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RONALD Reagan’s critics deride his abilities and presidency, referring to him as a “cue card” president who did little more than read lines written by others. Such persons see only Reagan the actor and assume that advisors actually masterminded the domestic and foreign policy accomplishments of 1981 to 1989.

The letters that follow put these misconceptions to rest. While researching at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, California, the senior editor discovered a remarkable collection of over 3,500 letters in Reagan’s handwriting. Popularly known as the Great Communicator, he should also be recognized as the Great Correspondent. These fascinating letters written to lifelong friends and ordinary citizens who corresponded with the President reflect an engaged mind focused on policy issues and keenly sensitive to government’s impact on American society. The Handwriting File letters likewise reveal a person with a strong, self-deprecating sense of humor who had seen all aspects of the human condition over his eight decades, or as he might put it, the four decades after his thirty-ninth birthday.

Dated 1981 to 1989, the letters went to a diverse number of American citizens, such as indigent persons who lost their jobs, parents of service members killed in Lebanon, African Americans wounded by racial discrimination, angry critics of the “Star Wars” missile defense system, senior citizens worried about the viability of Social Security, political supporters of his domestic programs, grade school students with questions about the presidency, and friends who encouraged him to continue his domestic and foreign policy initiatives. Reagan’s replies show his optimism about the American economy, his frequent frustration with the print and television media, his determination to halt Soviet expansion (especially into Central America), and his hopes for securing a missile shield over the United States. They also reflect his decades-long crusade to lower taxes, reduce federal expenditures, and rebuild the American military.

Anne V. Higgins served as director of Presidential Correspondence with her office in Room 94 of the Executive Office Building next to the White House. In our interview with her, she related how she had gone to Washington, D.C., from New York originally to manage President Richard Nixon’s presidential correspondence. On her first day working for President Reagan, a thoughtful Nixon phoned her at 7:30 A.M., congratulated her, and told her to continue the fine work she had done in his administration. For both presidents, staff members typed selected incoming handwritten letters before being given to the presidents; for President Nixon, a synopsis of the letter was also prepared. Higgins recounted that President Reagan asked on one of the first days of his presidency whether the staff wanted him to dictate replies or write them out. Surprised, the staff said it was his choice. In his first months in office and before his personal secretary, Kathy Osborne, rejoined his staff in October 1981, Reagan dictated several dozen replies; however, he also wrote out several hundred before the year ended. “He was a secretary’s dream,” Higgins related, “because he wrote out the recipients’ addresses at the top of his handwritten letters.”

All of the mail to the White House—according to Osborne, some 300,000 pieces of mail each month—passed through a fluoroscope and through X-ray machines. Higgins had a staff of almost 60 full-time analysts, 30 part-timers, and 500 volunteers who processed the letters. They were sorted according to subject matter: children’s letters; hardship inquiries; requests for birthday and anniversary congratulations from the president; and job inquiries were just a few of the categories. After sorting, some went to specific federal agencies for answers and replies. Others went to a special staff who assisted with Social Security and Internal Revenue Service questions and problems. Envelopes from correspondents with the code number “16691” or “Attention: Kathy Osborne” on the front went directly to the President’s office.

Higgins selected the sample of thirty or so incoming letters that the President received each week. These letters might be critical of a key cabinet member, or in praise of the defense budget, or bitterly opposed to American foreign policies regarding the Middle East, or vehemently angry about the President’s upcoming trip to Bitburg cemetery, or confused by the Iran-Contra arms sales. She included other letters—for example, those complaining that the President was an actor playing president, that he did not understand the problems of the poor and unemployed because he was wealthy and surrounded by rich friends. Also common were accusations that too many dollars were poured into the defense budget instead of education and welfare. Letters from farm families told of low crop prices and high bank loans; one tragic account told of financial collapse and a despondent father who committed suicide.

Complimentary letters also reached the President’s folder. Messages from African Americans who praised him for his help to the community especially pleased President Reagan. Letters from personal friends in Illinois and Iowa recalled his years in the town of Dixon and at Eureka College, when he was known as Dutch, and he signed his replies with that nickname. Some personal correspondents included clippings of positive newspaper or magazine columns that, as he replied, “brightened my day.” Some conservative supporters, deeply anxious about unemployment and the weak domestic economy, or Soviet threats, or sometimes both, encouraged the President to continue his budget blueprint and foreign policy principles despite opposition from Democrats in Congress. In his replies, Reagan acknowledged their kind support and urged patience until his full economic program, delayed by inflation and the recession, could begin. Several conservative correspondents criticized Reagan’s tax program and his failure to push all of it through Congress. The President wrote in anger to one conservative editor and called his July journal “one of the most dishonest and unfair bits of journalism I have ever seen.” Osborne said that often his handwritten replies did not go to the staff for review before being typed.

President Reagan especially enjoyed writing letters to grade and high school students who asked him about the presidency, the White House, his hobbies, and his daily schedule. His special young pen pal, Rudolph, in Washington, D.C., received individual attention with letters, birthday gifts, and encouragement. The President also visited him at his home. Anne Higgins said the President gave Ruddy distinctive photographs of the presidential trip to China and labeled each with a description.

This sensitive President found it difficult to reply to letters from parents, wives, and children of those who died in the Beirut bombing, the liberation of Grenada, and the Challenger explosion. Sometimes he would write on the top of these incoming letters “Phoned, no reply” or “I phoned her instead of writing—it’s lump in the throat time. RR.” Also painful for him to read were the sad letters from welfare parents and/or their children. One of these writers revealed a tragic story about an abandoned mother whose two husbands deserted her and their young children. Hunger and despair filled their days; they became gypsies when they couldn’t pay the rent. She described coldhearted welfare staff members who did not truly care about the family. Instead, she believed, they protected the welfare system in order to keep their jobs. Reagan’s reply promised more welfare reform and, he hoped, more caring caseworkers. Sometimes he sent a personal check to ease the poverty of a family. One Indiana recipient prized the $100 check and planned to frame it instead of cashing it. When Reagan learned this, he told her to cash it and his accountant would return it for framing. Higgins related that the President read some pro-life letters aloud during cabinet meetings and said he realized that not all agreed. One woman wrote about being pregnant decades ago and that she considered an abortion but opened the Bible to the page where it said “Thou shalt not kill” and decided to have the baby. That baby was now caring for her in Arizona.

Osborne gave the President the weekly batch of letters from Higgins. Osborne read one of the incoming letters from a young woman whose father, an Army private, went ashore at Omaha Beach in World War II and had hoped to return to see the beach and the graves. He had died of cancer before realizing his dream, and his daughter had promised to return for him and put flowers on the graves. With a lump in her throat, Osborne gave the letter to a sympathetic president, who honored this soldier and the caring daughter who was present during his beautiful speech at Omaha Beach in June 1984.

Osborne explained to us that when the President was traveling, all letters to him offered by visitors or bystanders were given to the Secret Service agents who in turn gave them to the staff to process. She also added that frequently she got the letters to his office on Friday so he could take them to Camp David, and sometimes he began writing as the helicopter lifted off. Most of his handwritten letters were signed “Ron” or “Ronald,” or “RR”; to childhood and college friends he often signed as “Dutch.”

His handwritten letters had few words crossed out: they were typed by secretaries in the White House, signed by hand or machine, and mailed out. The presidential stationery was off-white bond paper with the White House letterhead printed in royal blue. The incoming letter and his handwritten and typed copy were then filed together in the archives.

In several instances White House officials, including James Baker, Dick Darman, and Ed Meese, reviewed his handwritten letters when they contained statistics. Rarely were inaccuracies found. In one of his letters written during the Iran-Contra furor, staff wrote in unclassified CIA figures concerning military exports to Iran from the Soviet Union in place of the figures written by the President. In another rare instance, Reagan wrote that the House of Representatives had been under Democratic control for sixty years except for four years; staff changed the sixty to fifty. In several cases, State Department officials counseled the President and his advisors about the method of contacting high-level foreign government officials. Some of the incoming and outgoing letters were reviewed by various offices, such as Domestic Affairs, Office of Legal Affairs, Office of Management and Budget, as well as Justice.

Osborne said that when President Reagan arrived in California after leaving the presidency, there were forty thousand letters awaiting him. In Washington, Higgins noted that for days after his departure, letters continued to pour in and were answered by a special card and a photograph of the President and Mrs. Reagan. January 1989 marked the end of a remarkable presidency. During his last days in the White House, President Reagan may have recalled the words he wrote for his inaugural in 1981: “We shall reflect the compassion that is so much a part of your makeup. How can we love our country & not love our countrymen? And loving them reach out a hand when they fall, heal them when they are sick and provide opportunity to make them self-sufficient so they will be equal in fact & not just in theory?” This president did indeed reflect that compassion, did reflect that love of country and its citizens, and sought equality for all regardless of race, creed, and gender.




Editorial Notes
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ALL the letters from the Handwritten File at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and published in this volume were handwritten by President Reagan, typed by secretaries, and mailed to correspondents. There are typed letters in the file for which there are no handwritten attachments; their rhetoric is different from Reagan’s, and they were prepared by staff members. These letters are not included. Reagan’s letters to the General Secretary of the Soviet Union are located in the Executive Secretariat, National Security Council, Head of State Records file at the library.

In his pen-and-ink letters, the sentences flow smoothly, with few crossed-out words or phrases. Very few spelling errors were found in the letters he wrote. We have compared his handwritten letters with the typed letters, and for ease of reading, we have printed the typed rather than the handwritten letters, which often contained abbreviations. In a few cases, we have printed directly from his handwritten letters (and added dates in brackets) because typed copies were not available in the file. He often omitted apostrophes in his handwritten letters and we added them. Also he or the typist would vary the spacing of “a while” and “awhile,” and we have consistently added a space between the two words. He did not date the handwritten letters when he wrote them in the White House, Camp David, or Air Force One, and therefore the dates on the correspondence in this volume are those from the typed letters prepared by his staff secretaries soon after he composed the letters. We have excluded street addresses from the letters and, in a few instances, names and cities. Because Reagan’s handwriting was so clear, White House secretaries had no problems reading his letters nor did the editors. After the typed letters were mailed, Reagan’s handwritten copy, a typed copy, and the correspondent’s letter sent to the White House were filed and later moved to the library in Simi Valley, California. Library staff members removed family and other personal letters before the files were opened to the public. The correspondence selected for this book was chosen from over 3,500 letters located in the Handwriting File. They truly reflect President Reagan’s character, compassion, insights, humor, wisdom, and American optimism.


1981
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Let me say I’m very lucky and the Lord really had his hand on my shoulder. Literally, a sequence of minor miracles strung together to help me have a recovery that is complete …

•Letter of June 15, 1981•



ON Tuesday morning, January 20, 1981, in a sun-filled ceremony on the west side of the Capitol, Chief Justice Warren E. Burger swore in Ronald Reagan as the fortieth President of the United States. Nancy Reagan held the Bible used formerly by the President’s mother, Nelle. Wearing a charcoal-gray coat, striped trousers, gray vest and tie, Reagan, called by some columnists the “Cowboy Hero,” became at age sixty-nine the oldest man to assume the presidency. Thousands of invited guests, including columnist William F. Buckley, Jr., and singer Pat Boone, along with 150,000 citizens witnessed the start of the Reagan presidency and joined in singing “America the Beautiful.”

Brimming with optimism, the Reagans welcomed the opportunity to begin an era of national renewal and religious dedication. Earlier that morning they had gone to St. John’s Episcopal Church near Lafayette Square and listened to sermons by the Reverend Donn Moomaw, their pastor at the Bel Air Presbyterian Church in Los Angeles, and another favorite minister, the Reverend Billy Graham.

Time magazine’s “Man of the Year” entered the presidency at a time of intense national frustration. For fourteen months, American hostages (President Reagan called them prisoners of war) had been held in Iran; the American economy was depressed and unstable, with high unemployment, numerous business bankruptcies, and a national debt exceeding $900 billion and climbing. Reagan enjoyed the boost in national optimism soon after his inauguration when the Iran hostages were released.

During the first ten weeks of his presidency, Reagan began deciphering the codes and intricacies of Washington’s power structure. He told Time reporter Laurence I. Barrett in early February that White House business was not that much different from Sacramento’s business. Maybe his early estimate was a hope rather than a reality, for the President had not yet experienced many of the complex machinations in the district. He also told Barrett he did not have a moment for pleasure reading, that he dreaded the uproar of complaints about budget cuts, and that he found that complex issues had positive values on both sides.

Each weekday morning he went to the Oval Office at 9 A.M. and gave his secretary, Helene van Damm, a folder of papers he had read and signed the night before. During Cabinet Room meetings, with treasury secretary Donald Regan and budget director David Stockman, he discussed various ways to lower federal spending and methods for reducing taxes. Other Oval Office meetings with National Security Advisor Richard Allen, White House Counsel Edwin Meese, and Chief of Staff James Baker, reporters, and occasionally foreign ministers filled the afternoons until 5 P.M.

During the early months of his administration, Reagan answered many of the letters from correspondents with a recording machine rather than handwritten letters. In the twelve months after mid-February 1981, he filled twenty-five minicassettes. As the year unfolded he gradually shifted to handwritten replies. He had various staff members, such as Mike Deaver, Deputy Chief of Staff, check complex questions posed by writers and also answer ordinary requests and invitations. Reagan’s dictated replies during the early months thanked writers for their encouragement and support: the President’s favorite phrase was “your letter brightened the day for many of us.” To his friend and astute columnist Lieutenant General Victor “Brute” Krulak, Reagan dictated that he was battling those who forget the last forty years and seem to think that all troubles came about in the last four months. Moreover, he promised the general that he would not whittle back defense and would fight to the “last pop gun” before giving in: “In fact, I won’t give in. They’ll have to do it over my carcass if that’s possible.” To another writer he replied that the President did not cause inflation, it was started by Washington, D.C. And the person who sent a shamrock from County Tipperary received a grateful dictated acknowledgment.

As in every first One Hundred Days, Washington welcomed the new President; and he, like his predecessors, basked in the friendly reception. An astute politician, Reagan quickly selected the right invitations. In late January, on a Saturday afternoon, he went to the Alibi Club on I Street and visited with fifty of the district’s power brokers. That evening he joined six hundred members of the Alfalfa Club, and after speeches by Senator John Glenn and Henry Kissinger, he spoke briefly and included jokes about his age. In his first press conference on January 29, he promised to lower the inflation rate, set a sixty-day freeze on government regulations, restrict federal hiring, and to eliminate all price controls on domestic oil. On national television on February 5, he spoke to the nation about the economy, announcing sobering numbers: 7 million persons unemployed; double-digit inflation back to back for the first time since World War I; a national debt of $934 billion. He predicted that unless taxes and spending were reduced, the nation faced a huge economic calamity.

On February 18, in his State of the Union Address to Congress, Reagan spoke for thirty-four minutes about his economic program and called for $467 billion less federal spending together with $709 billion in reduced taxes. He believed the federal government must make over $41 billion worth of budget cuts in fiscal 1982 and $123.8 billion in cuts by fiscal 1986. His blueprint for economic recovery numbered 281 pages; only defense spending escaped cuts; rather, it would be increased. Eighty-three federal programs would have their budgets reduced; states and cities would have more control over federal allotments. Although his remarks were greeted with numerous standing ovations, critics soon tore into his speech. Eighteen members of the Congressional Black Caucus accused the administration of making the poor “hungrier, colder, and sicker.” Democrat congressman Tip O’ Neill of Massachusetts promised “We’re not going to let him tear asunder programs we’ve built.” Congressional and public debates quickly focused on Reagan’s national renewal program: A Washington Post survey reported in early March that Americans favored the program to cut taxes and slash the budget three to one. Although those statistics encouraged the President, difficult months lay ahead.

Also during these first months, Reagan welcomed to Washington Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher from Great Britain, Foreign Minister Jean François-Poncet from France, and Foreign Minister Yitzhak Shamir from Israel. Thatcher became his favorite foreign leader, and she, along with her husband, Denis, were guests of honor at the first State Dinner during the Reagan presidency. The Soviet threat continued as the primary foreign policy issue. On the day of Reagan’s inauguration, Leonid Brezhnev, president of the Soviet Union, in a broadcast over Moscow Radio, called for improved relations between the Soviet Union and America. However, in an early February press conference, Reagan said he knew of no Soviet leader since the Russian Revolution who did not pursue the goal of world revolution. Moreover, the Soviet leaders lie, cheat, and commit any crime during their pursuit. Despite Reagan’s rhetoric, in a speech to the Soviet Communist Party Congress several weeks later, Brezhnev suggested a summit meeting between Reagan and himself. He also expressed a willingness to talk about arms control and about notifications by Warsaw Pact countries and North Atlantic Treaty countries on military maneuvers and troop moves. Reagan’s response called on the Soviets to halt arms shipments to leftist guerrillas in El Salvador before a summit could be considered. The March assassination attempt on the President in Washington, D.C., halted all progress for improved relations with the Soviet Union.

In the midafternoon of March 30, John W Hinckley Jr., shot President Reagan as he was entering the presidential limousine outside the Hilton Hotel in Washington. The bullet tore into his lung and lodged within an inch of his heart. The limousine sped to nearby George Washington Hospital in less than four minutes. Reagan, determined to walk into the emergency room, collapsed as he entered. The medical staff, at first puzzled by the President’s fragile condition and thinking he had had a heart attack in addition to being shot, finally found a narrow bullet wound below the left armpit. The wound caused the loss of half of Reagan’s blood volume.

A shocked nation followed the televised medical bulletins. As his recovery grew stronger, newspapers reported he quipped to doctors before his surgery “I just hope you’re Republicans”; and in the recovery room he repeated heavyweight boxer Jack Dempsey’s comment to his wife after he lost the championship fight to Gene Tunney: “Honey, I forgot to duck.” He also told one of the nurses the old comic W C. Fields’s lines: “All in all, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.” On April 11 a pale Reagan, showing typical determination, rejected the offer of a wheelchair and walked slowly and stiffly out of the hospital.

During the two months before the shooting he wrote more than eighteen letters to friends and the general public, but during his recovery in April he wrote only four. Among the most important handwritten letters during 1981 were the ones addressed to the Soviet president, Leonid Brezhnev. Both were classified top secret and not declassified until 2000.

A defense buildup required frequent decisions and analysis from President Reagan during 1981. During President Jimmy Carter’s administration, designing the MX missile program had proven to be a sensitive problem for the President and his military advisors. President Reagan also faced complicated questions about implementing this costly defense weapon. A column by syndicated advice columnist Ann Landers produced thousands of letters calling for reevaluating the needs and design for this venture.

The Middle East troubled Reagan, as it had his predecessors. In mid-August two carrier-based F-14s shot down two Libyan SU-22s that had challenged them over the Gulf of Sidra. The assassination of President Anwar el-Sadat of Egypt during a military parade in Cairo shocked Reagan and his cabinet. Only two months earlier Sadat and his wife had been welcomed warmly at a state dinner in the White House. The Senate approval of the Airborne Warning and Control System aircraft (AWACS) sale to Saudi Arabia, which was opposed by Israel, required considerable presidential pressure on certain senators.

Often notice of domestic problems were conveyed in the mail pouches arriving at the White House. Letters from American citizens described bitter unemployment problems, business bankruptcies, and depressing economic statistics. A few correspondents complained that Reagan had only rich friends; none recognized that most of those friends used their wealth to endow universities, hospitals, and other charitable organizations. Some letter writers accused him of robbing the poor and giving to the rich. Others questioned why he fired the air traffic controllers. His replies explained his actions and perspectives on these topics. His projected tax bill won congressional approval with its provision that individual tax rates would decline by 25 percent over three years. Sobering, however, during his first year was the fact that the annual deficit would run to almost $79 billion.

The President’s foreign and domestic travel schedule, though reduced somewhat after April to ensure complete recovery from the shooting, proved formidable. In early March the President traveled to Ottawa and addressed the Parliament. He returned to Canada for the Economic Summit in July, and in his address he noted that the seven countries attending the conference accounted for more than 80 percent of the gross national product of the industrialized world. He attended the North-South Summit in Cancún, Mexico, in late October. His rigorous domestic travel schedule included over twenty trips, including New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and San Antonio. He returned to the locale of the Knute Rockne film, a 1940 movie about the famous Notre Dame football coach: Reagan played George Gipp, Rockne’s star player. At the University on May 17 he received an honorary doctorate. There were also nineteen visits to Camp David, where he wrote many of his letters; critical correspondents never knew about his handwritten letters to former Dixon, Illinois, neighbors, classmates at Eureka College, young students, Vietnam and Lebanon veterans and their families, and disabled citizens.

Embedded in the year 1981 and in each of the following years was the President’s dedication, expressed in his diary on his return to the White House after the shooting and revealed in his autobiography: “Whatever happens now I owe my life to God and will try to serve him in every way I can.” Restoring the domestic economy and rebuilding confidence in foreign affairs would require much of this dedication.

Before his presidency, Reagan visited in England with Margaret Thatcher, the first woman to lead the British Conservative Party, and he was deeply impressed with her strong determination to reduce “wall-to-wall government.” In her London address to the Pilgrim Club, Prime Minister Thatcher praised the Pilgrim Fathers and their followers who came to America because they rejected tyranny and loved freedom.

WASHINGTON

February 2, 1981

Dear Madame Prime Minister:

I have read the initial news reports of your speech to the Pilgrims’ Dinner on January 29, and I wanted to convey my thanks and good wishes for your kind words.

You are indeed right that we share a very special concern for democracy and for liberty. That is the essence of the special relationship between our two countries, and it is similarly an excellent basis for inaugurating an extended period of cooperation and close consultation between your government and my administration.

It is with greatest anticipation that I look forward to your arrival here and to the opportunity for extensive discussions on the broad range of world issues with which we must deal in partnership.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

The Right Honorable
Margaret Thatcher, M.P.
Prime Minister
London



Pat Boone, singer, movie and television star, was a family friend. One day in Reagan’s second term as Governor of California, Boone brought several Evangelical ministers to Reagan’s residence in Sacramento for a prayer service.

WASHINGTON

March 18, 1981

Dear Pat:

Thank you so much for your thoughtful letter. Unfortunately, because of the transition, I just recently received it and hope you will excuse my delay in answering.

I appreciate your suggestion about Herb Ellingwood and will give it careful consideration. I know I will need the support of Christian leaders to deal with the problems facing our nation. But, more importantly, I will need their prayers.

Again, thank you for writing, and you and Shirley have my best wishes.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

Mr. Pat Boone
Los Angeles, California



President Reagan began writing the following letter to Leonid Brezhnev, president of the Soviet Union (1960-64, 1977-82) during his recovery in the White House after the assassination attempt.

WASHINGTON

[April 24, 1981]

My Dear Mr. President:

In writing the attached letter I am reminded of our meeting in San Clemente a decade or so ago. I was Governor of California at the time and you were concluding a series of meetings with President Nixon. Those meetings had captured the imagination of all the world. Never had peace and goodwill among men seemed closer at hand.

When we met I asked if you were aware that the hopes and aspirations of millions and millions of people throughout the world were dependent on the decisions that would be reached in your meetings.

You took my hand in both of yours and assured me that you were aware of that and that you were dedicated with all your heart and mind to fulfilling those hopes and dreams.

The people of the world still share that hope. Indeed the peoples of the world, despite differences in racial and ethnic origin, have very much in common. They want the dignity of having some control over their individual destiny. They want to work at the craft or trade of their own choosing and to be fairly rewarded. They want to raise their families in peace without harming anyone or suffering harm themselves. Government exists for their convenience, not the other way around.

If they are incapable, as some would have us believe, of self-government, then where among them do we find any who are capable of governing others?

Is it possible that we have permitted ideology, political and economic philosophies, and governmental policies to keep us from considering the very real, everyday problems of our peoples? Will the average Soviet family be better off or even aware that the Soviet Union has imposed a government of its own choice on the people of Afghanistan? Is life better for the people of Cuba because the Cuban military dictate who shall govern the people of Angola?

It is often implied that such things have been made necessary because of territorial ambitions of the United States; that we have imperialistic designs and thus constitute a threat to your own security and that of the newly emerging nations. There not only is no evidence to support such a charge, there is solid evidence that the United States, when it could have dominated the world with no risk to itself, made no effort whatsoever to do so.

When World War II ended, the United States had the only undamaged industrial power in the world. Our military might was at its peak—and we alone had the ultimate weapon, the nuclear weapon, with the unquestioned ability to deliver it anywhere in the world. If we had sought world domination then, who could have opposed us?

But the United States followed a different course—one unique in all the history of mankind. We used our power and wealth to rebuild the war-ravaged economies of the world, including those nations who had been our enemies. May I say there is absolutely no substance to charges that the United States is guilty of imperialism or attempts to impose its will on other countries by use of force.

Mr. President, should we not be concerned with eliminating the obstacles which prevent our people—those we represent—from achieving their most cherished goals? And isn’t it possible some of those obstacles are born of government objectives which have little to do with the real needs and desires of our people?

It is in this spirit, in the spirit of helping the people of both our nations, that I have lifted the grain embargo. Perhaps this decision will contribute to creating the circumstances which will lead to the meaningful and constructive dialogue which will assist us in fulfilling our joint obligation to find lasting peace.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan



An old Eureka friend wrote to thank President Reagan for his phone call on March 25, the day her husband, Sam, died.

WASHINGTON

June 15, 1981

Dear Mrs. S. G. Harrod, Jr.:

It was good to hear from you and I appreciate your concern about me. Let me say I’m very lucky and the Lord really had his hand on my shoulder. Literally, a sequence of minor miracles strung together to help me have a recovery that is complete—and even the doctors say that it is.

To begin with, when [March 30, 1981] I walked into the emergency entrance the entire surgical staff of George Washington Hospital were just concluding a meeting. I had the top medicos by my side in half a minute. Then the bullet, which had glanced off the side of the car, hit a rib before entering the lung which helped stop it about one inch from my heart.

But most important, I had the prayers of a lot of people and for that I’m most grateful.

That’s enough about me and my operation. I know these are not easy times for you. And I know words can’t be of much help. We just have to believe in God’s wisdom and mercy. You are in our prayers.

Nancy sends her best.

Sincerely,

Dutch

Mrs. S. G. Harrod, Jr.
Eureka, Illinois



Reagan wrote to President Brezhnev to pardon Anatolii Scharansky and Pentecostal Christians, a religious community that seeks to be filled with the Holy Spirit as were the disciples at Pentecost. Scharansky, accused of treason and spying for the United States, had been in a Soviet prison since 1977. After his release in 1986, he went to Israel. The Pentecostal Christians were permitted to leave the U.S. embassy and emigrate in 1983.

WASHINGTON

[July 1981]

My Dear Mr. President:

I’m sorry to be so long in answering your letter to me and can only offer as an excuse the problems of settling into a routine after my hospitalization. I ask your pardon.

I won’t attempt a point-by-point response to your letter because I agree with your observation that these matters are better discussed in person than in writing. Needless to say, we are not in agreement on a number of points raised in both my letter and yours.

There is one matter, however, which I feel I must bring to your attention. All information having to do with my Government’s practices and policies, past and present, is available to me now that I hold this office. I have thoroughly investigated the matter of the man Scharansky, an inmate in one of your prisons. I can assure you he was never involved in any way with any agency of the United States Government. I have seen news stories in the Soviet press suggesting that he was engaged in espionage for our country. Let me assure you this is absolutely false.

Recently his wife called upon me. They were married and spent one day together before she emigrated to Israel [1974], assuming that he would follow shortly thereafter. I believe true justice would be done if he were released and allowed to join her.

If you could find it in your heart to do this, the matter would be strictly between us, which is why I’m writing this letter by hand.

While on this subject, may I also enter a plea on behalf of the two familys [sic] who have been living in most uncomfortable circumstances in our embassy in Moscow for three years. The [Vaschenko] family and the [Chmykhalov family] are Pentecostal Christians who feared possible persecution because of their religion. Members of that church in America would, I know, provide for them here if they were allowed to come to the U.S.

Again, as in the case of Scharansky this is between the two of us, and I will not reveal that I made any such requests. I’m sure, however, you understand that such actions on your part would lessen my problems in future negotiations between our two countries.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

WASHINGTON

August 3, 1981

Dear General Pattison:

Thank you very much for writing as you did and for giving me an opportunity to comment with regard to your concern. I appreciate your generous words and the support that you are giving to the party.

I have to say I believe our positions with regard to conservation have been wildly distorted and exaggerated. I do think there are some conservationists who have been rather extreme and would prevent us from meeting any of our needs for minerals, energy, etc. However, I, too, am a conservationist and a lover of the beauty of this country, and I assure you we are not going to allow it to be de-spoiled. I know Secretary of Interior [James] Watt is a conservationist, and much of what he’s supposed to have said or what he’s doing is being quoted out of context and distorted. Please rest assured we will not return to poisoned air or water nor will we wipe out the beauty of this land.

Again, my thanks.

Best regards,

Ronald Reagan

Mr. Hal C. Pattison
Brigadier General, USA (Ret)
Fairfax, Virginia

Under President Carter, a plan was advanced for building 200 MX missiles and moving them back and forth between 4,600 shelters in Utah and Nevada. Carter abandoned this “racetrack” plan eight months before leaving office. Esther “Eppie” Lederer (1918-2002) wrote the Ann Landers advice column. She was the most widely syndicated columnist in the world, with over 70 million readers in 1981. She wrote an insightful letter to Reagan and urged him to put the MX missile on the “back burner” because of cost and obsolescence.

WASHINGTON

October 5, 1981

Dear Eppie:

By the time you get this, you’ll already know of our plans regarding the MX. I appreciate your letter and your concern very much. I assume part of your feeling about the MX was due to the ridiculous idea of running it around a track with 4600 silos. I’ve always been opposed to that. Our use for it will be to replace the aging Titans and some of the Minuteman missiles. The MX is a much more accurate missile with 10 warheads instead of 3.

Again, thanks for writing. Nancy sends her love.

Sincerely,

Ron

Ann Landers
Field Newspaper Syndicate
Chicago Sun-Times Building
Chicago, Illinois

President Carter had promised AWACS to Saudi Arabia; however, Israel and the Israeli lobby in Congress opposed the sale. Five aircraft were finally approved by the Senate in late October after personal intervention by President Reagan. Reagan’s friendship with the Reverend Graham had begun decades earlier, and as governor of California Reagan appreciated Graham’s spiritual guidance. Graham’s letters to Reagan did not mention military weapons; rather Graham wrote that God spared the President’s life to help lead the nation in a spiritual renewal.

WASHINGTON

October 5, 1981

Dear Billy:

I’m so sorry to hear about Ruth. Please know that you are both in our thoughts and prayers. We hope that her health is much improved by the time you receive this.

Thank you very much for your statements about unilateral disarmament. I’m happy to have them on hand. They will be most useful in the days ahead for anything from AWACS [Airborne Warning and Control System aircraft] to our disarmament talks with the Soviets.

I don’t know how the AWACS matter will come out with the Senate, but I do know that a refusal to allow the sale will set us back perhaps irretrievably in our Middle East peacemaking effort.

This is a very late reply to your good letter, and I apologize. Nancy and I are so grateful for your prayers and your readiness to be of help. Please believe we offer that in return.

Give our love to Ruth, and we hope we’ll see you both soon.

Sincerely,

Ron

The Reverend Billy Graham
Montreat, North Carolina

In early August Anwar el-Sadat, president of the Arab Republic of Egypt, and his wife, Jihan, were honored at a White House reception. Sadat’s remarks at the dinner called for Reagan’s recognition of the Palestinian Arabs. On October 6 Egyptian extremists assassinated Sadat in the reviewing stand during a military parade in Cairo. The picture President Reagan mentions is an official White House photograph taken of Sadat on August 5.

WASHINGTON

October 7, 1981

Dear Jihan:

We know there are no words that can ease the burden of grief you bear. How we wish there were. Just know that we share your sorrow and pain.

True, our meeting was brief. But in that short time, we came to feel a deep and abiding friendship for you both. That is not surprising because the world had already found a place in its heart for Anwar and all that he represented. A statesman, yes, but also a warm, kindly man of courage and vision.

We can only trust in God’s infinite mercy and wisdom as he did and pray for understanding and healing.

We will try to carry on the great effort for peace Anwar so nobly began, but we shall miss him more than words can say.

Please know how deep is our sympathy for you and your family and know that you are in our thoughts and prayers.

We are sending the album of your visit here, but also this picture which shows, we believe, his very soul.

God bless you and keep you.

Nancy and Ronald

Mrs. Sadat
Office of the President
Cairo, Egypt

Reminded that former football star, the Reverend Donn Moomaw, his pastor at the Bel Air Presbyterian Church, would celebrate his fiftieth birthday on October 16, President Reagan sent a Western Union telegram to a mutual friend for inclusion in an album of congratulations.

WASHINGTON

October 11, 1981

Dear Donn,

Happy Birthday! We know very well you are having trouble thinking of it as a happy occasion hence this message of understanding and encouragement. Also some tips.

Never use the term, “half a century,” that only accentuates the pain, wear your monogram sweater while puttering in the yard. Unless, of course it’s totally out of style. But even that is no cause for worry. Like Victorian houses they come back in style—mine has.

And that brings me to the real point of all this. You’d be surprised how good 50 looks from where I sit. Pretty soon you’ll find this is just part of your youth.

You’ll also find that age is not a matter of chronological statistics so stop counting. There are any number of people who haven’t reached 50 who are twice your real age.

In our book you are our first choice for linebacker, physically and more important spiritually.

Again—happy birthday! And we mean it.

Love,

Nancy & Ronald Reagan

c/o Lois Knighton
Sherman Oaks, California

Alan Brown, a family fiend who lived in Spain, described left-wing influences on King Juan Carlos.

WASHINGTON

October 12, 1981

Dear Allen:

I hope you won’t mind my answering your most informative letter to Nancy. I’ve finally gotten around to this on the day before the King’s [of Spain] arrival. Your information will be most helpful in tomorrow’s meeting.

One wonders at times if some of our friends and allies haven’t taken a narcotic that keeps them smiling vacantly while termites eat away the timbers supporting the ivory towers in which they live.

I’ll do my best in the upcoming meetings but will of course have to be subtle and look for an opening. For one thing I’m going to do my best to extol the virtues of joining NATO.

Nancy sends her very best—as do I. Thanks again.

Sincerely,

Ron

Mr. Alan Brown
New York, New York

Chester Gould drew comic strips for Hearst’s Chicago-American Newspaper and then for the Chicago Tribune, where he created Dick Tracy. Gould sent an original framed 13 × 11-inch cartoon of the President shaking Dick Tracy’s hand. The cartoon is on file in the Reagan Library.

WASHINGTON

October 16, 1981

Dear Mr. Gould:

Thank you very much for my “original Dick Tracy” cartoon. Thank you more however for your words (via Dick) of encouragement. They mean a great deal to me when there are so many Monday-morning quarterbacks sounding off on Friday night.

You should know that Dick Tracy and I are old friends. I am a comic strip reader from way back and still consider it a major crisis if I have to start a day without them. I rarely do.

Again my heartfelt thanks. I won’t weaken any more than Dick would turn crooked.

Best regards,

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

Mr. Chester Gould
Woodstock, Illinois

Thomas Reed, Air Force missile officer in the 1950s, became Governor Reagan’s appointments secretary and secretary of the Air Force from 1976 to 1977. He joined the National Security Council in Reagan’s first term. The decision concerns the MX missile program.

WASHINGTON

October 19, 1981

Dear Tom:

It was good to hear from you, and I appreciate your generous words. Both Cap [Casper Weinberger, Secretary of Defense] and I did some real soul-searching before the decisions were reached, and we both felt secure in them.

You are right, though, about the flack. The Monday-morning quarterbacks started on Friday. But, I’m still sleeping well and reading the comics.

Again, my thanks and best regards.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

Mr. Thomas C Reed
San Rafael, California



George Eccles, a prominent Utah and Idaho banker, also served as a financial consultant to the Marshall Plan. The Senate rejected a resolution stopping the sale of AWACS by a vote of 52 to 48. Five AWACS were approved in the $8.5 billion sale.

WASHINGTON

October 28, 1981

Dear George and Lolie:

I learned from Doug [Morrow] about the unfortunate illness that kept you from making the China trip and I’m truly sorry and hope there will be another opportunity. Above all I hope that you are recovered and feeling fit—that’s more important than any trip.

I’m sitting here waiting out the long afternoon till 5 p.m. when the Senate votes on the AWACS sale to Saudi Arabia. At the moment the count looks about even. One undecided Senator told me he was going to pray for guidance. I told him if he got a busy signal it was me in there ahead of him with my own prayer.

Well—again I hope and yes, pray, that you are once again enjoying good health.

Best regards,

Ron

Mr. and Mrs. George Eccles
Salt Lake City, Utah

WASHINGTON

[October 1981]

Dear Mrs. Porter:

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address myself to your concerns. Your letter of October 1st has just reached my desk. You specified that you wanted to hear from me personally, so here I am.

You asked how we could balance the budget by robbing the poor and giving to the rich. Well, that isn’t what we’re doing. We are trying to reduce the cost of government and have already obtained consent of Congress to reduce the budget by more than 35 billion dollars.

We are reducing tax rates across the board. This will give 74 percent of the relief to those who are presently paying 72 percent of the total tax, the average middle-class Americans.

We are trying to do what you suggested—make able-bodied welfare recipients work at useful community jobs in return for their welfare grants. As Governor of California I did this and it worked very well. So far, Congress doesn’t like the idea.

We have not suggested reducing Social Security. We are trying to do what you suggested—removing those who are not disabled or deserving of grants they are presently getting.

We are not cutting back on school lunches for the needy. We are trying to quit providing them for those who aren’t needy.

Now, as to the White House, we aren’t spending a penny of tax money. The government provides $50,000 for an incoming President to do what he will to the White House. We gave that money back to the government. We found, however, that the White House was badly in need of painting inside, and the plumbing was so old there was danger of it giving way. Drapes and much of the upholstery was in need of recovering and replacing. Friends started a campaign to get donations to have this work done. It has all been completed without spending a single tax dollar.

The dishes were a donation by a trust and the company making them did so at cost. This is the way the White House has always been furnished. Beautiful antiques, etc., have been gifts to the government. The last new china was in Harry Truman’s time. There is a certain amount of breakage over the years. We’re talking about china for state dinners when heads of government visit the United States and more than 100 people must be served. That is not the china we use for family meals.

Now, for your other concerns; we are not going to increase the risk to miners and, yes, I’ve been down in a mine. As for Black Lung, we are only trying to eliminate those cases where people who don’t have Black Lung are getting benefits.

Selling planes to Saudi Arabia will run no risk of giving secrets away and it will provide thousands of jobs for American workers.

We don’t take Air Force One to Camp David. The Camp is only twenty minutes from the White House by helicopter. The helicopters have to fly a required number of hours each week to keep crew and machine in shape.

I hope this answers your concerns and I assure you this Captain isn’t in his tent when the fight is going on.

Sincerely,

Ronald Reagan

Mrs. Bonnie M. Porter
Central City, Kentucky

WASHINGTON

[October 1981]

Dear Miss Walton:

I’m glad you provided me with a return address so I can respond to your letter of September 2nd. Incidentally, forgive me for being so late in answering. With the hundreds of thousands of letters that come in each month, it takes a while for one to reach my desk.

You expressed worry about “supply side” economics. I don’t know who gave it that title but we’re really talking about common sense. Runaway inflation, high interest rates and unemployment didn’t start with this Administration. They are the result of almost forty years of deficit spending and excessive taxation. Our national debt has now reached a trillion dollars.

I know we can’t cure all that at once, but we have to start and that means reducing taxes that are stifling the economy and cutting back on government spending. Our program just went into effect October 1st so it can hardly be blamed for our troubles. The truth is inflation is falling and so are interest rates. I believe our program will work.

Now with regard to my working habits, I can understand why you would have some wrong ideas in view of some of the ridiculous falsehoods that pop up
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