted American League Detroit Tigers, invited him to cover their spring-training season at Catalina Island, a small tropiclike paradise twenty-six miles off the coast of California. To sweeten the deal, they agreed to let him write exclusive pieces about the team for the Des Moines Sunday Register as part of his regular column, “Around the World of Sports with ‘Dutch’ Reagan.”

He couldn’t believe his good fortune. In the dead of the Midwest winter he was being offered an all-expenses-paid trip to Los Angeles, land of the fabled Hollywood of his childhood cowboy movie dreams. The first thing he did was pick up a winter vacation catalog from a local department store and buy himself what he thought was a suitable wardrobe—white bucks, linen suit (two pair of pants), white sports coat, two bathing suits, and a straw hat.

And so it was that twenty-five-year-old Ronald Reagan, bags in hand and hat rakishly tilted to one side, caught a train from Des Moines to Chicago, where he boarded the Los Angeles Limited (later known as The Challenger) that let him out two days later in downtown Los Angeles, at Union Station, the first of February 1936. There he stepped into a gentle Santa Ana breeze that had warmed the temperature to a comfortably dry 81 degrees. Palm trees swayed easily back and forth as he waved down a cab to take him to the Biltmore Hotel, where the team was staying and where a room had been reserved for him.

He was up bright and early the next morning to join the team for breakfast, where he was introduced to everyone by the Cubs’ manager, Charlie Grimm, who took an immediate liking to Reagan. After, they all climbed into a bus that took them to the Santa Monica Pier. During the half-hour ride, Reagan eagerly chatted with players he’d only known until then by their pictures and their exploits on the field transmitted to him via Teletype. Here he was, asking last season’s National League MVP and All-Star starting catcher Gabby Hartnett about his hitting technique. With his notebook and pencil in hand, he asked Hartnett how he’d gotten the nickname Gabby. The tall, rangy catcher smiled, sat back, put his big foot up against the back of the seat in front of him, and said it was because he never talked to the press. He then spit a chaw into the ’toon, put an arm around Reagan, and smiled, his grin colored by his brown-stained teeth. Reagan grinned back.

Hartnett introduced Reagan to some of the other players, including infielder “Smiling” Stan Hack. Reagan knew all about Hack, who was born in Sacramento, California, but grew up in Dixon. Everyone back home had been thrilled when Hack broke into the majors. There was outfielder and sometime second baseman Augie Galan; regular second baseman and future Hall of Famer Billy Herman, who had also made the All-Star team the year before; first baseman/outfielder Phil “Philliabuck” Cavarretta, in his third of what would be twenty years playing for the Cubs (before switching to the White Sox in 1954 for two seasons); and outfielder and future Hall of Famer Chuck Klein. Reagan was in his own personal baseball nirvana.

At the Santa Monica Pier, a waiting ferry took them for the hour ride over to Catalina. Reagan couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful blue waters of the Pacific. Stepping onto land there, all the players and Reagan went to their assigned lockers and changed. The team donned their summer lights to practice, while Reagan put on a bathing suit. Without saying a word to anyone, he slipped away, went back to the pier, stood with his toes on the edge, put his arms straight up and close to his ears, took a deep breath, and plunged headfirst into the ocean. The water was ice cold, but Reagan didn’t mind. He loved it. His years as a lifeguard had made him used to diving into cold waters. Then he effortlessly swam back to the pier, ready for anything.
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