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  Chapter 1


  Dream Maker


  Ronald Reagan often told a story about his childhood that captures a key aspect of his unique appeal. As the drum major for the YMCA boys’ band in Dixon, Illinois, a position he had secured because he didn’t play a musical instrument, he was out front during a small-town parade for Decoration Day, marching behind the marshal, who was on his horse. At one point the marshal turned his mount around and rode back to check on the line of marchers. “I kept marching down the street,” Reagan wrote, “pumping my baton up and down, in the direction I thought we were supposed to go. But after a few minutes, I noticed the music behind me was growing fainter and fainter.” Turning, he found that he was marching alone. Unbeknown to Reagan, the marshal had returned to the front of the band and directed them to turn a corner. “It wasn’t the last time, incidentally, that people have said I sometimes march to a different drummer,” Reagan observed.


  Reagan was an enigma in the political world, a complex person who defied labels. He could be called a sociable loner, a man of amiable warmth who was most content in his own company. “I’ve always said that Ronald Reagan would make a superb hermit,” Lyn Nofziger, an early aide and confidant, said. “He really didn’t need anybody . . . he was not a typical gregarious politician.”


  This paradox of his personality has fascinated pundits and historians for decades. The search to know the real Reagan has thwarted his closest friends and allies, presidential historians, and even sometimes his beloved wife, Nancy, who wrote that he built a wall around himself that even she sometimes felt: “He lets me come closer than anyone else, but there are times when even I feel that barrier.”


  The journalist Robert Draper referred to his “sunny aloofness,” capturing a certain remoteness that Reagan himself acknowledged. “I’ve never had trouble making friends,” he explained, “but I’ve been inclined to hold back a little of myself, reserving it for myself.”


  He was a handsome actor—in the style of Robert Taylor, his agent suggested—who never quite clicked as a romantic leading man on the big screen, yet as a politician he was idolized. He was sentimental and loving, penning long letters to strangers, yet his own children often felt rebuffed by him. He was mocked by his critics for being an empty suit, yet he was a careful, studious chief executive—a voracious reader and talented writer who often left his speechwriters in awe. He was surrounded by loyal advisors, some of whom stayed with him throughout his political life, yet he had few if any real friends apart from Nancy. He projected a welcoming demeanor, yet on the inside he was tough as nails. Martin Anderson, a policy advisor, once depicted him as “warmly ruthless.” He revitalized the conservative movement, achieved bold economic goals, and set the stage for the end of the Cold War, yet he was habitually underestimated. He did march to a different drummer, yet he captured the imagination of the nation and the world and counted as allies the most substantive political figures of his era. In her eulogy to him, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher spoke of his special nature: “In his lifetime, Ronald Reagan was such a cheerful and invigorating presence that it was easy to forget what daunting historic tasks he set himself.”


  He has been likened to Franklin D. Roosevelt in his gift for communication, especially the way he could reach out across the airwaves and impart a vision and sense of purpose to the American people. He shared with Eisenhower a hardscrabble childhood, a human touch, and a restrained ego. Like Ike, he despised pretention and was skeptical of praise. He might grimace were he alive today to observe the almost religious reverence with which he is regarded in Republican circles. Adulation embarrassed him, and he couldn’t tolerate people being obsequious in his presence. A small plaque on his Oval Office desk read, “There is no limit to what a man can do or where he can do it if he doesn’t care who gets the credit.”


  In his early life, Reagan wasn’t a person of grand ambitions. He wrote that he would have been happy to spend his life as a sports announcer. He was drawn to politics through passion and ideas, and he was as surprised as anyone when they connected with the public. “I thought I married an actor,” Nancy wrote in her memoir. “I honestly never expected that Ronald Reagan would go into politics.”


  It’s interesting to speculate how this reserved, complex man, who did not wear his high ambitions on his sleeve, grew up to be a president of such iconic stature and achievement. But clues can be found in his upbringing, with its blend of moral conviction, homespun values, and struggle.


  RONALD WILSON REAGAN WAS born on February 6, 1911, in a modest apartment above the Pitney General Store in the small farming town of Tampico, Illinois. The family legend has it that his father, Jack, took one look at him, bawling his head off, and said, “For such a little bit of a fat Dutchman, he makes a hell of a lot of noise, doesn’t he?” Thus his nickname, Dutch, an odd moniker for the son of an Irishman whose ancestors, the O’Regans, hailed from County Tipperary, and a Scots-English mother. The nickname stuck, though it was seldom used after he entered politics. It didn’t fit the rosy-cheeked Irishman all that well. Reagan’s brother, Neil, two and a half years older, also had a nickname, Moon, given him in high school, after the comic strip character Moon Mullins, which stayed with him for life.


  Jack and Nelle Reagan, whom their children called by their first names, were attractive people—Jack was tall, dark-haired, and muscular, and Nelle was small and auburn-haired with bright blue eyes. He was a Catholic, and she was a Protestant (Disciples of Christ), both devout in their religious beliefs and practices. In reminiscences Reagan spoke of an all-American childhood and liked to recall happy times and boyish adventures. He loved and admired his parents, even though Jack, a shoe salesman whose big dreams were frequently dashed, struggled to provide for the family. “He loved shoes,” Reagan wrote, saying his father had even studied about them in correspondence courses. “He might have made a brilliant career out of selling, but he lived in a time—and with a weakness—that made him a frustrated man.”


  That weakness was alcoholism. Jack’s battle with drink was a constant theme of Reagan’s childhood, but mostly it was kept in the background, until the day at age eleven when Reagan came home alone one cold, windy night to find his dad sprawled on the front porch, passed out drunk. “I wanted to let myself in the house and go to bed and pretend he wasn’t there,” Reagan recalled, with some sympathy for that young boy. Instead, he dragged his slumbering father inside and somehow got him into bed. The confrontation with the hard truth of his father’s struggle stayed with him, but he never condemned him. Nelle had taught her boys not to disparage their father for his drinking; it was a sickness, not a moral failing, she said, and they learned to see it that way, too.


  The frequent moves of his early childhood and his father’s alcoholism did not engender the typical expressions of resentment or fear. For that reason, Reagan’s memories of his father were warm and loving. In two memoirs, he went out of his way to highlight the aspects of Jack’s character that showed him in a positive light. But his biographer Lou Cannon observed that those facets of his upbringing might have contributed to his habit of keeping people at an emotional arm’s length. “If you’re the child of an alcoholic, you see things you don’t want to remember, and you certainly don’t want to tell anybody,” Cannon said. “Its main impact on Reagan was to create a kind of inward part of him that was a very, very important part of his character.”


  Although Jack’s dreams went unfulfilled, he was a hard worker who believed that stability was always around the corner. They moved from place to place during Reagan’s early life—six moves in his first nine years. That itinerant life might have contributed to Reagan’s sense of himself as an outsider. Perhaps it was also responsible for his gift for reinvention.


  There was never enough money, even with Nelle supplementing their income with sewing. But Reagan said, “I learned from my father the value of hard work and ambition, and maybe a little something about telling a story. From my mother, I learned the value of prayer, how to have dreams and believe I could make them come true.”


  The family finally settled in Dixon, Illinois, on the south side of the Rock River, when Reagan was nine. Dixon was a classic exemplar of the American heartland. The family home at 816 South Hennepin Avenue, a modest two-story white frame house with a wide front porch, where they lived for three years, was later restored and designated by Congress as his official boyhood home, a national historic site. In 1984, President Reagan returned to Dixon on his seventy-third birthday and spoke of his boyhood. “Times were tough,” he told the audience. “But what I remember most clearly is that Dixon held together. Our faith was our strength. Our teachers pointed to the future. People held on to their hopes and dreams. Neighbors helped neighbors. We knew—my brother, Moon, and I, our mother and father, Nelle and Jack, saw to that—we would overcome adversity and that after the storm, the stars would come.”


  Looking back on his childhood, Reagan could never resist casting a rosy glow over the experience. He loved to describe his heartland upbringing as being an essential American story, full of character-building experiences. He even wrote of his early childhood, “My existence turned into one of those rare Huck Finn–Tom Sawyer idylls. There were woods and mysteries, life and death among the small creatures, hunting and fishing; those were the days when I learned the real riches of rags.” Most of all, he loved football, which he considered “a matter of life and death.”


  He was also a voracious reader. In a letter to a librarian shortly after he became president, he recalled his love of books. At least once a week after dinner he would take a long walk to the library, where he would spend a lot of time browsing before choosing two books to check out. He enjoyed a wide range of books, from Mark Twain to Horatio Alger to the Tarzan books and the Rover Boys, a popular adventure series. The Dixon Public Library, he declared, was his “house of magic.”


  Those who idolize Reagan as the standard-bearer of conservatism might be surprised to learn that his most important early influences were not Republican—showing that patriotism can transcend party. Not only were his parents Democrats, they became fervent supporters of FDR, who earned their respect with his programs to rescue the country from the Great Depression. Jack Reagan was employed by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) coordinating food distribution to the poor. His father’s son, Ronald Reagan cast his first vote ever for FDR and remained loyal to him and then to the Democratic Party for twenty years. Certain liberal principles were appealing to him. His parents, he said, believed literally in the equality of all people, a progressive ideal in an era when Jim Crow was at its height. Reagan recalled the time when the film The Birth of a Nation came to town. The film portrayed blacks, who were played by white actors in blackface, as aggressive and threatening to white women, while elevating the Ku Klux Klan as a patriotic group. Jack Reagan said, “I’m damned if anyone in this family will go see it.” Regularly, during Reagan’s childhood, his father and mother reached out to blacks, welcoming them into their home and lending them their support. Reagan recounted another incident during his college years when his football team was away from campus, requiring an overnight stay in Dixon. When the hotel manager refused to take a black teammate, Reagan promptly invited him to his house, where he knew he’d be welcome. The moral principle of equality for all and respect for each person’s human dignity was burned into Reagan’s very being, and he carried it throughout his life. He was deeply pained when critics later accused him of racial insensitivity.


  Although many aspects of Reagan’s early emotional life are mysterious, one thing is clear: the powerful influence of his mother. Nelle Reagan, outgoing, generous, and creative, nurtured Reagan’s dreams and helped shape his character. As Bonnie Angelo, the author of First Mothers: The Women Who Shaped the Presidents, put it, “When the credits roll on the Reagan life story, Nelle Wilson Reagan should be listed as director, producer, and head of casting.” Not only did she instill in him the optimistic spirit that made him such an attractive politician, she also trained him for public performances, involving him in the small plays she loved to put on for her church and demonstrating her own theatrical skills in amateur performances. A constantly positive presence despite the trials of poverty and a flawed husband, she became Reagan’s central model for living a life above the fray. In her eyes, anything could be accomplished, no matter how difficult.


  The source of Nelle’s boundless spirit was her deep faith; its payoff was an opportunity for her children to rise. As Reagan wrote, “She had a natural and intuitive intelligence that went a long way toward overcoming a shortage of formal schooling. She had a drive to help my brother and me make something of ourselves.”


  Nelle was also a writer, penning many poems and sonnets, such as this one:


  To higher, nobler things my mind is bent


  Thus giving of my strength, which God has lent,


  I strive some needy souls unrest, to soothe


  Lest they the paths of righteousness shall lose


  In another era and under more fortunate circumstances, Nelle might have been famous in her own right. Instead, she had a son whose star shined on her behalf.


  Like his mother, Reagan had poetic tendencies, and one poem, published in his high school yearbook, The Dixonian, reveals the inner conflict between suffering and joy that he would return to many times in his life.


  Life


  I wonder what it’s all about, and why


  We suffer so, when little things go wrong?


  We make our life a struggle,


  When life should be a song.


  Reagan was drawn to a heroic ideal and throughout his life often pointed to his summers as a lifeguard, which began in 1926, when he was fifteen, and continued for the next seven years, at Dixon’s Lowell Park, a beach on the Rock River, where, he said, he had saved seventy-seven lives. It seemed that he was as proud of that achievement as anything else in his life. As president, he wrote a letter to a woman whose son had reached out to say that Reagan had taught his mother to dive, saying “Just between us I think maybe lifeguarding at Lowell Park was the best job I ever had.” But he also learned a lesson: people didn’t always appreciate being saved. He wryly noted that “almost every one of them later sought me out and angrily denounced me for dragging them to shore.” Perhaps it was a perfect training ground for politics, planting a seed in Reagan’s mind that government “help” wasn’t always welcome or effective.


  As he reached the end of his high school years, Reagan was determined to go to college, a lofty goal in his circumstances. In 1928, on the eve of the Great Depression, midwestern farming communities were struggling, and certainly Reagan’s family didn’t have extra funds for his education. But he set his sights on Eureka College, seventy-five miles from home, and secured a football scholarship for half his tuition, which was $400. The remainder he paid for with his lifeguarding savings, and he was given a job to cover his board, first washing dishes in a fraternity house. By his junior year, he was working as a lifeguard and official swim coach.


  Eureka was a small college, run by the Disciples of Christ, with only two hundred and fifty students, but it was Reagan’s introduction to a wider world. It was at Eureka during his freshman year that he first found his public voice and had his initial experience with political persuasion. Facing a financial crisis, the college president had announced a plan to make deep academic cuts that would decimate the faculty and leave graduating seniors without enough courses to fulfill requirements for their majors. The college was in an uproar over the announcement. The students threatened to strike, and Reagan joined the strike committee as the freshman class representative.


  When it was time for the students and faculty to vote on the strike motion, it was decided that a freshman should sell the idea, and Reagan found himself standing before a raucous crowd, summoning the courage to speak. “I discovered that night that an audience has a feel to it, and in the parlance of the theater, that audience and I were together,” he wrote later. By the time he was finished, the crowd was on its feet, voting by acclimation to strike. “For the first time in my life, I felt my words reach out and grab an audience, and it was exhilarating,” he recalled, noting with satisfaction that the threat of a strike worked. The college backed down from its original plan, and the faculty jobs were saved.


  From then on Eureka refused to let the financial weight of the Depression sink it. In a 1957 commencement address at the college, Reagan spoke of the Depression-era hardships it had endured and overcome. “We attended a college that made it possible for us to attend regardless of our lack of means, that created jobs for us, so that we could eat and sleep, and that allowed us to defer our tuition and trusted that they could get paid some day long after we had gone,” he told the students who were living in more comfortable times. “And the professors, God bless them, on this campus, the most dedicated group of men and women whom I have ever known, went long months without drawing any pay. Sometimes the college, with a donation of a little money or produce from a farm, would buy groceries and dole them out to the teachers to at least try and provide them with food.” He was unabashedly proud of his college, and in later years he would often speak of the courage of institutions such as Eureka that had made the pursuit of one’s aspirations possible even during the nation’s darkest times.


  Reagan wasn’t a particularly good student—he graduated with a C average—but he was fully engaged, playing football, swimming, performing with the drama and debate clubs, and being elected president of the student council. He was learning to put aside self-doubt, to form an identity. By the time of his graduation in 1932, he knew he wanted to be a performer. But how exactly that would happen eluded him. First he needed to get a job. Borrowing his father’s car, he set off on a circuit of radio stations within a hundred-mile radius of Dixon and at one point found himself at WOC in Davenport, Iowa, seventy-five miles away. It was a popular station with the motto “WOC Davenport, where the West begins, in the state where the tall corn grows.” It happened that the station was looking for a sports announcer, and when it tested Reagan it saw he had a knack for bringing the thrill of a game home, creating the visual pictures that kept listeners tethered to their radios. That was no easy task. It required reading the ticker descriptions of a game and then painting a live picture for listeners without seeing the game itself, elaborating where necessary to dramatize every pitch. Reagan was hired for a sum of $10 a game, and over the next four years he gained a following and advanced to WHO in Des Moines, where he secured a good salary for the time and happily immersed himself in the world of broadcasting national baseball and football games.


  That might have been the fulfillment of his dreams. But on a trip to Los Angeles in 1937 to cover spring training for the Chicago Cubs, Reagan was introduced to William Meiklejohn, a movie agent. Meiklejohn took one look at the handsome six-foot, one-inch tall young man with the wavy dark hair and golden voice and was interested in him, although for Reagan the meeting was a blur—literally. He’d been advised to ditch his glasses for the occasion, and he could barely see without them. (When he’d received his first pair of glasses as a child, he’d been amazed to see that trees had leaves!)


  With Reagan sitting there, Meiklejohn picked up the phone and called Maxwell Arnow, a casting director for Warner Bros. He told him, “I have another Robert Taylor sitting in my office.” Arnow was doubtful, but he agreed to a screen test. Reagan remembered his discomfort during the test, which he compared to being examined like a slab of beef. He wasn’t encouraged. But when Jack Warner, the powerful head of Hollywood’s most prominent studio, viewed the test, he liked what he saw. Before Reagan returned home, he’d been offered the chance of a lifetime: a seven-year contract with Warner Bros. for $200 a week.


  Reagan once joked that his first role might have been called “The Remaking of Dutch Reagan.” The hair, makeup, and wardrobe pros were brutal about detailing his flaws. They said his body was out of proportion: he had a small head, short neck, and large shoulders. The problem was solved by calling in Jimmy Cagney’s tailor, who had devised a solution for the similarly challenged star, a collar design that spread wider than normal. From then on, Reagan wore shirts with broad collars that put his head and shoulders into balance. Not many people would ever remark that Reagan had a small head. With the right tailoring, he appeared larger than life in all respects.


  Reagan brought his parents to California and set them up in a house, where they helped handle his fan mail. They were happy there until Jack’s premature death in 1941, which was attributed to his drinking and two-to-three-pack-a-day cigarette habit. Nelle lived on until 1962, when she died at age seventy-nine of complications from Alzheimer’s disease. Reagan was glad to have his parents close at hand, and he was as proud as any son could be that he could give them some comfort in their later years after a lifetime of struggle.


  As a contract player, Reagan amassed a respectable body of B movies, most of them forgettable. But there were exceptions, films that gained a revival of sorts once he became politically famous. The first of these was a 1940 movie called Knute Rockne, All American, the story of a great Notre Dame football coach of the 1920s, played by Pat O’Brien. The key scene in the film involved his star player, George Gipp, played by Reagan. Gipp was grievously ill, and as he lay on his deathbed he told his coach, “Rock, sometimes when the team is up against it and the breaks are beating the boys, tell them to go out there with all they’ve got and win just one for the Gipper.” The line “Win one for the Gipper” became a campaign slogan for Reagan, and he was often referred to as the Gipper during his political life.


  A decade later, Reagan made another movie that captured the public imagination during his presidency, mostly because of the contrast between dignified governance and comedic hijinks. Bedtime for Bonzo was a lighthearted comedy about the efforts of a psychology professor, played by Reagan, to teach human values to a chimpanzee. As president, Reagan would occasionally watch the movie and get a little emotional. Those invited to join him during movie nights at Camp David sometimes balked at his choice of film. Worried that the press would mock him if they found out he’d been watching Bedtime for Bonzo again, Fitzwater once suggested another movie. Reagan called him a coward and insisted on his movie choice. “Marlin, I loved that chimp,” he said, with tears in his eyes.


  But the movie that made the greatest emotional impact on Reagan was King’s Row, a 1942 drama about the hardships suffered in a small American town at the turn of the twentieth century. More than any other project, King’s Row taught Reagan how to reach inside for human truth even when playing a fictional character. In the film, Reagan played the role of Drake McHugh, whose legs are amputated by a sadistic surgeon. Reagan agonized about that scene, trying to feel the reality of the terrible moment when McHugh awakes to find his legs gone. The prop department cut a hole in his mattress, and lying there with his legs visibly gone, Reagan felt a very strange sensation—an empathy he’d thought was beyond him. When the scene played and he delivered his famous line—“Where’s the rest of me?”—he recalled having felt real alarm. It was the first film he’d done where there was anything approaching Oscar buzz, and he titled his 1965 Hollywood memoir Where’s the Rest of Me?


  In 1940, Reagan married a fellow contract performer, Jane Wyman, whom he had met while filming Brother Rat in 1938. The marriage lasted nine years, and Wyman became much more successful than her husband, winning an Oscar for Johnny Belinda and receiving four Oscar nominations during her career. Television viewers would later know her as the iron-willed head of a California winery in the popular television series Falcon Crest. They had two children, Maureen, born in 1941, and an adopted son, Michael, born in 1945. Both children suffered some alienation from their father before coming to a more positive resolution with him later in their lives.


  Much has been made of Reagan’s difficult relationship with his children. One can feel some compassion for a man who surely loved his kids and meant well but never quite knew how to reach them. There’s no way of knowing what really was in his heart, much less what happened in his marriage, as he didn’t write or speak of it. (In his memoir, An American Life, Reagan devoted only a slim paragraph in passing to the topic of his marriage and first two children.) Jane Wyman remained silent until Reagan’s death, when she gave a brief public statement, deeming him “a great president and a great, kind and gentle man.”


  Until he met Nancy, his primary focus was on career, not family, and even his devotion to his wife did not always extend to his children. To be fair, fatherhood in 1940s and 1950s America was not always hands-on. Add to that the environment of a household with two Hollywood stars, whose children were often relegated to the care of housekeepers and nannies, and later to boarding schools, and a lot of the distance is explained.


  As Michael wrote in a memoir when he was forty-two, pointedly titled On the Outside Looking In, his adopted status made him feel insecure, and he always struggled to measure up. “In every story the family tells about Dad, he always emerges heroic,” he wrote. “I have never heard of him doing anything wrong. There was no way a child of his, especially one who was adopted, could live up to the image of the man who never made a mistake.” The distance between the two was public, increasingly so during Reagan’s presidency, when it caught the attention of the press. “Are you and your son Michael closer to resolving your differences?” Sam Donaldson called out at the end of one press conference, receiving no response as Reagan left the room. He refused to talk about his children, much less allow the press to psychoanalyze his parenting flaws. His children were less circumspect. However, by the time their father was suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, Michael and Maureen had come to terms with him and were able to express their love for him—and he, in his own way, for them. “At the early onset of Alzheimer’s disease my father and I would tell each other we loved each other, and we would give each other a hug,” Michael wrote in his later book, Lessons My Father Taught Me: The Strength, Integrity, and Faith of Ronald Reagan. “As the years went by and he could no longer verbalize my name, he recognized me as the man who hugged him. So when I would walk into the house, he would be there in his chair opening up his arms for that hug hello and the hug good-bye. It was truly a blessing from God.”


  Maureen, who preceded Reagan in death—of cancer in 2001—also had warmer sentiments to express in later life, when she wrote of her admiration for her father, feeling he had achieved so much. As we’ll see later, his children with Nancy had a different, but no less difficult, dynamic.


  THE JAPANESE ATTACK ON Pearl Harbor changed the trajectory of Reagan’s career. Before King’s Row was released, the United States was at war. Reagan had been in the Army Reserves since 1937, although his poor eyesight had precluded his joining the war effort directly. However, within months of December 7, 1941, he was ordered to report for duty. He was assigned to a new unit creating training films for combat camera crews and producing patriotic films. For part of the war he was located at “Fort Roach,” so named because the unit, commanded by Jack Warner, worked out of the Hal Roach Studios in Culver City, California. He was promoted to first lieutenant and then captain, and the unit produced some three hundred training and propaganda films during the war.


  Reagan came out of World War II passionate about the fight against fascism, preaching the dangers of neo-fascism. He’d given little thought to communism at that point—after all, the Soviet Union had been an important ally during the war. That soon changed as he began participating in Hollywood organizations and found himself encountering a Communist undercurrent. Communist sentiments had been around Hollywood’s labor unions for decades, to little effect, but rising Cold War tensions after the war heightened the danger of increased Communist influence in the entertainment industry. Nazism was defeated, but now there was a new fear, that the emboldened Soviet Union, under Josef Stalin, would make a direct attempt to control the American movie industry. Many people felt that unionism was a socialist construct. Reagan, a liberal Democrat and union man, experienced a growing shift in sentiment, a feeling that the world, rendered less dangerous by the defeat of Adolf Hitler, might be subjected to a Soviet threat.


  As a self-proclaimed “near hopeless hemophiliac [bleeding heart] liberal,” Reagan might have been fair game for recruitment by Communist sympathizers. But he was generally unaware of any efforts in that regard and even unknowingly joined organizations that were increasingly believed to be Communist fronts.


  Reagan had been an alternate on the Screen Actors Guild board before the war; he resumed his position afterward and was soon elected as a full board member. Union conflicts at that time were severe. The strike of 1946 was a wake-up call. The strike was called by the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), led by a far-left organizer, Herb Sorrell, who was suspected of being a Communist sympathizer. CSU’s aim was to create a power base that would undermine the Screen Actors Guild and the other craft unions. But it soon became clear that CSU’s strike was a fraud; it had been designed purely as a power move, with no interest in improving wages and conditions. Reagan was among those criticizing the strike, and he even urged members to cross the picket lines. For that he was threatened—“Your face will never be in pictures again,” one anonymous caller vowed. But actually crossing the picket lines was a treacherous matter. There was some violence, but Reagan and others in the Guild kept the lines of negotiation open. The strike was finally ended, but in its aftermath a new possibility was advanced: that Moscow was behind the effort to disrupt and take over the reins of power in Hollywood.


  Reagan’s resolve during the strike impressed the SAG board, and in 1947 he was chosen to replace Robert Montgomery as president. Increasingly, he began to pay attention to the political environment and his role in it. “I didn’t realize it,” he wrote in his memoir, “but I’d started on a path that was going to lead me a long way from Hollywood.”


  Chapter 2


  A Political Evolution


  The hearing room in the Cannon House Office Building was mobbed with press and onlookers, there for the riveting spectacle of real “American royalty,” flown in from Hollywood to testify before Congress. It was October 23, 1947, the fourth day of hearings of the investigation by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) into communism in the motion picture industry. Spectators shoved their way in, jostling for position to witness the testimony of Gary Cooper, Robert Montgomery, and Ronald Reagan.


  When it was Reagan’s turn to testify, he sat upright and serious, peering at the committee members through horn-rimmed glasses. He might have been contemplating the journey that had brought him to this point, front and center in the investigation into the influence of Communists in Hollywood. It was, without a doubt, a central issue of his life.


  The formative effect on Reagan of this early experience with communism cannot be overestimated, and he would make references to it throughout his life and presidency. In time, he came to see that too often, the use of terms like “Red Scare” and, later, “McCarthyism,” were attempts to hide the historical record about Soviet attempts to undermine American democracy and commit espionage against the US government. Yet early on, Reagan saw it in a far more nuanced way. He disagreed with the Communist ideology, but he believed that people had a right to believe in any ideology they chose. On the other hand, when that belief system turned into subversive activity that worked against the interests of the United States, that was a different matter.


  Reagan could see that the congressional focus on Hollywood and communism had some resonance with ordinary Americans. “Perhaps part of it was the thought of shelling out money at the box office to support some bum and his swimming pool while he plotted the country’s destruction,” he wrote.


  As the head of the Screen Actors Guild, Reagan’s dilemma was how to straddle the line. He honestly believed that the Communist Party USA, and by extension the Soviet government, was trying to take over Hollywood using cutouts—willing surrogates. At the same time, he wanted to protect those people who were being falsely accused, and he was worried that HUAC’s broad sweep would envelop the innocent as well as the guilty.


  “Suddenly,” he wrote, “subpoenas descended on Hollywood like a first snow of winter.” Forty-one witnesses, among them the most famous names in Hollywood, were called to testify. Some, like Reagan, were viewed as “friendly” witnesses. But others refused to cooperate. Among the latter were the so-called Hollywood Ten—writers John Howard Lawson, Alvah Bessie, Lester Cole, Ring Lardner, Jr., Albert Maltz, Samuel Ornitz, and Dalton Trumbo; writer/producer Adrian Scott; writer/director Herbert Biberman; and director Edward Dmytryk. They announced that they would not testify and were held in contempt of Congress. They were briefly imprisoned, and their careers came to a halt. The atmosphere in the industry was by turns defiant and terrified. The thing was—and this worried Reagan—it wasn’t just members of the Communist Party whose reputations and livelihoods were at stake; anyone whose name came up in any context, via any hint or suggestion, was subject to intense scrutiny. There was too much room for error, especially when the grip of hysteria took hold. Not only that, it wasn’t illegal to be a Communist, and the most sacred freedoms of American life allowed free speech, even the right to speak out against the government when you disagreed with it. Any fight against the Communist threat had to be conducted with a reverence for constitutional principles.


  Now. as he sat before the congressional committee, Reagan attempted to articulate his strong aversion to communism, while making a robust defense of democratic freedoms. When Robert Stripling, the chief investigator for HUAC, asked him, “Mr. Reagan, what is your feeling about what steps should be taken to rid the motion-picture industry of any Communist influences, if they are there?” he gave what many judged to be the most thoughtful, balanced analysis of the hearings:


  Well, sir . . . 99 percent of us are pretty well aware of what is going on, and I think within the bounds of our democratic rights, and never once stepping over the rights given us by democracy, we have done a pretty good job in our business of keeping those people’s activities curtailed. After all, we must recognize them at present as a political party. On that basis we have exposed their lies when we came across them, we have opposed their propaganda, and I can certainly testify that in the case of the Screen Actors Guild we have been eminently successful in preventing them from, with their usual tactics, trying to run a majority of an organization with a well organized minority.


  So that fundamentally I would say in opposing those people that the best thing to do is to make democracy work. In the Screen Actors Guild we make it work by insuring everyone a vote and by keeping everyone informed. I believe that, as Thomas Jefferson put it, if all the American people know all of the facts they will never make a mistake.


  Whether the party should be outlawed, I agree with the gentlemen that preceded me that that is a matter for the Government to decide. As a citizen I would hesitate, or not like, to see any political party outlawed on the basis of its political ideology. We have spent 170 years in this country on the basis that democracy is strong enough to stand up and fight against the inroads of any ideology. However, if it is proven that an organization is an agent of a power, a foreign power, or in any way not a legitimate political party, and I think the Government is capable of proving that, if the proof is there, then that is another matter . . .


  I happen to be very proud of the industry in which I work; I happen to be very proud of the way in which we conducted the fight. I do not believe the Communists have ever at any time been able to use the motion-picture screen as a sounding board for their philosophy or ideology.


  Unlike other friendly witnesses, such as studio head Jack Warner and director Elia Kazan, he did not name names during his testimony. He had made his position clear: In opposing communism, the best thing to do was to make democracy work. In this, he laid down a marker that would stand during his political life: that the fight against communism would succeed only if Americans remained true to their ideals.


  Sitting on the committee that day was a freshman congressman from California named Richard Nixon, who had been appointed to HUAC as one of his first assignments. The following year, Nixon’s aggressive pursuit of Alger Hiss, a former State Department official accused of being a Communist operative, made him a household name and paved the way for a successful Senate run. Interestingly, Nixon did not ask a single question of Reagan that day. In 1947, few could have guessed that either Reagan or Nixon, much less both of them, would one day reach the heights of the presidency.


  The fallout from the hearings was dramatic. Meeting in New York City the next month, studio heads devised the “Waldorf Statement,” named after the hotel where the meeting took place. It contained a vow to deny employment to anyone who refused to cooperate with HUAC or who was suspected of being a Communist—including the Hollywood Ten. The action formalized the Communist blacklist, an idea Reagan supported in spite of his doubts about its fairness.


  His activism also had a more personal impact: when he returned to Los Angeles after testifying before HUAC, he found his wife packing his bags. Their marriage was over, she told him. The reasons were open to speculation but never fully aired in public: the loss of their third child, Christine, who had died the day she was born; an affair on Wyman’s part; Reagan’s increasing political passion, which bored his wife; or just the fact that they had grown apart. Their early infatuation, burnished by the silver screen, could not survive the complexities of real life. Reagan was devastated by Wyman’s decision—he hadn’t seen it coming—but he responded to his heartbreak by throwing himself even more determinedly into his work.


  As the president of SAG, Reagan continued to struggle with his conscience. It was an issue never resolved in that troubling era: how to reject the evils of communism while holding high the American values of free speech and creative autonomy. But in the following years he became more convinced than ever that the Communist threat was real.


  In hindsight, the scourge of the Hollywood purge might seem overwrought and misdirected, even as Joe McCarthy’s actions did—not to mention that it destroyed thousands of
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  Ronald Reagan’s Speech at Moscow State University


  May 31, 1988


  Thank you, Rector Logunov, and I want to thank all of you very much for a very warm welcome. It’s a great pleasure to be here at Moscow State University, and I want to thank you all for turning out. I know you must be very busy this week, studying and taking your final examinations. So, let me just say zhelayu vam uspekha [I wish you success]. Nancy couldn’t make it today because she’s visiting Leningrad, which she tells me is a very beautiful city, but she, too, says hello and wishes you all good luck.


  Let me say it’s also a great pleasure to once again have this opportunity to speak directly to the people of the Soviet Union. Before I left Washington, I received many heartfelt letters and telegrams asking me to carry here a simple message, perhaps, but also some of the most important business of this summit: It is a message of peace and good will and hope for a growing friendship and closeness between our two peoples.


  As you know, I’ve come to Moscow to meet with one of your most distinguished graduates. In this, our fourth summit, General Secretary Gorbachev and I have spent many hours together, and I feel that we’re getting to know each other well. Our discussions, of course, have been focused primarily on many of the important issues of the day, issues I want to touch on with you in a few moments. But first I want to take a little time to talk to you much as I would to any group of university students in the United States. I want to talk not just of the realities of today but of the possibilities of tomorrow.


  Standing here before a mural of your revolution, I want to talk about a very different revolution that is taking place right now, quietly sweeping the globe without bloodshed or conflict. Its effects are peaceful, but they will fundamentally alter our world, shatter old assumptions, and reshape our lives. It’s easy to underestimate because it’s not accompanied by banners or fanfare. It’s been called the technological or information revolution, and as its emblem, one might take the tiny silicon chip, no bigger than a fingerprint. One of these chips has more computing power than a roomful of old-style computers.


  As part of an exchange program, we now have an exhibition touring your country that shows how information technology is transforming our lives—replacing manual labor with robots, forecasting weather for farmers, or mapping the genetic code of DNA for medical researchers. These microcomputers today aid the design of everything from houses to cars to spacecraft; they even design better and faster computers. They can translate English into Russian or enable the blind to read or help Michael Jackson produce on one synthesizer the sounds of a whole orchestra. Linked by a network of satellites and fiber-optic cables, one individual with a desktop computer and a telephone commands resources unavailable to the largest governments just a few years ago.


  Like a chrysalis, we’re emerging from the economy of the Industrial Revolution—an economy confined to and limited by the Earth’s physical resources—into, as one economist titled his book, “The Economy in Mind,” in which there are no bounds on human imagination and the freedom to create is the most precious natural resource. Think of that little computer chip. Its value isn’t in the sand from which it is made but in the microscopic architecture designed into it by ingenious human minds. Or take the example of the satellite relaying this broadcast around the world, which replaces thousands of tons of copper mined from the Earth and molded into wire. In the new economy, human invention increasingly makes physical resources obsolete. We’re breaking through the material conditions of existence to a world where man creates his own destiny. Even as we explore the most advanced reaches of science, we’re returning to the age-old wisdom of our culture, a wisdom contained in the book of Genesis in the Bible: In the beginning was the spirit, and it was from this spirit that the material abundance of creation issued forth.


  But progress is not foreordained. The key is freedom—freedom of thought, freedom of information, freedom of communication. The renowned scientist, scholar, and founding father of this university, Mikhail Lomonosov, knew that. “It is common knowledge,” he said, “that the achievements of science are considerable and rapid, particularly once the yoke of slavery is cast off and replaced by the freedom of philosophy.” You know, one of the first contacts between your country and mine took place between Russian and American explorers. The Americans were members of Cook’s last voyage on an expedition searching for an Arctic passage; on the island of Unalaska, they came upon the Russians, who took them in, and together with the native inhabitants, held a prayer service on the ice.


  The explorers of the modern era are the entrepreneurs, men with vision, with the courage to take risks and faith enough to brave the unknown. These entrepreneurs and their small enterprises are responsible for almost all the economic growth in the United States. They are the prime movers of the technological revolution. In fact, one of the largest personal computer firms in the United States was started by two college students, no older than you, in the garage behind their home. Some people, even in my own country, look at the riot of experiment that is the free market and see only waste. What of all the entrepreneurs that fail? Well, many do, particularly the successful ones; often several times. And if you ask them the secret of their success, they’ll tell you it’s all that they learned in their struggles along the way; yes, it’s what they learned from failing. Like an athlete in competition or a scholar in pursuit of the truth, experience is the greatest teacher.


  And that’s why it’s so hard for government planners, no matter how sophisticated, to ever substitute for millions of individuals working night and day to make their dreams come true. The fact is, bureaucracies are a problem around the world. There’s an old story about a town—it could be anywhere—with a bureaucrat who is known to be a good-for-nothing, but he somehow had always hung on to power. So one day, in a town meeting, an old woman got up and said to him: “There is a folk legend here where I come from that when a baby is born, an angel comes down from heaven and kisses it on one part of its body. If the angel kisses him on his hand, he becomes a handyman. If he kisses him on his forehead, he becomes bright and clever. And I’ve been trying to figure out where the angel kissed you so that you should sit there for so long and do nothing.” [Laughter]


  We are seeing the power of economic freedom spreading around the world. Places such as the Republic of Korea, Singapore, Taiwan have vaulted into the technological era, barely pausing in the industrial age along the way. Low-tax agricultural policies in the subcontinent mean that in some years India is now a net exporter of food. Perhaps most exciting are the winds of change that are blowing over the People’s Republic of China, where one-quarter of the world’s population is now getting its first taste of economic freedom. At the same time, the growth of democracy has become one of the most powerful political movements of our age. In Latin America in the 1970’s, only a third of the population lived under democratic government; today over 90 percent does. In the Philippines, in the Republic of Korea, free, contested, democratic elections are the order of the day. Throughout the world, free markets are the model for growth. Democracy is the standard by which governments are measured.


  We Americans make no secret of our belief in freedom. In fact, it’s something of a national pastime. Every 4 years the American people choose a new President, and 1988 is one of those years. At one point there were 13 major candidates running in the two major parties, not to mention all the others, including the Socialist and Libertarian candidates—all trying to get my job. About 1,000 local television stations, 8,500 radio stations, and 1,700 daily newspapers—each one an independent, private enterprise, fiercely independent of the Government—report on the candidates, grill them in interviews, and bring them together for debates. In the end, the people vote; they decide who will be the next President. But freedom doesn’t begin or end with elections.


  Go to any American town, to take just an example, and you’ll see dozens of churches, representing many different beliefs—in many places, synagogues and mosques—and you’ll see families of every conceivable nationality worshiping together. Go into any schoolroom, and there you will see children being taught the Declaration of Independence, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights—among them life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—that no government can justly deny; the guarantees in their Constitution for freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, and freedom of religion. Go into any courtroom, and there will preside an independent judge, beholden to no government power. There every defendant has the right to a trial by a jury of his peers, usually 12 men and women—common citizens; they are the ones, the only ones, who weigh the evidence and decide on guilt or innocence. In that court, the accused is innocent until proven guilty, and the word of a policeman or any official has no greater legal standing than the word of the accused. Go to any university campus, and there you’ll find an open, sometimes heated discussion of the problems in American society and what can be done to correct them. Turn on the television, and you’ll see the legislature conducting the business of government right there before the camera, debating and voting on the legislation that will become the law of the land. March in any demonstration, and there are many of them; the people’s right of assembly is guaranteed in the Constitution and protected by the police. Go into any union hall, where the members know their right to strike is protected by law. As a matter of fact, one of the many jobs I had before this one was being president of a union, the Screen Actors Guild. I led my union out on strike, and I’m proud to say we won.


  But freedom is more even than this. Freedom is the right to question and change the established way of doing things. It is the continuing revolution of the marketplace. It is the understanding that allows us to recognize shortcomings and seek solutions. It is the right to put forth an idea, scoffed at by the experts, and watch it catch fire among the people. It is the right to dream—to follow your dream or stick to your conscience, even if you’re the only one in a sea of doubters. Freedom is the recognition that no single person, no single authority or government has a monopoly on the truth, but that every individual life is infinitely precious, that every one of us put on this world has been put there for a reason and has something to offer.


  America is a nation made up of hundreds of nationalities. Our ties to you are more than ones of good feeling; they’re ties of kinship. In America, you’ll find Russians, Armenians, Ukrainians, peoples from Eastern Europe and Central Asia. They come from every part of this vast continent, from every continent, to live in harmony, seeking a place where each cultural heritage is respected, each is valued for its diverse strengths and beauties and the richness it brings to our lives. Recently, a few individuals and families have been allowed to visit relatives in the West. We can only hope that it won’t be long before all are allowed to do so and Ukrainian-Americans, Baltic-Americans, Armenian-Americans can freely visit their homelands, just as this Irish-American visits his.


  Freedom, it has been said, makes people selfish and materialistic, but Americans are one of the most religious peoples on Earth. Because they know that liberty, just as life itself, is not earned but a gift from God, they seek to share that gift with the world. “Reason and experience,” said George Washington in his Farewell Address, “both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. And it is substantially true, that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government.” Democracy is less a system of government than it is a system to keep government limited, unintrusive; a system of constraints on power to keep politics and government secondary to the important things in life, the true sources of value found only in family and faith.


  But I hope you know I go on about these things not simply to extol the virtues of my own country but to speak to the true greatness of the heart and soul of your land. Who, after all, needs to tell the land of Dostoyevski about the quest for truth, the home of Kandinski and Scriabin about imagination, the rich and noble culture of the Uzbek man of letters Alisher Navoi about beauty and heart? The great culture of your diverse land speaks with a glowing passion to all humanity. Let me cite one of the most eloquent contemporary passages on human freedom. It comes, not from the literature of America, but from this country, from one of the greatest writers of the 20th century, Boris Pasternak, in the novel “Dr. Zhivago.” He writes: “I think that if the beast who sleeps in man could be held down by threats—any kind of threat, whether of jail or of retribution after death—then the highest emblem of humanity would be the lion tamer in the circus with his whip, not the prophet who sacrificed himself. But this is just the point—what has for centuries raised man above the beast is not the cudgel, but an inward music—the irresistible power of unarmed truth.”


  The irresistible power of unarmed truth. Today the world looks expectantly to signs of change, steps toward greater freedom in the Soviet Union. We watch and we hope as we see positive changes taking place. There are some, I know, in your society who fear that change will bring only disruption and discontinuity, who fear to embrace the hope of the future—sometimes it takes faith. It’s like that scene in the cowboy movie “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid,” which some here in Moscow recently had a chance to see. The posse is closing in on the two outlaws, Butch and Sundance, who find themselves trapped on the edge of a cliff, with a sheer drop of hundreds of feet to the raging rapids below. Butch turns to Sundance and says their only hope is to jump into the river below, but Sundance refuses. He says he’d rather fight it out with the posse, even though they’re hopelessly outnumbered. Butch says that’s suicide and urges him to jump, but Sundance still refuses and finally admits, “I can’t swim.” Butch breaks up laughing and says, “You crazy fool, the fall will probably kill you.” And, by the way, both Butch and Sundance made it, in case you didn’t see the movie. I think what I’ve just been talking about is perestroika and what its goals are.


  But change would not mean rejection of the past. Like a tree growing strong through the seasons, rooted in the Earth and drawing life from the Sun, so, too, positive change must be rooted in traditional values—in the land, in culture, in family and community—and it must take its life from the eternal things, from the source of all life, which is faith. Such change will lead to new understandings, new opportunities, to a broader future in which the tradition is not supplanted but finds its full flowering. That is the future beckoning to your generation.


  At the same time, we should remember that reform that is not institutionalized will always be insecure. Such freedom will always be looking over its shoulder. A bird on a tether, no matter how long the rope, can always be pulled back. And that is why, in my conversation with General Secretary Gorbachev, I have spoken of how important it is to institutionalize change—to put guarantees on reform. And we’ve been talking together about one sad reminder of a divided world: the Berlin Wall. It’s time to remove the barriers that keep people apart.


  I’m proposing an increased exchange program of high school students between our countries. General Secretary Gorbachev mentioned on Sunday a wonderful phrase you have in Russian for this: “Better to see something once than to hear about it a hundred times.” Mr. Gorbachev and I first began working on this in 1985. In our discussion today, we agreed on working up to several thousand exchanges a year from each country in the near future. But not everyone can travel across the continents and oceans. Words travel lighter, and that’s why we’d like to make available to this country more of our 11,000 magazines and periodicals and our television and radio shows that can be beamed off a satellite in seconds. Nothing would please us more than for the Soviet people to get to know us better and to understand our way of life.


  Just a few years ago, few would have imagined the progress our two nations have made together. The INF treaty, which General Secretary Gorbachev and I signed last December in Washington and whose instruments of ratification we will exchange tomorrow—the first true nuclear arms reduction treaty in history, calling for the elimination of an entire class of U.S. and Soviet nuclear missiles. And just 16 days ago, we saw the beginning of your withdrawal from Afghanistan, which gives us hope that soon the fighting may end and the healing may begin and that that suffering country may find self-determination, unity, and peace at long last.


  It’s my fervent hope that our constructive cooperation on these issues will be carried on to address the continuing destruction and conflicts in many regions of the globe and that the serious discussions that led to the Geneva accords on Afghanistan will help lead to solutions in southern Africa, Ethiopia, Cambodia, the Persian Gulf, and Central America. I have often said: Nations do not distrust each other because they are armed; they are armed because they distrust each other. If this globe is to live in peace and prosper, if it is to embrace all the possibilities of the technological revolution, then nations must renounce, once and for all, the right to an expansionist foreign policy. Peace between nations must be an enduring goal, not a tactical stage in a continuing conflict.


  I’ve been told that there’s a popular song in your country—perhaps you know it—whose evocative refrain asks the question, “Do the Russians want a war?” In answer it says: “Go ask that silence lingering in the air, above the birch and poplar there; beneath those trees the soldiers lie. Go ask my mother, ask my wife; then you will have to ask no more, ‘Do the Russians want a war?’ ” But what of your one-time allies? What of those who embraced you on the Elbe? What if we were to ask the watery graves of the Pacific or the European battlefields where America’s fallen were buried far from home? What if we were to ask their mothers, sisters, and sons, do Americans want war? Ask us, too, and you’ll find the same answer, the same longing in every heart. People do not make wars; governments do. And no mother would ever willingly sacrifice her sons for territorial gain, for economic advantage, for ideology. A people free to choose will always choose peace.


  Americans seek always to make friends of old antagonists. After a colonial revolution with Britain, we have cemented for all ages the ties of kinship between our nations. After a terrible Civil War between North and South, we healed our wounds and found true unity as a nation. We fought two world wars in my lifetime against Germany and one with Japan, but now the Federal Republic of Germany and Japan are two of our closest allies and friends.


  Some people point to the trade disputes between us as a sign of strain, but they’re the frictions of all families, and the family of free nations is a big and vital and sometimes boisterous one. I can tell you that nothing would please my heart more than in my lifetime to see American and Soviet diplomats grappling with the problem of trade disputes between America and a growing, exuberant, exporting Soviet Union that had opened up to economic freedom and growth.


  And as important as these official people-to-people exchanges are, nothing would please me more than for them to become unnecessary, to see travel between East and West become so routine that university students in the Soviet Union could take a month off in the summer and, just like students in the West do now, put packs on their backs and travel from country to country in Europe with barely a passport check in between. Nothing would please me more than to see the day that a concert promoter in, say, England could call up a Soviet rock group, without going through any government agency, and have them playing in Liverpool the next night. Is this just a dream? Perhaps, but it is a dream that is our responsibility to have come true.


  Your generation is living in one of the most exciting, hopeful times in Soviet history. It is a time when the first breath of freedom stirs the air and the heart beats to the accelerated rhythm of hope, when the accumulated spiritual energies of a long silence yearn to break free. I am reminded of the famous passage near the end of Gogol’s “Dead Souls.” Comparing his nation to a speeding troika, Gogol asks what will be its destination. But he writes, “There was no answer save the bell pouring forth marvelous sound.”


  We do not know what the conclusion will be of this journey, but we’re hopeful that the promise of reform will be fulfilled. In this Moscow spring, this May 1988, we may be allowed that hope: that freedom, like the fresh green sapling planted over Tolstoy’s grave, will blossom forth at last in the rich fertile soil of your people and culture. We may be allowed to hope that the marvelous sound of a new openness will keep rising through, ringing through, leading to a new world of reconciliation, friendship, and peace.


  Thank you all very much, and da blagoslovit vas gospod—God bless you.
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