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“Peter Schweizer has written a profound and important book which is also compulsive reading. The Ronald Reagan he depicts is a man utterly consistent in his beliefs and analysis from his earliest forays into politics. While others were distracted by short-term considerations, President Reagan single-mindedly pursued his vast strategic goals—and he succeeded. Was there ever a better example of statesmanship in action?”

—Lady Margaret Thatcher




“Ronald Reagan played an invaluable role in bringing about the fall of communism and ending the Cold War without resorting to military solutions. Without his great political sense and prudence, instead of the popping of champagne corks, the world would have heard real artillery shots. We [in the Solidarity movement] sensed President Reagan’s support and understanding and never had to ask for or demand it. This is not something easily found in the world of politics.”

—Lech Walesa, former president of Poland




“In Reagan’s War, Peter Schweizer has given us a timely and skilled history of Ronald Reagan’s forty-year struggle against communism that brings home the twin beacons he followed: we must be guided not by fear but by courage and moral clarity. This is a superb history that demonstrates why Reagan won the Cold War, and why it never would have been won without him.”

—Caspar W. Weinberger, Chairman, Forbes, Inc.




“A masterstroke. Schweizer uses the secret archives of the Soviet Union and its satellites to outline with amazing detail the seriousness of the Soviet threat, the failures of the American establishment, and the brilliance of Reagan’s strategy for victory. If you want to understand how we can win the war against Islamic extremists, study how Reagan achieved victory over communism in Reagan’s War.”

—Newt Gingrich, former Speaker of the House
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ERWIN V. SCHWEIZER




WHAT IS THE USE OF LIVING IF IT BE
NOT TO STRIVE FOR NOBLE CAUSES AND
TO MAKE THIS MUDDLED WORLD A BETTER
PLACE FOR THOSE WHO WILL LIVE IN
IT AFTER WE ARE GONE?

Winston Churchill
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INTRODUCTION

RONALD REAGAN IS PERHAPS THE LEAST UNDERSTOOD PRESIDENT of the twentieth century. His life seems a conundrum, his ways a mystery. Even his closest friends and advisers have been perplexed by him and what transpired while he was president. As National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane once told George Shultz, “He knows so little but accomplishes so much.”

In her recent book about Reagan, Frances Fitzgerald paints a picture of a man who spouts patriotic pieties and is ignorant of the world around him. Historian Edmund Morris, in his 874-page authorized biography, concludes that Reagan is simply incomprehensible, an airhead who has lived a charmed life. Diplomat Clark Clifford has called him an “amiable dunce,” and Nicholas von Hoffman said it was “humiliating to think of this unlettered, self-assured bumpkin being our president.” Tip O’Neill flat out said in public, “He knows less than any president I’ve ever known.” Anthony Lewis of the New York Times claimed he had only a “seven-minute attention span.” Author Gail Sheehy declared he was “half asleep” while he was president.1

Images of Reagan as the amiable dunce are particularly prevalent when it comes to his role as commander in chief. Henry Kissinger was thoroughly unimpressed, telling scholars in 1986, “How did it ever occur to anyone that he should be governor, much less president?” Historian Robert Dallek declared that Reagan’s anti-communism raised questions about his “capacity to effectively govern the United States” and that his obsession with communism was an exercise in bolstering his own self-esteem. Stanley Hoffman of Harvard found him in the grips of an unthinking “ritualistic anti-Sovietism,” and another observer explained that he was “provincial in background … content to receive a series of one-page ‘minimemos’ summarizing foreign and defense problems.”2

The Cold War might have ended on his watch and the Soviet Union collapsed shortly after he left office, but he deserves none of the credit, it is claimed. Even if he had a clue about what was going on, the most important decisions of his presidency were made around him, not by him. His was, as one scholar put it, “the no-hands presidency.”3 When he did have an idea, the origins were dubious. Frances Fitzgerald claims, for example, that his interest in strategic defense stems from two movies he saw, Murder in the Air and Torn Curtain, which describe futuristic weapons that save America.4
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FIFTY YEARS AGO, PHILOSOPHER ISAIAH BERLIN WROTE AN ESSAY titled “The Hedgehog and the Fox.” Quoting from the Greek poet Archilochus, who said, “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing,” Berlin divided the world into two types of people. Foxes pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory. Their actions are connected by no aesthetic or moral principle. Hedgehogs, on the other hand, relate everything to a single central vision, a single universal organizing principle that defines what they think and believe. Most people are foxes; Ronald Reagan was a hedgehog.5

The “one big thing” Reagan knew was the power and value of human freedom, which proved to be the defining principle of his worldview. It guided what he thought about domestic politics and was central to his vision for the world. For more than thirty years, Reagan embraced a vision for dealing with the Soviet Union and ending the Cold War that was remarkably consistent and proved to be decisive. People who note his apparent lack of interest in the details of diplomacy, missile throw weights, and international law fail to see his larger strategic vision. Details that animate so many in the world of politics, academe, and journalism did not interest him so much as the “metaphysics” of the Cold War. He was, in short, a hedgehog living in a world populated with foxes.

Ronald Reagan is impossible to understand outside of his forty-year battle against communism. It was a struggle that consumed more of his attention than any other endeavor and touched the very center of his life. It cost him his first marriage and brought him his second wife; it damaged his relationship with his children; death threats while waging it left him sitting up at night, guarding his kids with a .32-caliber pistol; and it brought him three assassination attempts. When a fourth deranged assassin named John Hinckley took him an inch from death, Reagan came to believe that his life had been spared by God for a divine purpose: defeating communism.

But if it is impossible to understand Reagan separate from his war, it is likewise not possible to understand the collapse of the Soviet Union separate from Ronald Reagan; the two are intertwined.

Today it is fashionable to explain that victory in the Cold War was a group effort, including every American president from Truman to Reagan. Former president Gerald Ford says the credit doesn’t belong to any one leader but to the American people, as if who happened to be in charge really didn’t matter. Others, such as former secretary of state Madeleine Albright, contend that it was the ultimate team effort. “There were the Communists and there were us; the good guys and the bad guys … it was fairly easy to understand.” If Reagan did anything, says Dallek, it was simply to stand on the shoulders of every other cold war president before him. “By the time of Reagan’s presidency,” he writes, “the wisdom of the containment policy was largely transparent.”6

Another common explanation for the demise of communism is that the system was doomed to failure. This sort of historical determinism, that certain events are inevitable regardless of what actions people take, raises serious questions to begin with. But even granting for a minute that history actually can be seen this way, this explanation runs into serious problems. The fact is that the Soviet system was flawed from the beginning; it never really worked. Economic trauma was a problem dating back to the 1920s. For seventy years the Soviet economy was in a state of crisis. So why did it collapse when it did?7

If credit is to go to anyone, it is often given to Mikhail Gorbachev, the last general secretary of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev is credited with taking the country down the path of radical reform, which invariably caused chaos and then collapse. It was Gorbachev who was the brilliant one, says one scholar, and “Reagan’s carelessness or shallowness as a foreign policy maker” was on display when he was around him. After all, it was Gorbachev who was Time magazine’s man of the decade; Reagan just happened to be there when it all happened.8

Of course, Gorbachev does deserve enormous credit for choosing to allow the peaceful demise of the Soviet empire rather than trying to hold it together with force. But giving Gorbachev most of the credit raises several important questions: Why did the Kremlin feel the need to radically reform when it did? How did Gorbachev come to power? What are we to make of Gorbachev’s continued insistence that his goal was to reform communism and not end it? Why did the cold war end on Reagan’s terms and not Gorbachev’s?

This book is not intended as a complete history of the Cold War; instead it is the story of one of the epic battles of the twentieth century. Drawing on Reagan’s private correspondence over the course of forty years, classified documents from six different countries, formative life events largely hidden from the public, his own ideas and words uttered over the course of half a century, the book paints a picture of a man at war with a global empire. Passionate and courageous in battle, Reagan did have a well-developed plan seeking the demise of the Soviet Union. Developed over the course of thirty years and spelled out in detail through several top-secret national security directives when he was president, the ideas and concepts behind it were largely his own. This “self-assured bumpkin” won the Cold War.


CHAPTER I

ONE-MAN BATTALION
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TALL, TANNED, AND DARK-HAIRED, RONALD REAGAN WAS often seen driving his Cadillac convertible on the open boulevards of Hollywood in late September 1946. He had been in pictures for almost ten years now. Superstardom had eluded him, but he was a star nonetheless. Only a few years earlier, a Gallup poll had ranked him with Laurence Olivier in terms of popularity among filmgoers.

Reagan knew that superstardom would probably never come, openly admitting to friends, “I’m no [Errol] Flynn or [Charles] Boyer.” But life was comfortable. In August of 1945 he had signed a long-term, million-dollar contract with Warner Brothers. He was making more than $52,000 a picture and would take home the princely sum of $169,000 in 1946—and there were inviting projects on the horizon. Jack Warner, the pugnacious studio head, had offered him the lead in a film adaptation of John Van Druten’s successful play The Voice of the Turtle. It was Reagan’s first chance to play the romantic lead in a major A picture, and Warner was paying the playwright the unheard-of sum of $500,000 plus 15 percent of the gross for the story, so he clearly cared about the project. Reagan was also about to begin production on Night Unto Night, a dramatization of a successful Philip Wylie book.

In addition, Reagan had a wife and two little kids to go home to. Jane Wyman was a beautiful blonde from the Midwest whose own acting career was beginning to take off. Along with their children Michael and Maureen, Ron and Jane lived in a beautiful home with a pool on Cordell Drive. He owned a splendid ranch near Riverside, and when he and Jane weren’t at the studio lot, they could be found playing golf at the prestigious Hillcrest Country Club with Jack Benny and George Burns. At night they often dined at the trendy Beverly Club.1

It was without a doubt far more than the son of a salesman from Dixon, Illinois, had ever expected out of life. But on September 27, 1946, Reagan’s celluloid dreamland would be disrupted forever.

In the early-morning hours, even before the sun peeked over the east hills, thousands of picketers showed up at Warner Brothers. They were vocal and angry. Hollywood had seen strikes before, but nothing quite like this.

The strike had been called by a ruddy-faced ex-boxer named Herb Sorrell, head of the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), who was prepared to get rough. “There may be men hurt, there may be men killed before this is over, but we are in no mood to be pushed around anymore,” he warned. For good measure, he had brought dozens of tough guys (“sluggers,” he called them) in from San Francisco, just in case.

Herb Sorrell had come up the hard way, beginning work at the age of twelve, laboring in an Oakland sewer pipe factory for eleven hours a day. He had cut his teeth in the Bay Area labor movement under the leadership of Harry Bridges, the wiry leader of the International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union. Bridges, according to Soviet archives, was also a secret member of the Communist Party and a regular contact for Soviet intelligence.

Sorrell had joined the party in the 1930s, and under Bridges’s guidance he had led two violent strikes in the Bay Area. Both strikes, he later admitted, were secretly funded by the Communists, and this time he was secretly receiving money from the National Executive Council of the Communist Party. Sorrell was a member of more than twenty Communist Party front organizations and had pushed hard for the American Federation of Labor to affiliate with the Soviet-run World Federation of Trade Unions. (AFL leaders refused on the grounds that it was simply a front group.2)

The studio strike Sorrell organized in 1946 was no ordinary labor action. It was ostensibly called because of worker concerns, but Sorrell saw it as an opportunity to gain control over all the major unions in Hollywood. As he bragged in the early days of the action, “When it ends up, there’ll be only one man running labor in Hollywood, and that man will be me!”

The stakes were high. If Sorrell succeeded, the Communists believed, they could run Hollywood. As the party newspaper the People’s Daily World put it candidly, “Hollywood is often called the land of Make-Believe, but there is nothing make believe about the Battle of Hollywood being waged today. In the front lines of this battle, at the studio gates, stand the thousands of locked out film workers; behind the studio gates sit the overlords of Hollywood, who refuse even to negotiate with the workers.… The prize will be the complete control of the greatest medium of communication in history.” To underscore the value of this victory, the paper quoted Lenin: “Of all the arts, the cinema is the most important.”

The Communist Party had been active in Hollywood since 1935, when a secret directive was issued by CPUSA (Communist Party of the U.S.A.) headquarters in New York calling for the capture of Hollywood’s labor unions. The party believed that by doing so they could influence the type of pictures being produced. The directive also instructed party members to take leadership positions in the so-called intellectual groups in Hollywood, which were composed of directors, writers, and performers.

To carry out the plan, CPUSA sent party activist Stanley Lawrence, a tall, bespectacled ex-cabdriver. Quietly and methodically he began developing secret cells that included Hollywood performers, writers, and technicians. His actions were handled with great sensitivity. Lawrence reported directly to party headquarters in New York, which in turn reported its activities to officials in Moscow. There, Comintern boss Willie Muenzenberg declared, “One of the most pressing tasks confronting the Communist Party in the field of propaganda is the conquest of this supremely important propaganda unit, until now the monopoly of the ruling class. We must wrest it from them and turn it against them.”

By the end of the Second World War, party membership in Hollywood was close to six hundred and boasted several industry heavyweights. Actors Lloyd Bridges, Edward G. Robinson, and Fredric March were members, as were half a dozen producers and about as many directors. Some had joined the party because they thought it might be fun. Actor Lionel Stander encouraged his friends to become members because “you will make out more with the dames.” Others who were perhaps interested in the ideas of Marx and Lenin were nonetheless gentle in their advocacy.

“Please explain Marxism to me,” Sam Goldwyn once asked Communist Ella Winter at a dinner party.

“Oh, not over this lovely steak.”

But many of the party members were militants, and through hard work they had managed to take over leadership positions in the Screenwriters Guild, the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), and various intellectual and cultural groups. Their level of control and influence far outweighed their numbers. It was a classic case of hard work and determined organizing.3

“All over town the industrious Communist tail wagged the lazy liberal dog,” declared director Philip Dunne, whose credits included Count of Monte Cristo, Last of the Mohicans, and Three Brave Men.4

That industriousness came out of a militancy that stunned many in Hollywood. Screenwriter John Howard Lawson had a booming voice and could often be seen berating those who might oppose the party by smashing his fist into his open palm. The natural reaction of many was to simply be quiet and avoid being throttled.

“The important thing is that you should not argue with them,” said writer F. Scott Fitzgerald, who spent time in Hollywood writing for movies such as Winter Carnival. “Whatever you say they have ways of twisting it into shapes which put you in some lower category of mankind, ‘Fascist,’ ‘Liberal,’ ‘Trotskyist,’ and disparage you both intellectually and personally in the process.”5

Reagan had his first taste of this a few months before the strike, when he was serving on the executive committee of the Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of Arts, Sciences, and Professions (HICCASP), which he had joined in 1944. The group boasted a membership roll including Frank Sinatra, Orson Welles, and Katharine Hepburn. It was what they called a “brainy group,” too, with Albert Einstein and Max Weber lending their name to the organization. It was the usual liberal/left Hollywood cultural group, concerned about atomic weapons, the resurgence of fascism, and the burgeoning Cold War. But some were concerned by what they saw as its regular and consistent support for the Soviet position on international issues. Historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. declared in Life magazine that he believed it was a communist front, an organization in which “its celebrities maintained their membership but not their vigilance.”

Stung by this criticism, a small group within HICCASP, including RKO executive Dore Schary, actress Olivia de Havilland, and FDR’s son James Roosevelt, decided to put their fellow members to the test. At the July 2, 1946, meeting, Roosevelt noted that HICCASP had many times issued statements denouncing fascism. Why not issue a statement repudiating communism? Surely that would demonstrate that the organization was wholly liberal and not at all communist.

Reagan rose quickly and offered his support for the resolution, and a furious verbal battle quickly erupted. Musician Artie Shaw stood up and declared that the Soviet Union was more democratic than the United States and offered to recite the Soviet constitution to prove it. Writer Dalton Trumbo stood up and denounced the resolution as wicked. When Reagan tried to respond, John Howard Lawson waved a menacing finger in his face and told him to watch it. Reagan and the others in his group resigned from the organization.6

Sorrell gathered his resources for the fight. Along with financial support from the Communist Party, he also could count on help from Vincente Lombardo Toledano, head of Mexico’s largest union and described in Soviet intelligence files as an agent. The slender, well-dressed, and poised young lawyer was one of Moscow’s most trusted agents in Mexico, regularly given assignments by Lt. General Pavel Fitin of Soviet intelligence.7 Toledano immediately put his resources behind Sorrell, providing money while pressuring Mexican film industry executives not to process any film from Hollywood as a show of solidarity. He also appeared at a rally in Hollywood to encourage the strikers.8

Herb Sorrell had promised violence if he didn’t get his way in the studio strike, and it didn’t take him long to deliver. Led by his “sluggers,” strikers smashed windshields on passing trains and threw rocks at the police. One studio employee went to the hospital after acid was thrown in his face. When the police tried to break up the melee, things got even worse. As actor Kirk Douglas remembered it, “Thousands of people fought in the middle of the street with knives, clubs, battery cables, brass knuckles, and chains.”9

Sorrell and his allies wanted to shut down the studios entirely, so anyone who crossed the picket line became a target of violence. Jack Warner insisted on keeping up production and the studio remained open. To avoid injury, workers, including stars who were shooting movies, were forced to sneak into the studio lot through a storm drain that led from the Los Angeles River.

Reagan, getting ready to start production on Night Unto Night, was furious about the violence. And unlike his approach to the little battle with the Communists in HICCASP, he was not in a mood to retreat.

Blaney Matthews, the giant-sized head of security at Warner Brothers, had seen this sort of violent strike before. He advised Reagan and other stars to use the storm drain to get onto the lot safely. Reagan flat out refused. If he was going to cross the picket line, he was going to cross the picket line, he told Matthews.

Matthews then arranged for buses to shuttle Reagan and a few others through the human gauntlet outside the studio gate. But he offered a bit of advice: Lie down on the floor, or you might get hit by a flying Coke bottle or rock. Again Reagan refused. Over the next several days, as he went to the studio lot to attend preproduction meetings, a bus would pass through the human throng of violent picketers, with a solitary figure seated upright inside.10

Reagan was no doubt acting on his convictions and his determination not to be intimidated by the strikers. But he may also have seen it as an opportunity to demonstrate his courage. He had missed the action in the Second World War only a few years earlier. When he had reported for duty at Fort Mason in 1942, his medical exam had revealed poor eyesight.

“If we sent you overseas, you’d shoot a general,” one doctor had told him.

“Yes,” said the other. “And you’d miss him.”

So instead of going off to war and serving bravely in the Army Air Corps like his friend Jimmy Stewart, Reagan was consigned to service in the First Motion Picture Unit, based just outside of Los Angeles.11

Not bowing to violence was Reagan’s first act of defiance. Another came when Sorrell tried to get the Screen Actors Guild to fall into line and support the strike. Reagan was a SAG board member, having joined with his wife’s help in 1937. (Jane Wyman was already on the board.)

SAG had a quick vote after the strike began and elected to cross the picket line. But there were Sorrell supporters and Communist Party members among the SAG leadership, and they suggested that the guild try to arbitrate some kind of solution. A small group was asked to handle the matter. Reagan was among them.

By taking the assignment, Reagan was stepping foursquare into the middle of a testy labor dispute. It was the sort of thing he had been warned against before. Spencer Tracy had always advised his fellow actors to steer clear of politics. It was bad for your career and could get you into trouble, Tracy said. “Remember who shot Lincoln,” he told them.12

But Reagan, along with Gene Kelly and Katharine Hepburn, stepped into the breach. They met with labor officials and even with Sorrell himself. Matters were at an impasse.

Filming began on Night Unto Night at a dreary beach house just up the coast from Hollywood. Reagan was the lead in a story about a widow who believed her dead husband was communicating with her. The picture costarred Viveca Lindfors, an accomplished stage actress from Sweden.

After one take of a beach scene, Reagan was summoned to the telephone. When he picked up the receiver, a voice he didn’t recognize threatened to see to it that he never made films again. If he continued to oppose the CSU strike, the caller said, “a squad” would disfigure his face with acid.13

It was the first of many threats as the CSU and their Communist Party allies grew desperate to force SAG into line. Reagan hired guards to watch his kids. “I have been looking over my shoulder when I go down the street,” he told a SAG meeting.

Blaney Matthews was so concerned that he took the unusual step of making sure that Reagan got a permit to pack a .32 Smith & Wesson. From the time he got up in the morning to the time he went to bed, Reagan kept the pistol close and snug, holstered under his jacket. When he went to sleep, he kept it at his bedside. But his nights were fitful. Jane Wyman would awaken and find him sitting up in bed at two in the morning, holding the gun because he had heard an unusual sound. The dreamland he had been living in only a few months earlier was turning into a nightmare.14

Along with the threats of physical violence, Communist Party members in the industry began verbally attacking Reagan and others for their stand. Actor Alexander Knox, best known for his portrayal of Woodrow Wilson in Darryl Zanuck’s film biography, called Reagan a “fraud” and said he was talking “out of both sides of his mouth.” Actress Karen Morley called him an opportunist. The CSU called for a boycott of his movies and started handing out flyers denouncing him and other anti-Communists as “stooges.” Colleagues who had previously been friendly suddenly turned on him. As he later recalled one encounter with some friends: “My smile was already forming and I had just started to greet them when one of the two thrust his face close to mine, his eyes burning with hatred. ‘Fascist!’ he hissed, literally spitting the words at me.”15

Despite the attacks, Reagan stood firm. When the smoke cleared the strike had fizzled, Reagan having won people over with his courage. Jack Warner, a man who was sparing with his praise, declared, “Ronnie Reagan … has turned out to be a tower of strength, not only for the actors but for the whole industry, and he is to be highly complimented for his efforts on behalf of everyone working in our business.” Columnist Hedda Hopper declared that Reagan, through his calmness and confidence, had “commanded the respect of his most bitter opponents.” He had been a “fearless foe” of the Communists, said labor leader Roy Brewer.16

Reagan’s opponents saw him as a key figure who had brought about their defeat. Actor Sterling Hayden, a member of the Communist Party at the time, saw firsthand the trouble Reagan had caused the party. Years later he testified before Congress about the strike and how the Communists had tried to paralyze the entertainment industry and take over the unions. When he was asked why the plot failed, Hayden explained that they had run into Reagan, “who was a one-man battalion.”17

With the failure of the strike, Herb Sorrell was quickly eliminated as a force in Hollywood. The CSU ceased to exist, and by 1949, Sorrell had only twenty-five people in his union.

But Sorrell was not the only casualty in the battle. On March 10, 1947, Ronald Reagan and Jane Wyman attended a SAG board meeting and heard unusual news. Robert Montgomery, the recently reelected SAG president with playboy good looks, wanted to resign. He was tired of all the extra hours that the job demanded, and the resulting wear and tear on his mind and body. But he was also weary of the political battles that were erupting. As he said to a friend, he “was very much concerned” about retribution against anti-Communists in Hollywood. He feared that “all actors and actresses who have taken such a stand will not be on the screen in ten years.”18

Graceful Gene Kelly had been active in SAG for years, a liberal who did not take the Communist Party seriously. But the strike had hardened his attitude, and he now considered the party a real threat. After Montgomery’s resignation was announced, Kelly rose and nominated Reagan to serve as the new SAG president. George Chandler, the avuncular and kindly character actor, seconded the motion. Someone also nominated Gene Kelly, and another, George Murphy. But when the secret ballots were returned, Reagan was the clear choice.

SAG was a divided organization when Reagan took over. The aims of the strike might have been defeated, but the political battles were just beginning. Reagan quickly discovered that two small cliques made up of Communist Party members were active in the SAG leadership. The strike had radicalized them and they were now posing a serious challenge.

Still shaken by the strike and concerned about party activities, Reagan and his wife sat down with FBI agents on April 10 and explained what they were facing. Thus began Reagan’s secret role as an informant for the Bureau. They gave him a code name, T-10, and met with him regularly.

According to the secret FBI report about the April 10 meeting, “Reagan and his wife advised that for the past several months they had observed during the Guild meetings there were two ‘cliques’ of members, one headed by Anne Revere and the other by Karen Morley which on all questions of policy confronting the Guild, followed the Communist Party line.” Indeed, both women, unknown to Reagan at the time, were party members.19

Reagan wasn’t as concerned about their ideas as he was about their tactics. SAG board members needed to be thinking solely in terms of serving SAG members. They shouldn’t have a secret agenda. So, on September 16, Reagan pushed a resolution that declared that no Communist Party member could be an officer of the Guild. As the resolution put it, “A member of the Communist Party has an obligation to the Communist Party which transcends his other obligations and which would transcend his obligations to the Screen Actors Guild as a member of the Board of Directors or as an officer or executive officer of the Guild.”

The resolution received stiff resistance from both Morley and Revere. But it passed in a vote among SAG members, 1,307 to 157.

In a matter of less than a year, Reagan had become immersed in the biggest political battle ever waged in Hollywood. He was passionate about it, attending meetings, reading up on the subject of communism, talking endlessly about it with friends. To his wife, it was a troubling obsession. She had been frightened during the strike when he carried a gun. After the strike ended, she had expected life to return to normal, but it hadn’t. She had signed on to be the wife of an actor, not a politician.20

Shortly after Reagan had been elected SAG president, Wyman had headed off to Mendocino to begin production on the film Johnny Belinda. The story had been a smash on Broadway and had been of interest to Wyman ever since she had seen it with her husband in September 1940. Now, after considerable negotiation with Jack Warner, she had her chance to play the lead.

Her costar was Lew Ayres, best known for his role as the lead in All Quiet on the Western Front. Like his character in that film, Ayres was a pacifist. In March 1942, only four months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Ayres had declared that he would not bear arms in the war. It was a stunning pronouncement, even in Hollywood, and provoked outrage across the country. Ayres spent most of the war working at a conscientious objectors’ camp in Oregon.

Ayres had been married twice, first to Lola Lane and then for seven years to Ginger Rogers. When the vivacious Jane Wyman walked onto the set of Johnny Belinda, it didn’t take long for them to fall for each other. Later, when Wyman filed for divorce, Reagan told his friend Hedda Hopper, “I think I’ll name Johnny Belinda as the co-respondent.”

In divorce papers filed in court on June 29 of the following year, Wyman claimed mental cruelty. “In recent months,” she declared, “my husband and I engaged in continual arguments on his political views … finally, there was nothing in common between us … nothing to sustain our marriage.… Despite my lack of interest in his political activities, he insisted I attend meetings with him and be present during discussions among our friends. But my own ideas were never considered important.”21

Reagan was shattered. His personal war on communism was costing him his wife and family. He clung to hope, telling one reporter, “It’s a very strange girl I’m married to, but I love her.… I know we will end our lives together.” But ultimately he didn’t contest the suit, recognizing that a chasm existed between them that could not be closed. He blamed himself in part for the divorce. “Perhaps I should have let someone else save the whole world and saved my own home.”

Only several years later, when he met a petite young actress named Nancy Davis, who shared his convictions, would he be whole again.

Even as his marriage crumbled, the political battles raged. On September 25, 1947, Reagan received a subpoena to appear before the Un-American Activities Committee of the U.S. Congress, which was conducting hearings on communism in Hollywood. Dozens of actors, directors, and writers were being ordered to appear. Reagan, along with Gary Cooper, George Murphy, and others, agreed. Others, however, including writers Dalton Trumbo and John Howard Lawson and director Edward Dmytryk, refused.

When the committee convened in Washington, the scene was a media dream: tanned, slender, handsome actors arriving in the nation’s capital to discuss the political battle that had been raging in Hollywood. Amid dozens of flashing bulbs and hundreds of autograph seekers, the witnesses appeared one by one in front of the committee.

Reagan, dressed in a tan gabardine suit, blue knitted tie, and white shirt, presented his views on what had happened in Hollywood. It was a call to arms in the battle against communism. But it was also a call to fight communism by sticking to American principles. “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,” he said. “I believe that, as Thomas Jefferson put it, if all the American people know all of the facts they will never make a mistake.”

Under questioning from the committee (the young California congressman Richard Nixon failed to ask any questions), Reagan explained how the battle was being won in Hollywood. “I detest, I abhor their philosophy, but I detest more than that their tactics, which are those of the fifth column, and are dishonest, but at the same time I never as a citizen want to see our country become urged, by either fear or resentment of this group, that we ever compromise with any of our democratic principles through that fear or resentment. I still think democracy can do it.… I think that 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.”22

When he was finished, Reagan smiled, stood up, and quietly left the room. It was a performance that impressed even some of the skeptics in Hollywood. “Intelligent Ronald Reagan stole the show from his better known colleagues,” wrote reporter Quentin Reynolds of Collier’s. “Reagan, it was obvious, had done a great deal of thinking on the subject in question.”23


CHAPTER II

“YOU TOO CAN BE FREE AGAIN”
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IF RONALD REAGAN’S WORLD HAD RADICALLY CHANGED IN THE two years since the war, so too had the world around him. Soviet leader Josef Stalin was consolidating his hold on the nations of Central Europe. He was also looking to expand his influence by supporting communist insurgents in Greece and hoping to occupy part of Iran. At the U.S. embassy in Moscow, a State Department diplomat named George Kennan had declared that America needed to “contain” the Soviet Union. Harry Truman was moving quickly to support nations facing communist aggression and laying the grounds for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Reagan liked Truman because he saw some of himself in the haberdasher from Missouri. Truman was plainspoken but could be tough when he needed to be. Reagan had been a Democrat his whole life, and he believed in the policy of containment that Truman was articulating.

But not all Democrats agreed; there was dissension in the party. Henry Wallace, vice president to Franklin Roosevelt and commerce secretary under Truman, came from the party’s left and believed that the administration was being too hard on Stalin. On September 12, 1946, he spoke before a large crowd at Madison Square Garden and enunciated his views about the world situation. Whereas he had a few critical words to say about the Soviet Union, most of his criticism was leveled at the United States. After declaring that Russian dominance in Central Europe was a positive development that the United States should not interfere with, he advised Truman to go easy on Stalin because “the tougher we get with Russia, the tougher they will get with us.”

In April 1948, a group of Hollywood stars that included Henry Fonda, James Cagney, and Joan Fontaine hosted a dinner for writer Arthur Koestler. The Hungarian-born British novelist had written the novel Darkness at Noon, which had become an international sensation. It was the story of an idealistic Communist who ended up in Stalin’s prisons. It was in some respects autobiographical, reflecting Koestler’s disillusionment with communism.

Reagan attended the event and was fascinated by what he heard. Koestler not only attacked the Soviets, he mocked Henry Wallace, who was running for president against Truman on the Progressive Party ticket. Wallace was too soft on the Soviet Union. Some in the audience were uncomfortable with the presentation because all he was doing was attacking the left.

“They’re not left,” Koestler replied. “They’re East.”

All of this had a profound effect on Reagan. He was concerned not only about the communist threat, but also the unwillingness of some of his fellow liberals to resist it.

Reagan joined with labor leader Roy Brewer to form an organization to fight the anti-anti-Communists within the Democratic Party. The two men formed the League of Hollywood Voters, with Reagan as chairman, and offered support to Democrats who had denounced the Communist Party. In the presidential race, they came out strongly for Truman and against Wallace. Truman wasn’t particularly popular in Hollywood, because he had imposed loyalty oaths for government workers. But the League brought him to town, broadcast a radio special on his behalf, and managed to bring a few skeptics like Lauren Bacall, Humphrey Bogart, Gregory Peck, and Lucille Ball into the fold.1

In Washington, President Truman was pushing loyalty oaths. In Hollywood, the studios and the unions were struggling with the question of blacklists. Some of the studio heads wanted to ban any Communist Party members from working in the industry. In their minds, blacklists were a nice, neat, simple solution to the problem.

As SAG president, Reagan opposed the idea because he believed it was grossly unfair. The threat posed by communism, as he had said in his congressional testimony, was not so much its ideas but its tactics. In a straight ideological battle between freedom and communism, he was confident freedom would always come out on top. The problem was that Communists masked their agenda and “had fooled some otherwise loyal Americans into believing that the Communist Party sought to make a better world.”

In a 2,000-word article titled “How Do You Fight Communism?” Reagan wrote: “The real fight with this new totalitarianism belongs properly to the forces of liberal democracy, just as did the battle with Hitler’s totalitarianism. There really is no difference except the cast of characters. On the one hand is our belief that the people can and will decide what is best for themselves, and on the other (communist, Nazi, or fascist) side is the belief that a ‘few’ can best decide what is good for all the rest.” The secret to fighting them and winning, said Reagan, was to take the offensive and expose them for who they are. But it was critical to fight the battle within the parameters of democratic principles.

In the nation’s capital, a young senator from Wisconsin named Joe McCarthy was beginning his campaign to purge the government of what he believed were hundreds of Communists. McCarthy professed to have lists of known Communists working inside several government agencies.

While not specifically naming McCarthy, Reagan explained that he was uncomfortable with McCarthy’s approach. Communists were taking “advantage of our constitutional freedom to plot the death of that constitution. They are trying to operate on a ‘can’t lose’ basis. For example, if we get so frightened that we suspend our traditional democratic freedoms in order to fight them—they still have won. They have shown that the democracy won’t work when the going gets tough.”

He also expressed his distaste for red-baiting. “We play right into their hands when we go around calling everybody a Communist,” he wrote.2

As Reagan later explained about McCarthy, he “was using a shotgun when he should have been using a rifle.… He went with a scatter gun and he lumped together fellow travelers, innocent dupes, and hard-core Communists.”3

One person almost caught up by this scattergun approach in Hollywood was a young actress named Nancy Davis. In 1950, Reagan received a phone call from director Mervyn LeRoy. A young actress who was working on one of his pictures had been falsely linked to several communist front groups. It seemed that Nancy Davis, the actress, was being confused with another Nancy Davis who was involved with these groups. LeRoy thought that Reagan, as head of the SAG, might be able to help.

Reagan was glad to be of assistance. And after making a few phone calls to straighten the matter out, he met the young actress and took her to dinner at a restaurant on the Sunset Strip. Soon they fell in love and were married. The war had taken away; and now in a strange way it was giving back.

What separated Reagan from McCarthy and some of the other anti-Communists at the time was his belief in the profound weakness of communism. For McCarthy, the ideology was a thing to be feared, an ironclad doctrine with strong adherents. For Reagan, on the other hand, communism appealed to the weak. Far from being a sign of intellectual strength or political courage, its wellspring was personal weakness.

“Scratch a Hollywood Communist—especially the ‘intellectual’—and you’ll find a person afflicted with a kind of neurosis,” he explained in a 1951 interview. “These people might otherwise have gone in for some kind of phony religion to ease their personal pressures. For them, communism filled a need. It let them blame their failures on something besides their own inabilities.”4

It wasn’t that Reagan was minimizing the threat; he believed that communism was a profound challenge. But he believed it thrived only by secrecy, threats, and deceit.

Reagan had read Koestler’s Darkness at Noon and a 1949 book called The God That Failed, which included chapters by former high-profile Communists who had renounced their past. Along with a chapter by Koestler, this book contained essays by French novelist André Gide, novelist Richard Wright, Italian writer Ignazio Silone, and Louis Fischer. Some in Reagan’s Hollywood set had also defected from the party. Tough-guy actor Edward G. Robinson declared, “I was duped and used. I was lied to.” And he promptly left the party.5

Reagan had great respect for those who were baring their souls and switching sides. But he was also aware of the torment and fear that often accompanied such a move. Many stayed in the party out of fear, not because of their commitment to the ideology.

One man trying to make the break was Edward Dmytryk. The young, pipe-smoking director had been born in Canada to Ukrainian parents and moved to Hollywood to work as a projectionist. He had worked his way up and become a successful director of such films as Crossfire and Murder My Sweet. Dmytryk had joined the Communist Party in 1944 and had been called to testify before the House Un-American Affairs Committee at the same time Reagan made his appearance. Unlike Reagan, however, Dmytryk was a hostile witness, refusing to answer any questions. He became one of the so-called Hollywood Ten, spending time in jail for contempt of Congress.

If outwardly Dmytryk was a solid party man, inwardly he was troubled. He had read Darkness at Noon in 1945 with great interest. But when he mentioned the book to fellow party members, they pulled him aside and declared that members were not allowed to read anything by Koestler. He was stunned that for all their professed interest in free ideas, they had blacklisted the writer.

Finally, in 1949, Dmytryk wanted to break from the party. But his former comrades were denouncing him. They called him a “scoundrel” and a “perjurer,” threatening retribution if he defected. Some anti-Communists in Hollywood thought the ex-Communist was getting what he deserved.

But Reagan and several others were sympathetic to his plight, offering to rally to his defense in the hopes of encouraging others to join him. Reagan, his friend labor leader Roy Brewer, and four others drafted a letter that they released under the auspices of the Motion Picture Industry Council (MPIC). It was published in several Hollywood trade papers and the Saturday Evening Post. Titled “You Too Can Be Free Men Again,” it was an offer of help to those who wanted to switch sides in the cold war divide.

The letter described the attacks on Dmytryk. “These same accusations have been leveled by the Communist Party against such militant ex-Communists as Arthur Koestler, Louis Bundez, Elizabeth Bentley, and Whittaker Chambers. In each case, the records of these persons show that their disillusionment with Communism came slowly, but with it came determination to help destroy the menace which once had trapped them.”

The letter explained that Reagan and the others had met with Dmytryk several times to discuss his change of heart and to offer help. “In meeting after meeting with Dmytryk, we watched the man change and gradually lose his fear that for the ex-Communist there is no road back to decent society.”

The group then offered support to those who wanted to leave the party. “We will be surprised if there are not other attacks by the Communist Party on other former Communists who have the guts to stand up and be counted and to tell the truth to the proper government agencies. It takes courage and desire and time for an American to work free of the tentacles of the Communist Party. And it takes help. But there is a way out. To any Communist Party member who may be seeking that way, we say: ‘You too can be free men again!’ ” The letter was signed by Reagan and five others.6

Reagan had been asked to join the MPIC planning committee shortly after the 1947 strike. It was a group made up of guild leaders and studio men that served as a cheerleader for the industry, not only in the United States but around the world.

MPIC was being run by Eric Johnston, who had recently taken over as head of the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). A youthful forty-nine when Reagan met him, Johnston had steely eyes but a generous smile.

Johnston was former president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, an unabashed believer in free-market capitalism and a virulent opponent of communism. His views had been heavily influenced by two visits to Russia. The first had come during the First World War just after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. As a young U.S. Marine, he had seen the chaos and carnage that had followed Lenin’s seizure of power. The second visit had come in 1944, at the invitation of Stalin himself. As head of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Johnston spent six weeks there discussing trade issues and visiting factories around the country. He was shocked at what he saw and blunt to his hosts. “You are the most state-minded and the most collective-minded people in existence,” he told them. “We are the most private-minded and the most individual-minded; and gentlemen, make no mistake: we are determined to remain so—and even to become more so.”

After the war, Johnston believed that there was a great ideological struggle going on in the world, and as head of MPIC and MPAA, he believed the movie business had a critical role to play in winning it. He told studio heads that Soviet influence in the world could be countered by films depicting American prosperity. On the other hand, movies with excess—gluttony, conspicuous consumption, too much drinking—could provoke resentment in the developing world.

It was Johnston who offered Reagan his first window into the Soviet world. Johnston was spending time in places throughout the Soviet bloc, trying to convince leaders to import more Hollywood films. He told Reagan stories over dinner.

Johnston described one attempt to get the newly installed communist government in Poland to accept more American films to show in their theaters. He sat with the education minister in a tiny Warsaw theater reviewing one film in which the characters walked through the parking lot at the Lockheed plant in southern California. The minister stopped the movie.

“There, Mr. Johnston, there’s what we don’t like, that propaganda.”

“What do you mean propaganda?” Johnston asked.

“All those cars in the parking lot. Are you trying to make us poor Poles believe that the workers in a factory in America drive those automobiles to work?”

Johnston spent considerable time trying to explain to the minister that in fact the average American did drive a car, but to no avail. The story struck a nerve with Reagan. He was still telling it to guests forty years later in the Oval Office.7

Reagan was intrigued by what Johnston was telling him. It provided an opportunity to combine his love of movies with his newfound mission to combat communism. Why not use Hollywood films to undermine the Soviets?

It was important for Reagan to not only be anti-Communist, but also to stand for something. You needed to articulate freedom and not just resist totalitarianism. Movies, he believed, could do that in a positive way. He went to Washington and met with people in Truman’s State Department to discuss ways in which this “vital weapon” could be used in the battle of ideas. As he told an audience in 1951, “We are pretty proud of the fact that our government says in the ideological struggle that is going on in the world, it is the American motion picture, not with its message picture, just showing our store windows in the street scenes with things that Americans can buy, our parking lots, our streets with automobiles, our shots of American working men driving these automobiles, that is holding back the flood of propaganda from the other side of the Iron Curtain.”8

MPIC was a conglomeration of people from throughout the motion picture industry. As a board member, Reagan got to know several people who influenced him. One was director and producer Walter Wanger. Courteous and urbane, Wanger was a Hollywood liberal who had been comfortably part of the left for years. He had won the National Peace Conference citation for his picture Blockade about the Spanish Civil War. He had known party members and worked with them and also been an active member of Americans United for World Government.

But the chill of the cold war had led Wanger to become a vocal anti-Communist. Without abandoning what he saw as true liberal principles, he wanted to make good movies and fight the Soviets. As he told James Reston of the New York Times, “I feel that if we will only organize our communications properly it will do a great deal toward winning the cold war and not leave us vulnerable to psychological warfare.”9

Wanger was involved in another venture that he wanted to get Reagan plugged into. In 1949, the Truman administration had established a secretive body called the National Committee for a Free Europe, later called the Free Europe Committee. The committee was the brainchild of Allen Dulles, a New York lawyer who had served in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during the Second World War and would later serve as CIA director under Eisenhower and Kennedy. Looking for a way to fight the Soviets with radio broadcasts and propaganda, Dulles and other veterans of the OSS had drawn up the idea while meeting in the Century Club in Manhattan.

Dulles’s idea found plenty of support in the newly minted CIA, which began funding what would become known as Radio Free Europe. But to maximize these propaganda efforts, a private organization called the Crusade for Freedom was formed in 1950 to raise money.

General Lucius Clay, the man who had organized the 1948–1949 Berlin Airlift, became chairman of the Crusade for Freedom, and the organization took the American Liberty Bell as its symbol. The crusade began holding parades, rallies, and fund-raising dinners around the country, using slogans such as “Fight the Big Lie with the Big Truth” and “Help Truth Fight Communism.”

Wanger had been
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