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To Sara,

who makes everything better,

and Jordana,

who lights up every day.





PROLOGUE

Harry Reid was despondent.

It was 1979, and the chairman of the Nevada Gaming Commission had just learned that Kansas City mobsters caught on FBI wiretaps had referred to someone they controlled as “Cleanface.” Reid knew—as did many others—they meant him. It was an ironic reference to the thirty-nine-year-old’s pristine image. The implication of the wiretaps to the feds was that Reid was unclean: the state’s top casino regulator could be—and had been—compromised.

After the wiretaps surfaced, raising questions about his integrity, Reid reported a death threat to the FBI, with the caller saying he would be “going out on a table.” Armed guards were stationed at his home. For Reid, it had become too much to bear.

The chairman went to visit the man who had appointed him, former governor Mike O’Callaghan, who had left office a few months earlier. Reid believed he owed it to O’Callaghan, his mentor since high school, to tell him to his face that he was leaving the job that the governor had given him to resurrect his public career after two devastating campaign losses for US Senate (1974) and Las Vegas mayor (1975). He could not credibly regulate the state’s most important industry while this cloud hung over him.

O’Callaghan was having none of it. The gruff, blunt veteran of the Korean War, who had only one leg after being wounded in combat, knew that if Reid stepped down, he would always be seen as a tool of the mob.

“If you resign it’ll be the biggest mistake you ever make in your life,” Reid recalled the governor saying.

Reid remained on the gaming regulatory panel for two more years and eventually was cleared of any wrongdoing. He never looked back.

This was the pivotal moment in the political life of a man who would go on to become the most powerful elected official in Nevada history and one of the most consequential national leaders of the twenty-first century. Reid would use the gaming commission as a springboard to run for a newly created congressional seat in 1982, which eventually led to the US Senate, where he would serve for thirty years and become the Democratic leader for the last third of his tenure.

Reid’s career can be seen like the fifteen marathons he ran—an endurance test where he worked harder and stayed longer than anyone else, always playing the long game. He came from nothing and nowhere—Searchlight, Nevada, a hopelessly poor hamlet not far from Las Vegas that gave him a will to succeed despite an alcoholic father and what could barely be called a home. Reid would survive taking on the mob, being investigated by the state and the FBI, barely winning reelection to the Senate in 1998, and getting elected to a fifth term in 2010 in a race few thought he could win.

Reid’s indomitability after that moment of doubt in 1979 became the signature feature of a remarkable career in which he became one of the most accomplished and polarizing figures of his time. His willingness to join any fight he believed was worthwhile—even if others did not think it was worth the risk—and his ability to rally his troops to the cause changed the culture of Washington, for good and ill. From that day forward, Reid showed no fear, becoming almost as ruthless as the mob bosses whom he helped drive from the state, a political godfather whose blessing would be sought by hundreds of Nevada elected officials and candidates. Like a Mafia chieftain, Reid put family above all else—and he was occasionally faulted for doing so. He somehow found a way to compartmentalize, or perhaps rationalize, in a way The Godfather’s Michael Corleone would understand: not personal, just business.

“I did what no one else would do,” Reid often said, which he meant as a simple statement of fact, but it also revealed how little self-reflection he did in the pursuit of his goals. He hectored bankers to save a casino company and perhaps the Las Vegas Strip during the Great Recession; he intimidated hedge fund managers to kill coal plants planned by Nevada’s electric monopoly; and he legally bought senators’ votes with lucre for their states to ensure the Affordable Care Act became the law of the land. There were few lines he would not cross or rules he would not bend.

But Reid also performed private deeds of kindness. As a former Capitol policeman, he treated his security detail with respect, insisting they eat dinner inside the same restaurants where he dined and picking up the tab. He had a genuine relationship with Astrid Silva, an undocumented Dreamer who came to the United States as a four-year-old and became a pen pal and friend. When a staffer kept botching phone numbers of people for him to call back, Reid called her aside, discovered she was dyslexic, and comforted her, marveling at how difficult it must have been for her to achieve what she had.

“Harry was tough as nails, a fighter to his core, but one of the most compassionate individuals you could ever imagine,” said his friend New York senator Chuck Schumer, who succeeded him as Democratic leader.

Reid altered the course of history for his state and for the country on more than one occasion. It wasn’t just the health care law named for President Barack Obama that would not have passed without his persistence. He persuaded Jim Jeffords, a Vermont Republican, to caucus with the Democrats as the millennium dawned, which drastically changed the Senate dynamic. Reid, in partnership with Nancy Pelosi, the woman he lionized as the greatest Speaker in history, also fought off President George W. Bush’s efforts to privatize Social Security. Reid upended Senate tradition and created a historical hinge in 2013, changing the filibuster rules to ensure President Obama’s judicial nominees could be considered, but he also opened the door to Republicans’ turning the tables when they regained control of the Senate, invoking the precedent to push through President Trump’s Supreme Court nominees.

Closer to home, Reid created an unmatched environmental legacy while also relishing being the protector of the mining industry—a needle few others could have threaded. He also changed a virtually all-white Nevada judiciary into a rainbow, brushing aside accusations of identity politics over qualifications. It is not a stretch to say that every Nevada politician of the last half century in both parties has a Harry Reid story to tell—tales of kindness or nastiness, elevation or defenestration. He made or broke more careers than any Nevada politician in history—including indisputable giants such as the execrable senator Pat McCarran, a McCarthy-era anti-Semite and nativist whose name was erased from the Las Vegas airport and replaced with Reid’s shortly before his death in 2021.

Reid left an indelible mark on the national scene, too, the pro-life Mormon who came to lead a pro-choice party, a restrictionist on immigration for the first half of his career who advocated for the DREAM Act, a Democratic darling of the National Rifle Association who later became an advocate for gun control, and a man who once thought being gay was a choice before he spoke at a gay staffer’s wedding and later supported same-sex marriage.

That last switch he explained in typical Reid style:

“I came to the conclusion: An individual will not go through the hell they have had to go through during that time, being gay. It would not be a choice. They did it because they couldn’t help themselves.”

The protean Reid, born on the cusp of World War II in an oft-ridiculed small state, changed as Nevada’s population became larger and more diverse, his positions flipping as his stature grew. Reid insisted he evolved, arguing that remaining intellectually static was the mark of a narrow thinker.

It’s hard to miss the essential duality of a man who wrote thousands of handwritten notes throughout his life to colleagues, many of them heartfelt, often signing off with “your forever friend,” while he also brusquely and dismissively talked about his political foes, calling a sitting Republican president a “liar” and “loser” and a Republican presidential candidate a tax dodger sans evidence. When he ended some of his scrawled thank-you missives “I have a long memory,” that, too, had a double meaning. Reid, who had close to photographic recall, remembered who had been true to him but also who had wronged him. “Don’t worry,” he once told a staffer, “vengeance is in my soul.”

Through his half century in public life, Reid remained a man of striking contradictions. He was a devout Mormon, who regularly attended church and read scripture every night, but who would not hesitate to go biblical against political enemies. He was against abortion as a matter of religion, but he became a favorite of women’s groups because he did not stifle pro-choice advocates in his caucus. He was as grounded a person as you could ever meet, but he also believed in UFOs—so much so that he helped secretly funnel a fortune to a Pentagon program to study sightings.

Despite his often awkward interactions with the media, Reid also cultivated close friendships with those who ran journalism outlets in Nevada, including Hank and Brian Greenspun of the Las Vegas Sun (Reid helped Brian Greenspun get on the board of Barrick Gold, a huge mining company). For a politician who eked out victories, every little bit helped.

Reid lived his public life in prose but his private life in poetry, including a sixty-two-year love affair with his wife, Landra, his closest friend and counselor, who helped protect him and the family. Reid accomplished all he did by combining his work ethic with his transactional instincts, by hiring the best people he could find, promoting remarkable women into his inner circle on Capitol Hill and Nevada, by making connections with his colleagues and private sector people who could help him retain power, and by encouraging the kind of loyalty that is enduring and priceless. No one ever spent more time on the Senate floor finding out what his colleagues needed—displaying a disarming style and wry humor behind the scenes that contrasted with his awkward, occasionally gaffe-prone public appearances. (Once, when Reid arrived at what he did not realize was a toga-themed fundraiser in a suit, the greeter asked whether he could take the senator’s clothes. “How many of you are there?” the former boxer deadpanned.)

“He was very secure in who he was in a town with very insecure people,” said Kristen Orthman, his former spokeswoman. Echoed Kai Anderson, his erstwhile legislative director who went on to run lobbying behemoth Cassidy & Associates: “Much of what he got done, he got done because he didn’t worry about what people thought of him.”

What Reid cared about was the acquisition of power and using it to the ends he saw were justified—for his country, his state, his family, his friends. While he was a long-distance runner, he also sprinted through most of his days, hanging up on people to save time and meet his packed schedule.

Not having a rearview mirror is dangerous, though, and the senator had a few crashes. His Reidisms became legendary and infamous, from declaring the Iraq War lost to publicly wondering what could ameliorate the smell of tourists in the Capitol to musing that a Black man from Illinois—one who spoke with a “Negro dialect” if he needed to—could be elected president. Often, as with his unsubstantiated claims about Republican presidential hopeful Mitt Romney’s taxes, there was a method to his madness, but Reid also acknowledged that he was impulsive and counted on his stellar staff to clean up after him. (“I can’t believe him sometimes,” one staffer wrote in a 2014 internal email after he spoke to the Asian Chamber of Commerce in Las Vegas and said: “I don’t think you’re smarter than anybody else, but you’ve convinced a lot of us you are,” and “One problem that I’ve had today is keeping my Wongs straight.” He later apologized.)

All of this had benefits and drawbacks, with his duality reflected in the polar responses to him. Reid was beloved by his staff, by progressives (some of the time), by many of his colleagues, by President Obama. But this product of a small town became so reviled in rural Nevada that a man once told one of Reid’s opponents, “There are only two people I hate—the man who shot my dog and Harry Reid.”

Reid, the Senate maestro who also was part of the dysfunctional mess the Senate became, was a survivor against the odds, just like the town where he grew up. Reid wrote a book about Searchlight in 1998 called The Camp That Didn’t Fail a turgid historical tome but one he treasured. Without understanding the place of his birth and how it began to shape him, Harry Reid himself could not comprehend where he came from and, more important, where he was going.

Reid might not have looked back, but he always had Searchlight on his mind.






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] THE BOY WHO WOULDN’T FAIL

Harry Mason Reid was born shortly after World War II began on December 2, 1939, in a speck in the Nevada desert that was as far from his future home in the Washington, DC, Ritz-Carlton as anyone could have imagined.

A once-thriving mining camp before the turn of the century, about fifty-five miles south of Las Vegas and twenty miles east of the California border, Searchlight had very little of anything when Reid was born. About two hundred people. No paved roads. No churches. No radio station or newspaper. No economy to speak of, outside of a few brothels. And no hospitals—Reid was born in his grandmother’s two-room shack, attended to by one of the few physicians who occasionally lived in the little burgh.

The origin of the town’s name is unknown. Though there are several stories, the most accepted is attributed to George Frederick Colton, a Utah prospector who first discovered a lucrative gold vein in 1897 and exclaimed, “There is something here, boys, but it would take a searchlight to find it.”

The Reid family arrived in Searchlight in 1902 when mining claims were proliferating at strikes with names such as Blossom, Quartette, Duplex, and Crown King. John Reid, the future senator’s paternal grandfather, and his wife, Harriet, moved there from California. John, who had many jobs in his itinerant life, came for the prospect of gold, as did many others.

John failed to strike gold and returned to California in 1910, and his wife gave birth to a son, Harry Vincent Reid, in 1913 at Cajon Pass. For reasons the future senator never knew, the Reids returned to Searchlight in 1927.

Despite many setbacks, the town was still there, presaging the life of its favorite son, the ultimate political survivor. In 1927, only fifty people lived there. By the time Harry Reid Jr. was born twelve years later, the town had declined, the mines had run dry, the railroad had been abandoned, and only prostitution and Searchlight’s proximity to California and military bases kept it alive.

Reid’s first home was built out of vestigial railroad ties, doused in creosote to repel termites and held together by chicken wire. A plaster coating was later applied by his father. Harry was the third of four children—Don was twelve years older, Dale was nine years his senior, and twenty-two months after Harry came into the world, Larry was born.

The house, like many in Searchlight in those days, had no running water, no toilet. Young Harry had to trudge to an outhouse, often in the freezing desert cold. He slept in an eight-by-eleven-foot room with Larry. There was one other bedroom and a front room, slightly larger than the tiny bedrooms, with linoleum floors that Reid remembered as always being icy. Six people crammed into a shack that, despite Harry Sr.’s efforts, looked as if it could collapse with a huff and a puff. The yard was just rocks.

Inez Orena and Harry Reid Sr. met when she moved to Searchlight from Sandy, Utah, with her husband and two boys, but her marriage didn’t last. She was twenty-eight and Harry Sr. was twenty-six when Harry Jr. was born. Harry Sr. already was raising Don and Dale as if they were his own, and the boys never thought of themselves as half brothers.

“We were very protective of each other,” Reid recalled.

What Reid did not know—and would only learn decades later in his early thirties while going through his father’s papers—was that his parents were not yet married when he and Larry were born. They did so when Reid was five. He rarely talked about it, and when he discovered they were born out of wedlock, Reid called his younger brother, and his salutation was simple and emblematic of the deadpan humor that would become one of his hallmarks: “Hey, you little bastard!”



NINE DAYS AFTER Harry Jr. was born, his father nearly died.

Being a hard rock miner was strenuous and dangerous work, going underground, navigating treacherous shafts, sometimes hundreds of feet deep, and setting explosive devices in hopes of finding treasure. On December 11, 1939, Reid’s father was in an eighty-five-foot-deep shaft inside a mine owned by Bi-Metals Mining Company near Kingman, Arizona. He was planting dynamite in holes up and down the shaft, with the bottom one designed to set off the rest. He had finished eleven of them and was starting to climb back up when the first fuse malfunctioned. A stick of dynamite exploded and Reid’s father was catapulted into the air, separating the sole from one of his shoes. He lay in darkness, as his carbide lamp had been blown to smithereens, badly injured with three hundred shards in his body. The ladder, damaged in the blast, was barely usable.

A courageous coworker, Carl Myers, who had been working twenty-five feet above him, climbed down to pick up the six-foot, 180-pound Harry Sr., carefully navigating the shattered ladder and carrying him out of the mine. The ten other sticks of dynamite exploded just as Myers and Harry Sr. escaped.

“Searchlight Miner Rescues Pal in Face of Death by Dynamite,” read one headline. Mason Reid, Harry Sr.’s brother and from whence Harry Jr. got his middle name, had died a few years earlier at the age of twenty-six in a similar explosion, his skull “fearfully crushed,” as a local newspaper reported.

For some time after the close call, Harry Sr. would lie on the couch as Inez picked out remnants of embedded rocks that would rise to the surface of his flesh while the young child watched. Despite the risks, Reid’s father had a strange affinity for the work in the mines, overseen by sometimes unscrupulous owners whose checks occasionally bounced. Harry Sr. struggled to find employment in the declining industry in and around Searchlight. In the first year of Harry Jr.’s life, his father reported working twenty-one weeks, making only $432, equivalent to about $9,500 today.

Harry Reid Sr. was extraordinarily strong, with an upper body like a weight lifter, easily able to lift a fifty-gallon water barrel and put it on a truck or carry a couple of unwieldy, heavy railroad ties, one under each arm. He was so athletic and burly that he could walk on his hands, his son would tell his children. That strength was an undeniable asset underground, where Harry Sr. eschewed precautions taken by other miners to help stay balanced in those narrow, dark shafts.

But it was more than his physical prowess that made Harry Reid Sr. a skilled miner. Although he never made it to high school, he was quite intelligent, and his memory was remarkable.

“He could go down underground, take a compass with him, and he could come up with a piece of graph paper and he could draw what the mine was like underneath,” Reid recalled.

Harry Sr. was a self-taught miner, just as he schooled himself to become a gifted carpenter, blacksmith, and welder. The son soon came to realize the only time his father was really happy was when he was belowground, so he would tag along, with his own lunchbox and mining tools, and spend time with his dad. Young Harry changed the carbide in his father’s light, lit cigarettes for him; as he got older, he helped his father shovel and later even worked by himself in the mines as a teen. They would return home to the shack, filthy from the day’s work. His taciturn father didn’t impart much to his son, but he would often tell him to never do anything “half-assed. You either do it or don’t do it.” That lesson, it would become clear later, took.



HARRY REID SR. was withdrawn and cold much of the time, and the laconic son said he often felt he was like his f
ather in that way, once saying “if quiet is a heritable trait, we got quiet from my father.”

In contrast to her husband, Inez Orena Reid was gregarious and loved being around people. She would later cheer for her son at his football and baseball games, so loudly that he could hear her cries of support. His father was never there, but young Harry didn’t resent it. “I just knew that’s who he was,” he remembered. His mother tried her best to fill the gaps.

Inez, he would learn, had been raised in the Mormon Church, never finished high school, and had little formal education. She was a redhead who liked to sing despite bad or missing teeth, mostly because she was smashed in the face with a softball during a game in Utah and could not afford proper dental care. (Later, after he got some money from working at a gas station, Harry Reid would buy his mother a set of teeth for $250.) Inez helped the family income by becoming the town laundress, often taking in the wash from the brothels in Searchlight. She kept her supplies in a cubbyhole in the house, pulling them out whenever a dealer in the casino or prostitute in the brothel needed something washed.

There were no stores in Searchlight, so when the children needed clothes, Inez ordered from a catalog. When they needed groceries, they would make the long drive in a borrowed un-air-conditioned car to Henderson or Las Vegas.

When Inez wasn’t wrapped up in the latest Zane Grey adventure novel, she and Harry Sr. would go out to drink. Often, they would both come home drunk, and sometimes Harry Sr. would become violent. The brothers occasionally would have to break up the fights.

Inez would eventually become the rock her son needed, encouraging him at every turn, the mooring to steady him during his childhood. Decades later, in 2005, he would pen a handwritten note to Republican senator Trent Lott after the Mississippian’s mother died, writing, among other things: “I wish you could have known my mom, she was the best.”



EVERYONE IN SEARCHLIGHT, it seemed, had a sobriquet. Big Nose Pete. Cripple Jack. Big John. They called young Harry Reid “Pinky” because of his reddish complexion and strawberry-blond hair. Years later, some of his relatives would call him a shortened version, “Uncle Pink.”

The school in Searchlight had two rooms, one for elementary and one for middle school. There was no high school. Often when he spoke of those days, Reid told the same joke. “My eighth-grade class graduated six,” Reid said. “I graduated in the top third of my class.”

Having a December birthday, Reid was always the youngest among his schoolmates. Some of the kids were a year or more older than him, and often much bigger, so he had to try harder to succeed in academics and sports.

Reid never went hungry, but he had friends who did. One day, at a friend’s house, he opened the refrigerator, which had only a plastic bottle of syrup. His friend drank from the bottle because he was famished.

It didn’t hit home until decades later, when Reid’s niece sent him pictures of the place he called home, just how Dickensian a childhood he had lived. “I could not believe I was raised that way,” he said.

There wasn’t much to do in Searchlight, so Reid did what he could to stay occupied. He carved out ditches for power lines. He dug graves with his dad at the cemetery. And he (illegally) drove a water truck for some men drilling a well.

He spent a fair amount of time with his paternal grandmother, Harriet, the only grandparent he knew. When he was a preteen, she told him that if he could kill a rabbit, she would cook it for him. Reid found one of his older brother’s .22 caliber rifles and off he went. He saw a rabbit, shot, and missed. He then fired a second bullet and nicked the rabbit. Showing the doggedness that would serve him well later, he chased the rabbit until he caught it, then brought it home and skinned it, and his grandmother cooked it. It was a rabbit stew he would always remember.

In a town that offered little hope for escape, young Harry Reid found his at a brothel-casino owned by the man he called “the biggest whoremonger in town,” Willie Martello. Martello was an outsized character, a pre–Las Vegas Strip visionary who saw an opportunity to pick up patrons from Los Angeles from the military bases across the state line. After the war, Martello purchased an existing hotel, renamed it after his favorite beer, and the El Rey Club was born. It was a pretty drab place, but Martello added many amenities, including Searchlight’s first in-ground swimming pool. While kids across the country were learning to swim in YMCA and community pools, Reid was schooled at Martello’s brothel.

The El Rey also was a refuge for Reid, as Martello let him into the club when there were shows, beginning what would become a lifelong love of music. The boy would listen to what he called “good Western music,” such as Ernest Tubb, aka the Texas Troubadour, a country music pioneer.

Martello also became something of a mentor, even a father figure for a boy with an often absent one. Once, as Reid recalled, “my friend and I came on the El Rey property and we saw cases of empty bottles. You could return them and get some money, so we loaded up our vehicle as far as it would go and traded in the bottles. Next time [Martello] saw me, he told me, ‘I know you stole those bottles from me… If you wanted something, all you had to do was ask me. You’ve got a future ahead of you. Always be honest in everything you do.’ ”

He got a lecture on honesty from a brothel owner. “My childhood was not one where I had lessons in morality around the dinner table at night or Sunday school or church,” he said. Instead, he learned from whoever was willing to dispense wisdom. And Martello was willing.

The young boy also retreated into books. His sullen father read a lot, although never to his son. But Harry Jr. found books in the school library that would transport him out of Searchlight, especially those by Jack London. He fell in love with The Call of the Wild and White Fang. It sparked a lifetime love of reading for a man who became a senator and would much rather stay at home and read a book than go to dinner at the Capital Grille.

Reid had one other way to escape the quotidian drudgery of small-town America, a way to connect to the outside world he knew so little about: his little 1940s radio.

It was frustrating at times because holding the signal in middle-of-nowhere Searchlight was not easy. Reid learned what evil lurks in the hearts of men by listening to The Shadow. Gunsmoke and Dragnet were two of his favorites. And once in a while, Reid would listen to a man he would encounter in a very different role many years later, a broadcaster named Ronald Reagan.

What really captivated the young boy, though, was listening to baseball, beginning a lifelong passion for the sport. An eight-year-old Reid fell in love with the Cleveland Indians when they won the World Series in 1948. He could name the entire starting lineup decades later. Reid, who had never seen a Black person in Searchlight, also became aware of the man who had broken the sport’s color barrier, Jackie Robinson.

“As I look back on my childhood in Searchlight, Jackie Robinson’s impact on me went beyond what he did in any Major League Baseball stadium,” Reid said at a March 2, 2005, ceremony to present the Congressional Gold Medal to Robinson’s widow, Rachel. “Because along with giving me something to dream about on summer afternoons in the Nevada desert, Jackie Robinson brought the civil rights movement to my hometown—not with speeches or demonstration but by example. While he was playing second base twenty-five hundred miles away in Brooklyn, he was also opening minds and reshaping attitudes in rural Searchlight and towns just like it across America.”



GROWING UP IN Searchlight, Harry Reid had no politics, no religion, and no health care.

The Reids didn’t need to adhere to the old dictum about never discussing politics or religion at the dinner table. Neither subject arose very often. It’s not that his parents didn’t believe in God; they just didn’t believe in talking about it, and they were not part of any organized religion.

The only thing approximating religion in his home, he said, was Franklin Roosevelt, whom his mother loved. Inez hung on the wall a navy-blue stitched pillowcase with a fringe and it had that famous FDR wartime quote embroidered into it in bright yellow: “We can. We will. We must.”

The resoluteness of the sentiment stuck with Reid, whose entire career would be infused with that mantra, one he would repeat in many a speech.

Young Harry was a hearty boy who rarely got sick, which was lucky because health care was nonexistent. There were no doctors or dentists in town. (The kids often helped their parents pull teeth with pliers.) In those days, the state of Nevada had a tuberculosis wagon that tested people for the disease, and once Inez tested positive. But with no doctors nearby, the family just waited. It turned out to be a false positive.

Reid’s younger brother, Larry, was not so lucky. He broke his leg in a bicycle mishap and lay in bed for weeks. Even if there had been a doctor to see, there was no money for one. Harry remembered that he couldn’t even touch Larry’s bed because he was in so much pain. Larry’s leg never healed correctly, and he developed a slight bend.

The only time Reid could remember the family seeing a doctor was when he was about ten years old and he was deathly ill. “Could you take Pinky to the hospital?” his mother asked some friends who had a car. They went to Henderson and a doctor immediately operated on the boy to remove a growth on his large intestine. “I would have died if they hadn’t taken me there,” he said. “But health care should not be a crapshoot. You should be able to go to the doctor when you’re sick.”

What did not kill him gave him a strong belief that no one should be deprived of health care, no matter their financial circumstances.



REID LOVED HIS hometown for the crucible that forged his character, but he hated how insular it was. “In my youthful mind, I knew one thing, that I wanted to get the hell out of Searchlight,” he said a few months before he died. But while he wanted to escape, Reid had a paradoxical reverence and affection for the place. Besides writing a book about Searchlight, Reid would have his campaign teams create ads about it, he named his political action committee (Searchlight Leadership Fund) after it, an elementary school there would bear his name, and he built a home there and stayed until 2014. He hated the isolation and the narrow-mindedness, but he loved the toughness, the relentlessness, the determination it instilled in him. The fabric of Searchlight was stitched into Reid’s character and eventually, he would embrace it.

Reid came to be proud of his provenance, boasting about it, telling stories to anyone who would listen, even taking a C-SPAN crew for a tour in 1998. And he would defend it, too. In 1986, after an AP reporter described Searchlight as a “one-street hellhole,” petitions of protests were drafted, Reid got involved, and the managing editor of the news service would pen an apology to the townsfolk for the “unfortunate characterization,” copying Reid on his missive.

In his Capitol office, Reid kept a picture of the house where he was raised because, he would say in a speech on the Senate floor commemorating the 110th anniversary of the town in 2008, “it serves as a reminder of how my hometown has shaped my work on behalf of Nevada throughout my career in Congress.”

Reid’s will to survive, whether it was rebounding from political setbacks or pancreatic cancer, came from a place that would create and then test his character. He would continuously strive to be, as his father would have said, “a real man,” willing to do whatever needed to be done.

Reid relished being underestimated, knowing that he had to keep moving forward, without fear and often with humor, to escape his hometown and yet never forget what he learned there. Searchlight became a place after he ascended to the pinnacle of power that governors, senators, and many others visited to pay homage, to talk to Pinky in his home.

The Searchlight years clearly affected Reid much later when he arrived in DC. It’s hard not to trace his standing up for—some would say shilling for—the mining industry at every turn to thoughts of his father. When he turned thirteen, Reid would leave Searchlight, at least for most of his weeks. But there would always be no place like home. You could take the boy out of Searchlight, but you would never take Searchlight out of the man.





CHAPTER TWO [image: ] THE ONES WHO MATTERED

When Harry Reid finished eighth grade in 1953, he had a problem.

The closest high school was in Henderson, forty miles away. Reid had no obvious way to get there, either, because the family did not own a car.

The Reid family conjured a plan for the incipient high schooler: At the beginning of each week, he would hitchhike to Henderson, stay with relatives during the school week, and then hitchhike back home on most weekends. So began the Henderson sojourns that would change Reid’s life, introducing him to his future wife, his lifetime mentor, and the Latter-day Saints faith.

If Searchlight forged Harry Reid, Henderson set him on his path, giving him a tight circle of friends and the support system that would last until his death. It’s also where he caught the political bug when he won his first race for high school government and where he learned the value of hard work and punching and counterpunching—literally and figuratively.

By 1953, when Reid arrived, he was an awkward kid with Sears, Roebuck pants (broad-cuffed Levis) and a T-shirt, “dressed like a real Huckleberry Finn hick,” as he put it.

The newly incorporated city of Henderson, fifteen miles southeast of Las Vegas, had a population of only seventy-four hundred and was only thirteen square miles. But to the boy who came from the barren outpost of Searchlight, it must have seemed like New York City.

Reid would board with several different families, including sets of relatives, during his Basic High School tenure. In his freshman year at the school of about five hundred students, he went to live with his uncle Joe, one of his dad’s brothers, and his aunt Rae, who was a devout Mormon. He went to church with his aunt, but the inducement that eventually got Reid interested in the Church of Latter-day Saints was the preoccupation of most high school boys: girls.

One of Reid’s first friends, a boy named Ron McAllister, told him about an event that occurred before school started. “It’s called seminary,” McAllister told him. “There’s some really cute girls there.” So, Reid went, not to read the Book of Mormon but to meet girls.

In between chatting up his female classmates, Reid listened to the man who taught at the seminary, a future Mormon bishop named Marlan Walker who also taught Spanish and Latin at Basic High School.

“He taught with authority in a sensitive, spiritual way,” Reid would later recall in a speech at Brigham Young University in 2007. “It was here for the first time that I learned of a man named Jesus.”

Reid would spend many nights at the Walker home in Henderson, and here the seeds were planted for his conversion to the church. “He had never lived in a house like that where the guy wasn’t fighting with his wife,” said Richie Vincent, Reid’s friend since high school. Walker recalled Reid being “low-key” and at first not interested in his teachings. “He asked me, finally, to teach him some of the [LDS] principles,” Walker said, so he invited the young man to his house. “We went through what we call the missionary teachings of the church, its beginnings, the beliefs that we had, the hereafter we always talked about, where we came from, why we’re here, and where we’re going.”

But the seeds were not ready to flower into commitment just yet.

The teen was more concerned with athletics early in his high school life than anything else, including religion or academics. “I was not a good student,” Reid remembered. “I didn’t care, didn’t try, it didn’t mean anything to me. I was a baseball and football player.”

Only later in his high school life, with a girlfriend and teacher as motivators, would Reid apply himself to his studies. As Vincent memorably said of his friend: “He fell in love with being smart.” Or as another high school pal, J. J. Balk, put it: “He was not a naturally smart guy. And he would admit that. But he would overwhelm himself with knowledge. His entire life. And that’s how he became who he was.”

But for now, sports came first.

His older brothers, Dale and Don, had been excellent athletes, but Harry had none of his half sibling’s natural abilities. He played baseball and football at Basic, but he was never a star.

His high school friends remembered that Reid was as hard a worker as anyone on the team. “Whatever he did in real life was the way he approached athletics,” his lifelong friend Don Wilson recalled. “He was a hustler. He had a dog in him. He would not quit on anything. And he just kept getting better.”

He took on the position of batting practice catcher, a thankless, invisible role. On the football team, because he now weighed about 190, he was put on the offensive line as a left guard. He would stay after practice and run twenty laps because he was slow and wanted to get in better shape.

“To be a good athlete, you have to have speed,” Reid said. “I never had speed. And so I made up for it with vigor and tenacity.”

Reid’s dogged approach paid off: after his sophomore year, he started every game as an offensive lineman.

Many years later, when he ran for lieutenant governor, Reid would change his high school position in his campaign biography to right guard, fearful that his opponents would make hay out of him being to the left. Wasn’t he afraid that someone would check the yearbook, where number 65 is pictured and labeled as “left guard”? He scoffed. “No one’s gonna go check the yearbook,” Reid said.

Reid also found another sport in high school that he could do well in. That was politics.

Reid won his first student council race as a sophomore, running for treasurer of the junior class. Reid would call it “the most important election I was ever involved in.”

The man who would later win two congressional and five Senate races said that victory changed his trajectory at Basic High School. “It doesn’t sound like much, junior class treasurer,” Reid recalled. “But when I was elected junior class treasurer, I finally felt I had been accepted by my peers.”


LANDRA

IF REID TOLD the story once, he told it a thousand times. It became known among his friends and his staff as the “short shorts” story.

Landra Joy Gould, then a sophomore at Basic High School, lived on a busy street in Henderson. Reid, then a junior, was in a car driving by one day and: “There she is, out in the yard, washing the family car,” Reid recalled. Gould was five feet tall, with dark brown eyes and raven hair. But what Reid remembered was: “She was in short shorts.” He was smitten at first sight, the beginning of what would become a long, long story.

Landra Gould was born in Los Angeles on June 19, 1940, the only child of Ukrainian Jewish immigrants, Earl and Ruth, who had separately come to the United States to escape anti-Semitism and get an education. Her parents met in Los Angeles, where he had an office near a boxing ring and was a physician to many of the famous fighters of the day.

Doc Gould, as everyone called him, moved his family to Las Vegas when Landra was ten. In an earlier sojourn there with relatives, she had learned to swim in the Flamingo Hotel pool—the place built by the mobster Bugsy Siegel.

The Gould family bounced around from Las Vegas to Henderson for a few years before settling in the latter city, where Doc Gould was the only chiropractor. Soon after that first sighting, Reid asked Landra on a date.

He took her to a movie at the Victory Theater in Henderson, but they had a little trouble getting there. Reid, of course, did not have a car, so he borrowed one from a friend. But the starter didn’t work, so they had to get the car rolling down a hill, and he popped the clutch into gear. They hit it off and began dating, but soon there would be trouble.

Doc Gould, who had become one of Henderson’s most prominent citizens, wanted his daughter to marry the proverbial nice Jewish boy. They were fine if she was having fun with the boy without religion, but that would not last.

Landra, though, was smitten. “He was funny,” she remembered thinking after that first date. “He was quick and witty and had a dry sense of humor.”

She remembered something else, too. “He was very kind. He didn’t have a lot of friends. But he always reached out to people who didn’t have friends.”

Perhaps this was the soul of an elected official in waiting, always trying to expand his network.

The relationship that began with the short shorts sighting lasted a lifetime, Landra’s presence evident in everything Reid did. She was in key strategy meetings, often influencing his decisions from personnel moves to Supreme Court nominees. He would go home to be with her rather than spend time at events. His personal email for many, many years was landrajoy@aol.com. And whenever she was in distress—as when she’d fallen ill, or was in a terrible car accident (she was in a couple)—those around him said he was inconsolable, almost unable to function, unrecognizable from his relentlessly focused persona. Whatever artifice or deception Reid would later be accused of, this love affair was real, a sixty-two-year marriage that defied all the odds, especially in the political world.

“It’s the purest love I’ve ever seen,” said Rebecca Kirszner Katz, a longtime staffer, shortly before he died. “They are just soulmates in a way that a lot of politicians pretend to be. They thoroughly love being in each other’s presence. He still watches her in a room when she walks in, after all these years.”



BY HIS SENIOR year, Reid had a girlfriend, he was a starter on the football team, and he was a big man on campus. He was urged by classmates to run against the class president, Russell Williams, and he tabbed his good friend Rey Martinez to run his race. Landra helped him write a speech to get votes. He simply outworked a more popular kid who was considered a shoo-in, and with Martinez’s help, he won.

Reid’s senior year was one of glory days, and not just because he led the class. In perhaps another hint of his career to come, Reid tested his acting chops, playing fourth-billed Dr. John Sully in the senior play, Double Door. It was a mystery thriller set in New York about the machinations of a prominent family that lead to a murder plot. Reid’s wry self-review years later: “I dazzled as Dr. John Sully.”



BIG MIKE

THE MOST SIGNIFICANT event of Reid’s senior year, though, and one that would change the course of his life, came when a man named Donal Neil “Mike” O’Callaghan arrived to teach history at Basic High. Neither of them knew it then, but a partnership was about to form that would last for a half century. Not only would O’Callaghan set him on the road to Capitol Hill, but without him, Reid may never have ascended to the pinnacle of his career. It was a personal and political symbiosis that endured until his mentor’s death in 2004. O’Callaghan helped mold him in his early years, later saved him from political oblivion, then guided him throughout his career.

A native of Wisconsin, O’Callaghan moved to Nevada in 1956. He had lost his left leg when a mortar exploded during the Korean War—he received Bronze and Silver Stars for his bravery. O’Callaghan recovered from his wounds, obtained a wooden leg he would wear for the rest of his life, and managed to finish his studies at the University of Idaho, receiving a bachelor’s degree in education. He arrived at Basic High to teach history and government, and his life would soon become entwined with the new student body president.

Reid and his cronies didn’t think much of the new teacher when they first set eyes on him, just a guy with a limp and a comb-over. But that would change a couple of days later.

A classmate had just clobbered a smaller kid when O’Callaghan walked up to him and said, as Reid remembered it: “I think you’re chickenshit. You beat up on somebody smaller than you. I bet you’re afraid to come down to the Boys Club after school and get into the ring with me.”

The bully couldn’t say no, so he and many of O’Callaghan’s students trudged to the Boys Club gym. “They get into the ring with their boxing gloves on,” Reid began, “and if the fight lasted thirty seconds, I’m exaggerating. He hit [that bully] so hard that he hit his head on the [floor of the] ring. O’Callaghan thought he had killed him.”

Suddenly, Reid was interested in boxing and his new teacher.

They had daily contact because O’Callaghan was an adviser to the student council. Reid looked up to the war hero, and O’Callaghan saw something in the young man who was not the best athlete but, O’Callaghan would later write, “displayed grit, eagerness, and a fierce competitive spirit that more than made up for his physical limitations.”

In the foreword to Reid’s book about Searchlight, O’Callaghan wrote: “There was always something different about Harry, and I think, now, that it must have been the spirit of the mines in Searchlight, something raw and untamed and confident. He had no fear.”

O’Callaghan trained his boxing corps by having them run down the road toward Railroad Pass, about seven and a half miles from Henderson. The teacher would drive a car behind his boys, honking if they were going too slow, pushing them to go faster.

Reid’s weight made him a heavyweight, but O’Callaghan knew what might happen if he went against actual fighters in that class, so he became very protective of his young protégé—an instinct that would be evident for decades to follow.

“The Golden Gloves came up, and Mike was teaching us and he knew who Harry’s opponent was going to be,” high school pal J. J. Balk remembered. “And he chose to keep Harry out of the fight because he knew he was going to get hurt.”

Serious boxing would have to wait. (Later, Reid would fight in the Golden Gloves, losing in a title fight after cutting his foe, who wanted to win more, as Reid saw it. He called it a “great lesson to me and I tried to never let it happen again in life, that anyone would want to win more than I.”) For now, the senior class president was content to improve in football and baseball. He dreamed of being a professional athlete, and he was not ready to give that up just yet.

By the end of his senior year, Reid had quite the list of accomplishments, the Class of ’57 yearbook overflowing with pictures of the class leader. He made the honor roll, attended Boys State (he would be elected mayor, an irony that would become apparent a couple of decades later), received an Elks Leadership award, was in Spanish Club, and was a finalist for an award at the Sun Youth Forum put on by the Las Vegas newspaper. Reid, even though he never talked about it later, also ran track and played basketball and was a member of the Lettermen’s Club for the best athletes. He was also proud of the honor his classmates bestowed on him when they voted him “Most Humorous,” which may well surprise people (except those who really knew him). His student body presidency featured the inaugural Student Council Conventions, with Basic taking the lead in assembling student body officers from around the county.

Reid won a scholarship to the College of Southern Utah in Cedar City, a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Southern Nevada, to play football and baseball. Before he could go, though, he had to find money for tuition. Even with the scholarship, he needed to cover what the athletic grant did not. That’s where O’Callaghan came in—he rounded up some local businessmen to pool their resources to bridge the gap.

Reid wanted Landra to come with him—and she wanted to go—but Doc Gould put his foot down once he realized this was not a mere high school romance. She would stay home and attend UNLV on an academic scholarship, but the relationship did not abate. “My dad kind of went crazy and did some foolish, foolish things,” Landra said. “He caused all kinds of trouble—tear up letters, hang up the phone while I was talking to [Reid].”

Doc Gould went so far as to tell his daughter that if she planned to marry Reid, he would have a traditional Jewish funeral for her. She would be dead to him.

Indeed, Doc Gould was so determined to squelch the romance that once while Reid was home from school and arrived at the house for a date, they came to blows.

As another couple waited in the car, Gould, who had a flair for the theatrical, accosted Reid and told him he could not take out his daughter. The two began shoving and eventually, either from a blow or a slip, the doctor was on the ground.



DURING THIS TIME, Reid was undergoing some rude awakenings of his own. When he arrived on campus at the College of Southern Utah in 1957, the seventeen-year-old felt out of place.

“I went up to Utah and all these Mormon men had been away on Mormon missions, and they had beards and families,” as he put it. “It was like putting a kid in with a bunch of adults.”

As if that weren’t disorienting enough, Reid’s athletic career—or his idea of one to come—evaporated. He almost immediately injured his foot in football, sustaining nerve damage, and had to start wearing a brace. He was depressed, and then he had an epiphany.

“I was sitting on my bed in the dorm room there,” he said. “My three dormmates were at the football game. I was sulking because I wasn’t on the field. And as I sat there on the bed, I thought: ‘What am I going to do now? I’m not going to be the athlete I wanted to be’… I said to myself, you know, I’ve never gotten good grades. I’ve been in class now a month or so and things hadn’t been very hard. I bet if I tried, I could make good grades. And that was a transition for me.”

Reid was still able to box despite his bum foot. He lost thirty pounds and eventually had about three dozen amateur fights. Once, when his pals came to watch him fight, Reid lost. He was, as his pal Richie Vincent remembered, disconsolate. “We bought a case of Regal Pale beer, longnecks,” Vincent recalled. “That’s the only time I saw Harry drinking in my whole life.”

(Vincent believed that Reid was influenced as much by his father’s alcoholism as his Mormon faith in his decision to become a teetotaler. Even though he thought his father was tough, Reid also saw what damage alcohol wrought.)

He continued to box for a couple of years, but he soon realized “I wasn’t as tough as I thought I was.” Reid fought a few exhibitions with professionals, got pummeled a time or two along the way, then gave it up.



HE BOOSTED HIS grades by his second year, and after he earned an associate arts degree, Reid decided to go to Utah State in Logan, seven and a half hours from Las Vegas. Traveling a couple of hours back and forth from Cedar City so that he and Landra could see each other was one thing. But Logan was far from Las Vegas, and that distance combined with the Goulds making life miserable for Landra helped the couple decide it was time. She was willing to give up her collegiate career for her future husband—a sacrifice Reid would later mention in many speeches.

Reid never actually proposed; the couple just had a matter-of-fact discussion. They planned to elope until some of Reid’s friends went to Reverend Walker, asking him to intervene. By now, Walker was a bishop, and he offered to marry the couple—they were both nineteen—in the Mormon chapel so that they could have someone they both knew well perform the ceremony, rather than a justice of the peace, a stranger.

They worried Gould’s father would find out and try to stop the ceremony. The Goulds were already suspicious. Landra told them on a Friday that she was going to spend the weekend with a friend in Las Vegas. Her mother, though, saw she had cleaned out the closet, and Doc Gould began calling around town to see what anyone might know.

Walker had sworn Reid’s friends to secrecy. On Saturday, September 12, 1959, Reid’s friend Ron McAllister, at a strapping six-five, stood guard, on the lookout for Dr. Gould. “We knew, to use the vernacular of the day, if Doc Gould came, all hell would break loose,” Walker recalled.

It was a small group, a handful of friends and Reid’s mother. Harry Sr. did not attend.

At the ceremony, Walker said, he gave “one of my better discourses on marriage, the sanctity of marriage. So I gave it my best shot, even gave them a certificate and sent them on their way. And I never in all my years had an experience I appreciated more. I had a hard time, emotionally, without crying, getting through that marriage.”

That was the only marriage he ever presided over with non–church members, a measure of his affection for both of his students.

After the ceremony, Landra called her parents and told them about the marriage. Then the couple left for Logan in a ’54 Chevy to begin the next chapter. They honeymooned in Mesquite, just outside Las Vegas, before continuing up to Cedar City. When they arrived, there was a letter waiting from Doc Gould. He told his daughter that as her father, he had every right to do whatever he had to do to prevent a marriage outside of the faith. But, he added, now that they were married, that part was over.

The Goulds visited the Reids for Thanksgiving that first year. “I’m sure they wanted to see if their only child was okay,” Landra said. “And things were okay. And from that point on, it was completely different.”

The Goulds had accepted their new son-in-law.



THE REIDS ARRIVED in Logan that summer as newlyweds and needed a place to live. So they checked the newspaper and found a basement apartment for let, and they called the owner.

The first question the proprietor, Matthew Bird, asked was a simple one: “Are you LDS?”

Even though they were not of the faith—and Bird had been on three church missions—he rented the apartment to the Reids. It was dark and small, but it was the couple’s first home.

Landra secured a job at the library of the Thiokol Chemical plant in Brigham City, an hour outside of Logan, taking the bus to and from work while her husband tended to his studies.

Reid was busy, too, accelerating his political activism by setting up the first Young Democrats chapter in school history. (He later received a letter from President Kennedy congratulating him for the feat.) He also had decided to go to law school.

In Reid’s last year, Professor Leonard Arrington, an author who would later become known as the dean of Mormon history, took Reid under his wing and made him his assistant. Reid graded papers for the economist, whose Great Basin Kingdom would be published the following year. Arrington opened new veins of knowledge for the young college student, taking him to conferences around the country and developing an enduring friendship with Reid.

As his political education continued, Reid was also undergoing a religious transformation. One day, he walked upstairs to borrow something from his landlord, a devout Mormon. Through a window, he saw the family gathered around the dinner table, praying. It profoundly affected him. “He saw the guy, his wife, and their children, doing what normal people do, having dinner and he said, ‘I’ve never had anything like that in my life,’ ” said his high school friend Don Wilson.

After their problems with the Goulds over religion, Reid and Landra did not want “a divided family,” as she put it. “If we were going to belong to any kind of church, we wanted to be on the same page. That was kind of the beginning principle.”

While Reid was gazing at the Birds’ idyllic LDS family life, Landra discovered her driver on the bus to the chemical plant was a missionary. He invited her to learn more about the church.

The lessons took. In February 1960, the Reids became members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Reid rarely talked about his faith, but what little was known was that he was devout. He attended church regularly with Landra and he occasionally taught Sunday school. While Reid was a committed Mormon, he also would come to know the political benefits of harnessing the growing LDS vote in Las Vegas. Despite Salt Lake City admonitions that the faithful were not to intertwine the church and politics, Reid would have people in the Mormon community work with him as organizers, which became more and more divided as his career progressed and he became more partisan. His religion also was something he had to navigate once he began to ascend in the Senate, because as a pro-life Mormon, he was an unlikely leader of a pro-choice party.



REID WAS AN A student at Utah State, eventually graduating Phi Kappa Phi with degrees in political science and history. He also minored in economics at the Jon M. Huntsman School of Business, an ironic foreshadowing, as the school’s namesake would play a role in one of the more controversial chapters of his career.

In Reid’s senior year, he was awarded a Fulbright scholarship to study in Israel. But he had no money, and his first child, Lana, had been born in March, so he decided to go directly to law school instead. He was accepted at the George Washington University in DC, but Reid knew he had to work to pay his way. So he approached his mentor, Mike O’Callaghan, who by then was starting to get enmeshed in Democratic politics in the state. O’Callaghan wrote to Nevada’s lone congressman, Democrat Walter Baring, and asked him to provide his protégé with a patronage job. By happenstance, Reid was at O’Callaghan’s house when the letter arrived saying Baring could not help the young Mr. “Reed.”

O’Callaghan, incensed, immediately called Baring.

Reid heard the exchange. “He said, ‘My favorite student, one of my prized students. I wrote to you asking to give him a patronage job. You wrote back to me. You didn’t even have the decency to spell his name right. It’s spelled R-e-i-d. You need to understand that he’s going to get a patronage job from you, or I will work as hard as I can to make sure you don’t win the next election.’ ”

Baring relented, and the young family of three moved to the nation’s capital, where Reid began his studies and a job as a Capitol policeman earning $5,500 annually. The first year was as difficult as any they would have in their marriage.

Reid was working from three in the afternoon to eleven at night as a Capitol policeman, so he’d leave the apartment at six thirty in the morning and not return until eleven thirty at night. The Reids also were unprepared for the higher cost of living. Landra initially took a job at a drugstore but had to quit when she became pregnant with their second child, Rory. Around that time, Reid’s mother, Inez, left his father because of his alcoholism and bouts of violence and moved in with the young couple.

The nadir came when the transmission went out on the family’s Buick. A desperate Reid went to the associate dean of the law school, Ed Potts, and asked whether he could get financial help. Potts’s response, Reid recalled decades later: “Young man, I think you should drop out of law school.”

Reid refused to succumb. The car repair was covered by the church after a local Mormon bishop interceded. But Reid held a grudge for decades against the school, rejecting entreaties to speak after he was in Senate leadership. He finally agreed to give an address in 2005, when he also received an honorary degree. He did not hold back. “I told them how terrible George Washington had been to me.”

Meanwhile, his job as a night shift Capitol cop was not as taxing as his law school work. “Sometimes there was nothing going on,” he recalled, “nothing, just quiet. These great, big empty halls. I knew these buildings better than anybody.”

Reid would hide in a cubbyhole and tackle his schoolwork on a small, portable typewriter. But he also felt the vibe of the buildings, the import of what was going on there, day after day.

Reid occasionally visited his patron, Baring. He vividly remembered a conversation with the congressman right after John F. Kennedy had been assassinated in November 1963. Baring, who tacked to the right after an early liberal career, had been critical of Kennedy. But Reid was shocked by the congressman’s reaction to the president’s death. “He said it was good they got rid of him,” Reid recalled. (Reid also recounted a slightly different version of this story in his autobiography, but Baring’s son has insisted that his father never would have said such a thing.)

Reid applied himself and finished law school in a little more than two years. There was never any doubt that the family, now four, would return to Las Vegas, where their relatives lived. But they needed money, and Reid could not wait to take the bar, which in those days in Nevada was only given once a year in September. So he petitioned the state supreme court to be allowed to take the exam before he graduated.

The justices granted his request and Reid came home to take the bar exam. O’Callaghan met him at the Reno airport. Reid remembered his mentor pressing a fifty-dollar bill into his hands, a denomination Reid had never seen before. “He didn’t have that kind of money, living on his disability pension and teaching school,” Reid said of his mentor. “But he always took care of me.”

He took the bar exam in September 1963 inside the Masonic Hall in Reno with about a hundred other prospective lawyers, including another Las Vegan named Richard Bryan. Reid and Bryan briefly chatted in the hall with about a dozen banquet tables set up for the test takers, eight to ten at each table. They didn’t know it then, but their lives would soon become closely intertwined in the Nevada political world for half a century.

Two months later, on November 19, 1963, the list of those admitted to the bar was released. Harry Reid’s name, along with a handful of others, was listed at the bottom as “admitted at a later date.”

Three months later, Reid graduated from George Washington and on February 24, 1964, he was admitted to the Nevada bar.

As he and Landra returned to Las Vegas so that he could begin his career as a trial lawyer, they were relieved to be out of DC.

“Those were hard, really hard years,” Landra said. “We couldn’t wait to get out of Washington. And we thought we would never, ever come back.”
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