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PROLOGUE




JOURNAL ENTRY, NOVEMBER 1999:

Last night during the taping of a Fox television program, The Real Reagan, the host, Tony Snow, asked each member of the panel to sum up Reagans place in history. I found myself launching into a little peroration. Ronald Reagans beliefs were as simple, unchanging, and American as the flat plain of the Midwest where he grew up. He placed his faith in a loving God, in the goodness of the country, and in the wisdom of the people. He applied those beliefs to the great challenges of his day. In doing so he became the largest and most magnificent American of the second half of the twentieth century.

If any of my friends see the program, I suppose theyll take it for granted that I was overstating the case for the cameras. Theyve certainly never heard me talk that way over lunch on the Stanford campus or at dinner parties in Palo Alto, where we always lace our conversation with a knowing dose of cynicism.

The odd thing is, I meant every word.




THIS BOOK IS not a memoir or expos. Its a primer. It presents ten preceptsten life lessonsthat I learned from Ronald Reagan.

Although I learned these lessons more than a dozen years ago, I still think of them every day. The lessons are concretemaxims I find useful. And because I drew them from the life of a near-contemporary, they exercise a particular claim on me. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Lincolneach is so remote that he might as well have been a figure of legend. But Reagan knew the America that I know. He saw what I see. If he lived up to these precepts, then I ought to be able to do so myself.

The reader is entitled to wonder what makes me think Im qualified to write this book. When I worked for Reagan, serving six years in the White House, I was never a member of his senior staff, holding only a junior position instead. Just how junior I learned one day as I climbed into a government car.

The car sat at the end of a long line of vehicles on the drive that sweeps across the South Lawn. In formation for a motorcade from the White House to a hotel where the President would be delivering a speech, the vehicles idled as members of the White House staff boarded them, each member of the staff entering the vehicle to which he had been assigned, high-ranking members of the staff climbing into cars near the front, middle-ranking members into cars in the middle, and so on, all the way down to the last car and me. Next to the Presidents limousine, which rum-bled at the head of the line, stood Michael Deaver, the Presidents deputy chief of staff. As Deaver waited for the President to emerge from the Oval Office, he cast his gaze down the line of vehicles. It came to rest on my car. Realizing I had the car to myselfby now each of the others had been boarded by two or three members of the staffDeaver waved to one of his assistants, pointed to me, and said a few words. Deavers assistant strode over. Then he kicked me out of the motorcade, instructing my driver to take the car back to the garage. Deaver wasnt about to spend taxpayer money transporting anyone as lowly as me.

Even though I was the kind of person who found himself being told to climb out of government cars almost as soon as I had climbed in, I possess the only two qualifications for writing this book that I need. Theyre peculiar qualifications, Ill admit. But theyll do. The first is that I was a Reagan speechwriter. The second is that when I took the job, going to work in the Reagan White House when I was just twenty-five, I was callow and unformed.

As a speechwriter, I became an expert on Reagan. All his speechwriters did. We had to. It was the only way we could do our work. We mastered every position he had ever taken, poring over his old speeches, radio talks, and newspaper columns. We scribbled down every word he uttered when we met with him in the Oval Office. And we watched him work. It was an unwritten rule in the speechwriting shop that whenever the President delivered a speech that you yourself had written, you yourself showed up to observe. (When Michael Deaver kicked me out of the motorcade, forcing me to break this rule, the speechwriting office protested. I doubt Deaver paid much attention to the protest. On the other hand, I cant recall that a speechwriter was ever kicked out of a motorcade again.)

Since leaving the White House Ive held jobs in a number of organizations, including the News Corporation, a company in which every big decision and a startling number of small ones were made by the man who built it, Rupert Murdoch. Yet nowhere have I encountered a preoccupation with one person as intense as the preoccupation of the White House speechwriters with President Reagan. Maybe the Swiss Guard demonstrates a similar preoccupation with the Pope, but I have my doubts. The job of the Swiss Guard is only to protect the pontiff. The speechwriters were trying to inhabit Reagans mind.

Probably the best evidence of our absorption with the President lay in the Reagan impersonation that each of us developed. Since it is perfectly possible for words to look just right on paper but sound all wrong spoken aloud, when a speechwriter finished a draft he would test it by reading passages as if he were the President himself. A rough job of mimicking Reagans phrasing and intonation would have done the trick. But we all identified with Reagan so completely that when the speechwriter opened his mouth it would be the Presidents voice that came out. If youd walked past our offices in the Old Executive Office Building one evening when several of us faced deadlines, youd have thought youd wandered into a lunatic asylum in which the inmates believed they were not Caesar or Napoleon, but Reagan.

Lots of people found our impersonations hilariouseven today, my Reagan never fails as a party trick. Once, however, I performed Reagan for a Secret Service agent. He looked at me stonily for a moment, then said, Theres a law against impersonating federal officials. That shut me up.

This brings me to my second qualification. It is, in a sense, an anti-qualification, not something I possessed but something I lacked: in a word, my immaturity. I was the youngest member of the speechwriting staff. I was also the most inexperienced. Id come from a small town in upstate New York. Writing speeches was the first full-time job Id ever held. Aware that I had some growing up to do, I found myself looking around for a model, a wise, successful adult from whom I could learn. My college friends, who had joined corporations, banks, and law firms, had already found their models. They were studying the savviest managers in their corporations, the richest directors in their banks, and the suavest partners in their law firms. Whom could I study? It made no sense to model myself on the other speechwriters. Most of them were only in their thirties. For a while I thought myself unlucky. Then I realized I might as well have won the twentysomething lottery. My model could be Ronald Reagan.

I began studying the President not just to write speeches for him, but to figure out how he did it. That questionHow did Reagan do it?is worth dwelling upon. I found myself asking it in one form or another until the day I left the White House. I still remember where I was and how I felt the first time I found myself asking it, which was the first time I saw the President in person.

A couple of weeks after joining the Office of the Vice President, where I worked for a year and a half before joining the Presidents staff, I huddled late one evening with Chase Untermeyer, an adviser to Vice President Bush, in Chases tiny office in the West Wing. Exhaustedwed put in a long dayChase and I were struggling to rewrite a speech Id drafted. Out of the corners of our eyes we saw a group of men striding down the hallway toward us. Somewhere in the background a vacuum cleaner was droning away, and I suppose if at that very instant youd asked us to identify the men in the hallway wed have replied that they were part of the janitorial staff. Suddenly we realized that two members of the group were Secret Service agents, while the third, walking between them, was the President of the United States.

Just outside Chases office, the hallway down which the President and the agents were walking joined a second hallway, forming an L. When the lead agent, who was a few steps ahead of the President, reached the corner of the L, he performed a neat right-angle turn, entering the second hallway. A moment later, the President and the other agent began turning into the second hallway themselves. Then the President spotted Chase and me. In a single, graceful movement, he adjusted direction, stepping to the door of Chases office. He put his head in the door, grinned, waved, and gave us a wink. Before Chase or I could stand up, much less say anything, the President stepped back into the hallway and disappeared, taking the second agent with him.

That little encounter with the President wont show up in any history book, needless to say. It didnt even make for much of a story when I telephoned my parents that nightthey couldnt understand why I hadnt shaken the Presidents hand and told him who I was. But twenty years later, I can still replay the encounter in my mind as if in slow motion. The grin. The wave. The wink. Afterward, Chase and I felt better. We felt refreshed. The sheer sweetness of the man had washed over us like a bath.

How, I asked, turning to Chase, did such a nice guy ever get to be President?

How indeed. Politicians ordinarily demonstrate at least a rough congruence or fit between their personalities and their careers. Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon were crude, vulgar, aggressive, and suspicious. If politics were a greasy pole, you could imagine just how they had hauled themselves to the top. Even John Kennedy and Jimmy Carter possessed a kind of suppressed intensity that made it possible to understand how they had achieved their political success. Ronald Reagan? He seemed altogether too genial and relaxed. When Jack Warner, Reagans old boss at Warner Brothers, was told that Reagan was running for governor of California, Warner misunderstood. No, Warner replied, thinking the conversation was about a new movie, not a political campaign, Jimmy Stewart for governor. Ronald Reagan for best friend.

How did Reagan do it? When I found myself wondering how such a nice guy ever got to be President, I had merely encountered the question in one of its many guises. How did a former movie actor persuade the American people to take him seriously? How did someone who graduated from an obscure college in the Midwest where by his own admission he paid little attention to his studies, someone former secretary of defense Clark Clifford famously termed an amiable dunce, develop the most sweeping policy agenda since the New Deal? How did such a relaxed, genial man confront the Soviet Union so ruthlessly?

For that matter, how did a chief executive in his seventies stand up to the simple physical demands of the office? True, Reagan was known to nod off during meetings, just as the press so gleefully reported. Yet for every instance in which the President dozed for a moment or two in the Cabinet Room, everyone who worked around him could name five instances in which he demonstrated remarkable stamina. (They could also name a couple of instances in which theyd nodded off themselves. Just try listening to a member of the Council of Economic Advisers drone on about bond rates.)

One year we kept the President waiting for the final text of the State of the Union Address until eight oclock in the evening, just an hour before he had to deliver it. I remember imagining my state of mind if Id been waiting for the speech myself. That was easy. Id have been having a panic attacksweaty palms, dry mouth, heart palpitations. By the time I received the text, Id have been in no condition to deliver it. But the President calmly reviewed the text in his limousine during the ride to Capitol Hill, then went before both houses of Congress and tens of millions of television viewers to deliver the forty-five-minute address flawlessly. The next morning he arrived at the Oval Office looking just the way he always did, which is to say as fresh and at ease as if he had just put in a couple of hours at a health club. How did Reagan do it?

When I first started asking the question I wasnt sure Id ever get any answers. I couldnt get a purchase on Reagan. He seemed too much larger than life. There were days when I felt I might as well have chosen to model myself on one of the faces on Mount Rushmore. Then, although Reagan never ceased to elicit my awe, he gradually began assuming the dimensions of an ordinary mortal. Eventually I came to see him not only as a former movie star, as the leader of the free world, and as the Great Communicator, but as a man. An incident comes to mind here. When in 1985 the President returned from the hospital after undergoing cancer surgery, the thenchief of staff, Donald Regan, arranged for him to address the entire White House staff in the East Room. Regan wanted us to see that the President was back to normal. It almost worked. The President spoke just as well as he always did. He even had the old twinkle in his eye. But he had lost so much weight that his shirt collar was two sizes too big. If you ever need proof that someone who seems larger than life is human after all, look at the gap between his neck and his collar after hes had a bout with cancer.

Once I understood that he had no more good health, stamina, or time than any other person, I began to see how Reagan did it. I realized, for instance, that although the President made a show of taking a relaxed approach to his jobI know hard work never killed anyone, he once quipped, but I figure why take a chance?he actually worked steadily. Whereas Vice President Bush often wouldnt get around to looking at a speech until he was actually delivering it, the President edited every draft the speechwriters sent to him, condensing material, enlivening flat passages, and firming up arguments. Reagans diligence informs chapter two of this book. I learned the extent to which the President relied on his wife, drawing on her for comfort and encouragement, the observation to which chapter seven is devoted. I saw one incident after another in which Reagan demonstrated the gentleness, courtesy, and good humor that inform chapter nine.

Hard work. A good marriage. A certain lightness of touch. The longer I studied Ronald Reagan, the more lessons I learned.



OH, ALL RIGHT. Ill come clean. I landed in the White House on a fluke.

In the spring of 1982, I found myself living in a dank cottage on the outskirts of Oxford, England. Id attended Oxford for two years after graduating from Dartmouth, then remained in England an additional year to write a novel. Or rather, half a novel. My material proved so bad that even I saw no point in completing it. Broke, I sent letters to everyone I thought might be able to give me a lead on a job. William F. Buckley Jr. was among those who replied. This was gracious of him. The only claim I could make on Buckleys attention was that hed complimented a couple of pieces Id published in the Daily Dartmouth. Buckley suggested that I get in touch with his son, Christopher, who, as chief speechwriter for Vice President Bush, might know of a few speechwriting jobs in Washington. This was more than gracious of him. It was the only lead I received. At the beginning of July I packed up my cottage, took a bus to Heathrow Airport, and flew to Washington. Two days later I presented myself at the office of Christopher Buckley.

What did I expect? At best, I thought, Christopher might offer me a few polite words of advice, then make some telephone calls on my behalfI distinctly recall concluding that Id be lucky if Christopher helped me land a job with the postmaster general. Instead Christopher surprised me. He was planning to leave his own job in a couple of weeks, he explained, and since his replacement, who had been lined up for months, had just pulled out, I might as well replace him myself. Me? Write for the Vice President? Now the author of five comic novels, a collection of satirical essays, and other works of humor, Christopher had probably detected amusing possibilities the moment I walked through his door. He took a copy of my rsum, promised to recommend me to the Vice Presidents press secretary, then suggested I go downstairs to meet the Presidents chief speechwriter, Tony Dolan, who might know of a few speechwriting jobs himself.

As I was introducing myself to Tony five minutes later, his telephone rang. You need a speechwriter? Tony said into the telephone, shoving the unlit cigar hed been chomping to one corner of his mouth. Covering the mouthpiece, Tony whispered that the person on the other end was the campaign manager for Lew Lehrman, the businessman then running against Mario Cuomo for governor of New York. It so happens I have a speechwriter standing right here, Tony said, speaking into the telephone once again. No, really. Christopher Buckley just sent him down. When he hung up, Tony saw no more reason why I shouldnt write speeches for a gubernatorial candidate than Christopher had seen why I shouldnt write speeches for the Vice President.

That afternoon, Christopher and Tony conspired, and then, the following day, they put their plan into effect. Christopher told the Vice Presidents press secretary that hed found a new replacement, namely me, but that hed better hire me quickly because I was being wooed by the Lehrman campaign. Tony told the Lehrman campaign that I was just the speechwriter they needed, but that theyd better hire me quickly because I was being wooed by the Vice Presidents staff. You couldnt accuse Christopher or Tony of telling whoppers. Not exactly, anyway. As soon as theyd spun them, their tales became true. Both the Vice Presidents staff and the Lehrman campaign did begin wooing me. Over the next two weeks the Lehrman campaign flew me to New York three times while the Vice Presidents press secretary had me return to the Old Executive Office Building for a series of interviews.

Each convinced that the other was about to hire me, neither the Bush staff nor the Lehrman campaign made any effort to investigate my qualificationsas best I can recall, nobody even bothered to ask for a writing sample. When the Bush staff and the Lehrman campaign both made offers, I decided to go to work for the Vice President. Whereas Lehrman might never become governor, I reasoned, Bush would remain Vice President for at least two more years.* Noble motives? I wanted job security.

You see my point, of course. I got a job as a White House speechwriter without ever having written a speech in my life. And that wasnt all. When I left the office of the Vice President to join the Presidents speechwriting shop a year and a half later, I was able to do so only because two of the Presidents speechwriters had quit at the same time, forcing Bently Elliott, the director of presidential speechwriting, to scrounge for replacements. He hired me because I was already in the building.


Which brings us back to my qualifications for writing this book. Serving for six years as a speechwriter gave me the opportunity to conduct a close, continuous study of one of the largest and most magnificent Americans in the history of the republic. Landing in the White House on a fluke made me conscious that Id better do just that.



IN WORKING on this book, I conducted several dozen interviews, refreshing my memory by talking with my old colleagues in the speechwriting shop, with other members of the White House staff, and with Ronald Reagans sons, Michael and Ron. Dialogue from these interviews, which Ive edited only for grammar and clarity, appears for the most part in the present tense. Dialogue set during the 1980s appears, by contrast, in the past tense. Some of this dialogue, including many of the comments by the President himself, is based on notes I made at the time, scribbling either on a legal pad during office hours or in my journal after Id gone home. But some is based on my memory alone. If Ronald Reagan had been like Lyndon Johnson or Richard Nixon, Id have been able to check a lot of this dialogue against the tape recordings hed have had made. But if Ronald Reagan had been like Lyndon Johnson or Richard Nixon, he wouldnt have been Ronald Reagan.

Although it took me a while to sit down and start writing, I can tell you precisely when I conceived of this volume: while watching the evening news of February 6, 2001. My oldest child, then nine and a half, happened to wander into the room during a segment marking Ronald Reagans ninetieth birthday. She watched for a moment. Then she turned to me and asked, Dad, is that the President you worked for?

What answer could I give her? How could I make her see? I wanted my daughter to recognize that the world she inhabited was freer and more prosperous because of that old, old man on television. But I also wanted her to grasp my personal debt to him, enabling her to understand all that he taught mehow to work and how to relax, how to think and how to use words, how to be a good husband, how to approach life itself. Although my parents, her grandparents, taught me more than anyone else, I found myself wanting to explain, I encountered President Reagan at that impressionable moment when I had stepped out on my own for the first time. As I worked for him, he shaped me.

My experience in the White House had always been so much a part of me that Id taken it for granted. Now I saw that for the sake of my daughter, and, later, when they grew old enough to understand, her siblings, I needed to put it down.

I needed to tell my children how Ronald Reagan changed my life.



*Lehrman did indeed lose to Cuomo, although by less than 3 percent.
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THE PONY IN THE DUNG HEAP

When Life Buries You, Dig




JOURNAL ENTRY, JUNE 2002:

Over lunch today I asked Ed Meese about one of Reagans favorite jokes. The pony joke? Meese replied. Sure I remember it. If I heard him tell it once, I heard him tell it a thousand times.

The joke concerns twin boys of five or six. Worried that the boys had developed extreme personalitiesone was a total pessimist, the other a total optimisttheir parents took them to a psychiatrist.

First the psychiatrist treated the pessimist. Trying to brighten his outlook, the psychiatrist took him to a room piled to the ceiling with brand-new toys. But instead of yelping with delight, the little boy burst into tears. Whats the matter? the psychiatrist asked, baffled. Dont you want to play with any of the toys? Yes, the little boy bawled, but if I did Id only break them.

Next the psychiatrist treated the optimist. Trying to dampen his outlook, the psychiatrist took him to a room piled to the ceiling with horse manure. But instead of wrinkling his nose in disgust, the optimist emitted just the yelp of delight the psychiatrist had been hoping to hear from his brother, the pessimist. Then he clambered to the top of the pile, dropped to his knees, and began gleefully digging out scoop after scoop with his bare hands. What do you think youre doing? the psychiatrist asked, just as baffled by the optimist as he had been by the pessimist. With all this manure, the little boy replied, beaming, there must be a pony in here somewhere!

Reagan told the joke so often, Meese said, chuckling, that it got to be kind of a joke with the rest of us. Whenever something would go wrong, somebody on the staff would be sure to say, There must be a pony in here somewhere.


THE OTHER DAY Josh Gilder, one of my colleagues on the Reagan speechwriting staff, reminded me of Mr. Cho, the barber Josh and I discovered a couple of blocks from the White House. Mr. Cho had come to the United States from somewhere in Southeast AsiaThailand, as I recallwhere it was the custom for a barber to massage each customers scalp before cutting his hair. When you sat in his chair, Mr. Cho would rub your scalp with the palms of his hands, then knead it with his fingertips. Hed work his way slowly up both sides of your head to your crown, then forward to your eyebrows, then backward to the base of your skull. When Mr. Cho finally finished the massage and began cutting your hair, youd feel so relaxed that youd have to grip both arms of the barber chair to keep from sliding onto the floor.

For the six or seven months from the time we discovered him to the time Mr. Cho moved to a new barbershop in the suburbs, Josh and I found ourselves getting our hair cut almost once a week. Soon we stopped thinking of Mr. Cho as our barber and began thinking of him as our therapist. Our visits to the barbershop amounted to our own modest exercises in stress management. Mr. Cho helped us cope.

On a typical afternoon, for instance, Josh and I might have drafts of two or three speeches spread across our desks. The telephones would be ringing. Members of the National Security Council or the Office of Management and Budget would be pestering us for rewrites. Our boss, Tony Dolan, the chief speechwriter, would be clomping down the marble-tiled hallway in his cowboy boots to ask us whether in writing certain passages we had actually intended to cause pointless trouble with the senior staff or had simply gone out of our minds. When it got to be too much, Josh or I would telephone the other.

Haircut?

Thought youd never ask.

Josh and I have agreed ever since that only one other event could compare with a visit to Mr. Cho. That was a visit to the Oval Office.

Reagans presence was justI dont know, remarkable, Josh says. Wed go in there, all worked up over staff wars or the way the researchers werent doing their work. We might even have been worked up over something important for a change, like the Sandinistas or the situation in the Middle East. Then Reagan would calm us right down. He was just so sweet and serene. A few minutes with the guy were just as good as one of Mr. Chos massages. Remember?

Would I ever forget? Ronald Reagans serenity taught me one of the most important lessons of my life.


The Un-Sheen

FOR A LONG TIME, though, I just couldnt figure it out. I made a mistake about Reagan that youll understand immediately if youve ever watched the television program The West Wing. The program does a good job of portraying the intensity in the White Housepeople who work there really do look serious, speak earnestly, and spend half their days taking urgent telephone calls and the other half hurrying to vital meetings. My mistake lay in assuming that the intensity must reach a peak or climax in the person of the President. If the people who worked for him were driven and harried, it stood to reason that the President himself must be the most driven and harried of all. The West Wing makes the same assumption. Just look at the way Martin Sheen plays the role of chief executive. The mans anguished soul searching never lets up.

Yet in the Reagan White House, the intensity didnt peak in the person of the President. It evaporated. Where Sheen often appears rumpled, Reagan always appeared immaculate, his shirt unwrinkled, his tie snugly knotted, a knife-edge crease in his trousers, his shoes gleaming. Where Sheen is often distracted and on edge, Reagan was always utterly relaxed, giving anyone who ever met him the feeling that he had all the time in the world. (People lost track of time in the Oval Office so easily that Jim Kuhn, Reagans personal aide, frequently had to step inside to bring meetings to an end.) Where Sheen often raises his voice, engaging in at least one shouting match per episode, Reagan spoke gently. A shouting match? Reagan? Unthinkable.

The day after Josh Gilder joined the White House staffthe date, early 1983, makes this incident tellingI walked Josh through the White House complex to show him around. When we reached the end of the hallway that runs through the East Wing, a Secret Service agent stopped us, asking us to step to one side, standard procedure when the President himself was about to appear. A moment later the door at the far end of the hallway opened. The President and an entourage consisting of a couple of Secret Service agents and Edwin Meese III, then counselor to the President, entered, walking in our direction. If the President had worn a grave expression or walked with his shoulders stooped, I wouldnt have been surprised. Although the economy had begun to edge its way out of the recession of 1981 and 1982, one of the worst since World War II, unemployment remained at more than 10 percent. American plans to deploy nuclear missiles in Western Europethe deployment was intended to offset nuclear missiles the Soviet Union had already deployed in Eastern Europehad prompted massive demonstrations in the United States and in the United Kingdom, West Germany, and elsewhere in Europe. (Traveling in Europe with the Vice President that summer, I would experience one of these protests at first hand. As the Vice Presidents motorcade drove through Krefeld, West Germany, spectators began to whistle and jeer, then pelted the motorcade with rocks.) The Presidents job approval rating, once well over 60 percent, had sunk to under 40 percent.

As the entourage approached, I could hear Meese, briefing the President, refer repeatedly to Laos. I had no idea what Meese was saying about LaosId only been able to pick out that one wordbut he wouldnt have been talking about a small country on the other side of the world if the news were good. Yet instead of looking grave or stooped, I could see as he drew closer, the President lookedwell, he looked marvelous. Flawlessly groomed and dressed. Rested and relaxed. Alert. At seventy-two, an age when a lot of people hobble from place to place complaining about their arthritis, he even had a spring in his step. Just before the entourage disappeared through the door at our end of the hallway, the President noticed Josh and me. Although he as yet had no reason to know who we wereJosh and I were both still working for the Vice Presidenthe nodded, then grinned. If Reagan felt the weight of the world on his shoulders, the sensation gave him a kick.

Some Luck

HOW DID Reagan do it? He was supposed to play the role of the lonely and tortured soul. Instead he remained lighthearted. He never cursed or moped, like one of his predecessors, Richard Nixon, or withdrew into isolation for days at a time at Camp David, like another of his predecessors, Jimmy Carter. (For that matter, he never put on twenty pounds, then took it off, then put it back on, or fell into the habit of placing telephone calls to cronies in the small hours of the morning, like one of his successors, Bill Clinton.) Josh Gilder and I were only speechwriters. Yet the pressure got to us so often that in order to cope we had to keep running out to have our heads rubbed. Reagan never had a Thai barber. How did he remain so serene?

In answering this question I made a second mistake about Reagan. I assumed hed been lucky.

Its not that I was wrong, exactly. Ronald Reagan had been lucky. Born in 1911 and raised in a series of obscure towns in northern Illinois, including Dixon, the hamlet in which his family finally settled, by 1932 Reagan had talked his way into a job as a radio sports announcer that made him a celebrity in much of the Midwest. Then in 1937, when he was assigned to follow the Chicago Cubs to their spring training camp on Catalina Island, Reagan had visited Hollywood, where he had looked up a minor actress he had known when she worked in radio in the Midwest. The actress had introduced him to an agent, the agent had arranged for him to take a screen test, and on the basis of that single screen test Warner Brothers had offered him a contract. In the middle of the Great Depression, when as much as a quarter of the American workforce was unemployed, Reagan had lucked into a job that would make him a movie star.

Reagan had stayed lucky all his life. He had gone from a successful career in movies to a successful career in television, hosting General Electric Theater and Death Valley Days, and then to a successful career in politics, serving two terms as governor of California before capturing the White House. Why was Reagan serene? When you get lucky young, then stay lucky all your life, I thought, you get used to the idea that things are always going to work out for you.

Correct as far as it went, my thinking left a lot out. Thinking? Im flattering myself. During my first couple of years at the White House I was too busy to think. Since I had no experience as a speechwriter, I spent all my time struggling to learn my job. Any spare energy I had went into pretending that I already knew what I was doing, not into plumbing Ronald Reagans character. Only when I stopped suspecting that I might be fired at any moment did I begin to give any real consideration to the forces that had shaped Reagans outlook. I began getting to know Reagan associates, including his longtime political aides, Edwin Meese III and Franklyn Lyn Nofziger. I became acquainted with A. C. Lyles, who had been a pal of the Presidents ever since Reagans first year under contract to Warner Brothers. During A.C.s frequent trips from Hollywood, where he remained a producer at Paramount, to Washington, where hed visit Ronnie, Id sometimes join him for lunch in the White House mess. Able to lead an ordinary life after office hours at lastfor many months I was so exhausted when I got home from the office that Id collapse in front of the televisionI began reading everything about Reagan that I could find, including his autobiography, Wheres the Rest of Me? Now that I was indeed plumbing Reagans character, I quickly recognized my mistake. If you wanted to understand the President, I saw, toting up his good luck wouldnt get you very far. You also had to consider how much bad luck hed suffered.

Three of Reagans misfortunes came to strike me as central. The first: His father, Jack Reagan, a shoe salesman, was a drunk.

In Wheres the Rest of Me? Reagan describes two instances of his fathers drunkenness. The first took place when Reagan was eleven. He came home one day to find his father flat on his back on the front porch.


He was drunk, dead to the world. I stood over him for a minute or two. I wanted to let myself in the house and go to bed and pretend he wasnt there. Oh, I wasnt ignorant of his weakness. I dont know at what age I knew what the occasional absences or the loud voices in the night meant, but up till now my mother, Nelle, or my brother [Neil, nicknamed Moon, who was about two and a half years older than Reagan] handled the situation and I was a child in bed with the privilege of pretending to sleep.

I bent over him, smelling the sharp odor of whiskey from the speakeasy. I got a fistful of his overcoat. Opening the door, I managed to drag him inside and get him to bed.



The second took place when Reagan was a young man. His father reeled home one evening, too drunk to remember what hed done with the family car. Reagan had to search for the vehicle, finally coming across the car in the middle of the road, the engine still running.

The child, dragging his father into the house or listening, huddled under the covers, to voices in the night. The young man, forced to search for the family car, possibly his familys most valuable possession, only to discover that his father had left it where it might easily have been struck by another vehicle or stolen. If I found these incidents disturbing, I kept thinking, what must they have been like for Reagan himself?

When he dragged his father to bed, Reagan writes, it was the first time hed found Jack unconscious. How many times did the scene repeat itself? How much of the familys income, always modest, did Reagan see his father squander? How many of the half-dozen moves his family made during his childhood took place because his father had gotten fired for missing work when he went on a binge?

The small towns of the Midwest in which Reagan was raised would have been dominated by old-stock Protestants, many of whom would have needed only the slightest prompting to look down their noses at a family headed by a first-generation Irish Catholic such as Reagans father (Reagans mother, Nelle, was a Protestant of Scots and English ancestry). Jack Reagan gave his neighbors more than the slightest prompting. And he did so during Prohibition. Remaining in effect from 1920, when Ronald Reagan was nine, until 1933, when he was twenty-two, the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution banned the manufacture, transportation, or sale of alcoholic beverages. During his boyhood and college years, Reagan would thus have seen his father not only as an alcoholic but as a petty criminal.

How much shame did Reagan experience? How much humiliation? As I was pondering these questions I gained an insight into them from an unexpected source, my own father. Talking over family history with me one day when I was visiting our home in upstate New York, my father paused. Theres something you might as well know, he said. My grandfather, your great-grandfather, was an alcoholic.

My father knew little about the man. When he was growing up, he explained, no one spoke about him. My father wasnt even certain when he had died. From conversations hed overheard, my father had pieced together the story. There had once been some money in the familynot much, probably, but somebut his grandfather had squandered it, then deserted his wife, leaving her to support three children, one of them my fathers own father, on her own. As best he could recall, my father had been permitted to meet his grandfather only oncehe still had a dim memory, dating from his earliest boyhood, of lying on a sled as his grandfather pulled him across the snow. I remember liking him, my father said. He seemed kind. But thats all that I can tell you.

By the time I was born, my fathers grandfather was probably dead. Why had my father waited until I was in my twenties to tell me about him? Because as a boy he had recognized that adults saw his grandfather as a disgrace, and now, all these years later, he himself still felt ashamed. I didnt want to burden you with it, he explained.

I stood at a remove of three generations from the alcoholic in our family. But I still felt an aftereffect, a faint echo, of shame. As the very son of an alcoholic, I saw, Reagan must have suffered a particular kind of hell.

Little as he says about his fathers alcoholism in Wheres the Rest of Me?, Reagan devotes even less attention to the second misfortune, his divorce from his first wife, Jane Wyman. Ive never discussed what happened, he writes, dispensing
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