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For Ronnie
As I reread Ronnie’s letters to me recently, getting ready to donate them to the Ronald Reagan Library, I realized in a new way how very special they are. I’d always intended them for the library, believing them to be of value to historians seeking to learn more about a former president. And yet as I read them once again, fishing around in the shopping bag I kept them in and pulling them out one after another, remembering and enjoying Ronnie’s humor and style, his presence and his love, I was struck by how much they said about him—not just as a president, but as a man. And about us, the love we shared. The letters took me back in time, to the different moments of the life that Ronnie and I have shared for almost fifty years. And, once more, they brought Ronnie back to me, in his own words.
I realized how valuable the art and practice of writing letters are, and how important it is to remind people of what a treasure letters—handwritten letters—can be. In our throwaway era of quick phone calls, faxes, and E-mail, it’s all too easy never to find the time to write letters. That’s a great pity—for historians and the rest of us. If only people could see Ronnie’s letters, I thought, they’d realize so much, including how wonderful it can be to take the time to write what you feel to those you love.
For all these reasons, I realized I wanted to do something more with Ronnie’s letters than send them to the Reagan Library. I hated the thought of their being stuck in a file there, read by a few scholars and researchers yet not by the many people who love Ronnie but don’t have access to the Simi Valley archives. I decided I wanted them to be able to read the letters before I donated them to the library. That way, all the people who admire Ronnie could share in discovering the side of him that he’s always kept hidden from public view. That is to say, his private side. His heart.
Some of my royalties from the book will go to the Alzheimer’s Foundation, and the rest to the Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation for the Ronald Reagan Library and Museum.
—NANCY REAGAN
MAY 2000         
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I Love You, Ronnie
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On a boat, during the 1960s.
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Christmas 1980—it was perhaps the most important turning point in all of our lives.
We were due to leave for Washington in just a few days, and we both had a lot of things on our mind. They were different things, but still, they were there, and they preoccupied us. We’d been thrilled by the campaign and election night, and now we were planning for our new lives. Ronnie was thinking about all that it would mean to become president. He had always been very clear about his positions and where he wanted the country to go, but the idea of actually sitting in the Oval Office was daunting. I, on the other hand, was packing, getting ready to move us to Washington, clearing out closets and cleaning out the car port, which over the years I had filled with baskets and more baskets.
Christmas was Christmas nevertheless. We were there at home in California. Ronnie’s thoughts were of those closest to him—our family, gathered around us for one last celebration in our house in Pacific Palisades. It was a strange time—the last time we would ever have Christmas together in the house where Ronnie and I had raised our children and built our lives.
On Christmas Day, our children and their families, plus Ronnie’s brother, Moon, and his wife, Bess, came to dinner. We exchanged presents. Ronnie made a toast, as he always did, and he summed up, I think, what we all felt: “This toast is for all of us,” he said. “Not for what we’re about to become, but for what we’ve been, to each other, for so many years.”
In the morning, I had found a wonderful letter, just as I almost always found a Christmas letter from Ronnie throughout the years of our marriage.
Christmas was, of course, a special occasion, but it wasn’t the only time Ronnie wrote to me. From the earliest days of our marriage, and even before, Ronnie wrote to me all the time—beautiful letters, with descriptions of the world he saw around him; moving letters, filled with emotion, which deepened as we fell more and more in love.
No matter what else was going on in his life, no matter where he was, Ronnie wrote to stay in touch. I found his letters funny, warm, and imaginative. I loved reading them, and found myself looking forward to receiving them. Whenever Ronnie went away, I missed him terribly, and when his letters arrived, the whole world stopped so I could read them. I always loved not only what Ronnie said but the way he said it: the inventiveness and fun, the natural way he expressed his feelings and described the world around him. I saved every letter, every card, and every doodle.
Anyone who knows me well knows that I’m a saver. I always have been—and especially of anything having to do with my husband. Everyone teased me about it in the past, and grumbled about it when it came time to pack up all the things I’d saved and move. But then, when they were searching for things for the Ronald Reagan Library, they were suddenly very happy with me and the things I saved. For the librarians, the wedding clothes and baby shoes, the invitations and presents, and the boxes and boxes of photographs that I’d held on to over the years were nothing less than a treasure. But for me, the most precious thing of all has always been this collection of Ronnie’s letters.
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On the pier Ronnie built at Rancho del Cielo, near Santa Barbara.
At first I kept them so that I could read them over again if I felt like it. Later, I kept them in a shopping bag. I brought them to Washington, where a lot more were added. It was a habit with Ronnie to write, to feel in touch, sometimes even when we were in the same room.
I have always loved them. In recent years, as Alzheimer’s disease has gradually taken away Ronnie’s ability to write, to remember, these letters have become even more important to me. They bring back so many memories.
The letters trace the story of our life. They begin as cheerful notes from the early years when we were dating. Then, in the first years of our marriage, they become deeper.
They were always a part of our life. In the fifties and sixties, when Ronnie traveled to make a movie or for General Electric, he sent me telegrams and long letters from across the country. Later on, he sent me funny notes from the California governor’s office, then cards from Air Force One. Sometimes, when we lived in the White House, he wrote me letters from across the room.
I gave Ronnie cards—often, two or three or more at a time—for every holiday imaginable:Valentine’s Day, Father’s Day, Easter, even Halloween. But I wasn’t good at putting my feelings into words. Writing came so naturally to Ronnie, but it didn’t to me. He’d sit down, and, without drafts, without corrections, he’d come up with the most perfect and personal way of saying things—right off the top of his head. I was always struck by the way he did it, by the beauty of what he wrote and the ease with which he expressed himself. I wish I could have written back in just the same way.
—
Ronnie’s letters tell the story of our courtship and how it matured from a Hollywood romance into a deeply loving and long-lasting marriage. It’s interesting, I think, to see how our feelings grew over time, and to hear Ronnie express his wonder at his happiness. I believe he was able to share on paper feelings he wouldn’t have been comfortable saying out loud, especially in those early days of our life together. His writing built an even closer bond between us.
Ronnie is not a complicated man. He’s a private man—even, deep down, a shy man, I think—but not a complicated one. These letters are special because they give a lovely portrait of a man, in his own words. It is important, I think, to remember the happy times and the value of a life lovingly led, particularly now, given Ronnie’s illness and the darkness that shadows every human being’s existence. In the climate of today, I think it would be good for all of us to focus on the positive, the true, the things that really last, on character, humor, commitment, and love, and on the happy memories of a wonderful man and his life.
His letters were keepsakes in the past and have become my guardians of memory today. They recall happy times, and, above all, they preserve the voice of the Ronnie I love.
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Ronnie’s habit of writing to me began almost as soon as we started to see each other. In those early days, he was traveling all the time: on location for films (like The Last Outpost, which he shot in Tucson), to New York for TV jobs, around the country as president of the Screen Actors Guild.
Ronnie was on the road so much that we got to know each other slowly. And yet, when I opened the door to him for our first date, I knew that he was the man I wanted to marry.
We’d met in the fall of 1949 on a blind date—that is to say, a date that was blind for Ronnie but not for me. I’d seen him in pictures—and I liked what I saw. I was doing a picture—East Side, West Side—for Mervyn LeRoy, an old family friend, at Metro, when I saw my name on a list of Communist sympathizers. I went to Mervyn and said I was upset and asked if there was anything he could do. Later, it turned out that it was another Nancy Davis, but I was upset, so I said to Mervyn, “It’s not right. You’ve got to do something.”
Mervyn said not to worry; he would have the studio plant an item in Louella Parsons’s column. The next day, I went to him again and said, “A little item in Louella Parsons isn’t enough. My family’s really upset.” So Mervyn said, “I’ll call Ronald Reagan. He’s president of the Screen Actors Guild, and he’ll be able to straighten things out. Come to think of it,” he went on, “I think you two should know each other.”
Now, that seemed like a very good idea.
“Yes, Mervyn,” I said, remembering the handsome man I’d seen in movies, “I think so, too.”
“I’ll call him,” he said. “And he’ll call you.”
But Ronnie didn’t call, so the next day on the set, I said, “Mervyn, I’m really worried about this.”
So Mervyn called Ronnie again.
Ronnie told me later that he couldn’t understand why Mervyn was making such a fuss. But he called me that same day and asked me to go to dinner. “It’ll have to be early, though,” he said. “I have an early call.”
I said, “Yes, I have an early call, too.” I didn’t—and he didn’t—but we wanted to protect ourselves. He didn’t even know what I looked like.
Ronnie was on crutches that night, having recently broken his leg in a charity baseball game.
“How come you moved in on me like this?” Ronnie would write me from a lonely hotel room years later, when he was away on one of his long trips for G.E. Why do people fall in love? It’s almost impossible to say. If you’re not a teenager or in your early twenties, you’ve gone on a lot of dates and met a lot of people. When the real thing comes along, you just know it. At least I did.
Looking back now, I still can’t define what it was about Ronnie that made him seem so very perfect to me. I think we were just right for each other. And as the evening went on, I was more and more convinced. Ronnie had a great sense of humor, and he wasn’t like any other actor I knew—or anybody else in the movie business. He didn’t talk about himself. He didn’t talk about his movies. He talked about lots of things, but not about “my next picture, my last picture . . .” He was a Civil War buff, loved horses, and knew a lot about wine. In fact, he had a broad knowledge of a lot of different things. I loved to listen to him talk. I loved his sense of humor. I saw it clearly that very first night: He was everything that I wanted.
That evening, we went to dinner at LaRue’s, a glamorous “in” place on Sunset Strip where a lot of picture people used to go. After dinner, Ronnie told me that Sophie Tucker was performing at Ciro’s. I said I had never seen Sophie Tucker. “Well,” Ronnie said, “why don’t we just go and see the first show?”
“Okay,” I said. “Just the first show.”
We stayed for the second show, and by then we had admitted that neither of us had an early call the next day. We saw each other the next night and went to dinner at a place out by the ocean, and I think we both knew afterward that we wanted to see each other again.
Things progressed slowly, though. We each continued to see other people for a while. Ronnie wanted to be sure, and, even though I’d never been married before, I wanted to be sure, too.
Whenever Ronnie traveled, I waited for letters and for other little signs that he was really interested. They came from time to time, and each one felt to me like a breakthrough.
There was, for example, the first time Ronnie asked me to come out to his little eight-acre ranch in Northridge. I don’t think he’d ever asked anybody else there before, and I was thrilled. The ranch was out in the Valley, near a railroad track. It wasn’t a fancy place, but it was very special to Ronnie. He’d built a ring there to ride in, and put in some hurdles to practice jumping, and that’s what he did out there: rode and practiced jumping and bred horses with his partner, a very nice man named Nino Pepitone. It was a new world to me—you don’t have many ranches in Chicago, where I was raised.
It was another breakthrough when Ronnie introduced me to his children, Michael and Maureen. I was so nervous about meeting them, so afraid that they wouldn’t like me. Everything was a bit tentative at first. But as it turned out, we got along just fine. Soon, on every weekend and every holiday, when Ronnie went to visit the children, I’d go too. Maureen was often away at boarding school in those years, but Mike was around, and soon, every time we drove out to the ranch, he’d
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