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			Foreword

			BY MARK LEVIN

			Some of us are children of the Reagan Revolution. Both Craig Shirley and I traversed our own separate paths to Ronald Reagan, following this man and his conservative intellectual discipline along with others. And we are both better for it. And by the way, America was better for it too. Reagan destroyed the Soviet Union, he created millions of new jobs, he created tens of thousands of millionaires, he eradicated inflation and high interest rates, and more importantly, he lifted the national mood, eliminating the malaise of the previous four years.

			Reagan has gone down in history as one of our four greatest presidents, alongside Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt, according to liberal historian John Patrick Diggins.

			All freed or saved many people, according to Diggins, and can one find a better reason to be president than to make people free and make their country a better place to live?

			Many young people go to Washington, get corrupted, and end up as sad members of the Washington underclass. Neither Craig nor I ever intended to go to Washington to do anything other than follow our principles and take apart the Washington undergrowth.

			We wanted to join the Reagan Revolution, do our best, and then leave Washington behind.

			My journey started in Philadelphia when I tried at nineteen years old to become a Reagan delegate to the 1976 GOP convention in Kansas City. Political bossism blocked my path that time, just as bossism blocked Reagan from getting the presidential nomination that time around, but four years later, nothing could stop him—or me.

			He won in a landslide and I went to work in the Reagan administration, first helping to dismantle the federal wasteland of ACTION, just as President Reagan wanted. I ended up as the chief of staff to one of the greatest attorneys general in America history, the wonderful Ed Meese. I was honored and, as a bonus, he had been a close friend and philosophical soulmate to Reagan for many years. So, I reason that if I was helping the president’s dear friend, I was helping Ronald Reagan.

			Those were halcyon days for all of us, the young Reaganites. And Reagan was a romantic, seeing freedom conquering slavery, knowledge devouring ignorance, and his life as a struggle against the dark forces of collectivism.

			He often quoted the Founders and Framers, the men of the Enlightenment, C.S. Lewis, Locke, Churchill, and Thoreau who once said, “The character inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have done more, If the government had not sometimes got in the way.” Reagan mobilized rhetoric into an actual political, economic, and cultural idea, assembling it into a firm and logical conservative philosophy.

			There was an allure to being a Reaganite. We knew we were right. Individualism and privacy have always ruled the day. And Reagan was its chief defender. Reagan left office more popular than when he entered the White House in 1981.

			My friend Craig has emerged as one of our finest American historians and one of the best of the Reagan biographers. He’s written six books on Reagan, hundreds of op-eds, many speeches, and has taught about Reagan at University of Virginia, Georgetown, Hillsdale College, and Reagan’s own Eureka College, to name just a few. He has also lectured many times at the Reagan Library. Just to put a fine point on his station as one of America’s leading historians, he also authored the New York Times bestselling December, 1941 and its sister book, April, 1945, which was a Publishers Weekly best seller.

			As death must with all men, we’ve lost Ronald Reagan. And he is badly missed.  The next best thing now are books and articles written about the man from those who actually knew Reagan—like my friend Craig.

			Here is The Search for Reagan.

			Thank you.

			 

			Mark Levin

			Virginia

			February 2023

		

	
		
			Preface

			“‘Trust me’ government asks that we concentrate our hopes and dreams on one man; that we trust him to do what’s best for us. My view of government places trust not in one person or one party, but in those values that transcend persons and parties.”

			—Ronald Reagan

			Ronald Reagan was never as conservative as some conservatives wanted him to be, but he was as conservative as he felt comfortable being. “The New Republican Party I envision will not be, and cannot be, one limited to the country club–big business image.”1

			He believed in natural rights as did the founder of modern conservatism, John Locke. He also believed in a “natural aristocracy” of men who rise to their highest ambition without the heavy hand of nobility or government interference à la Thomas Jefferson.

			He quoted the Founders and the Framers often, much more than any recent president.

			Still, many books written by liberal historians during and immediately after his presidency gave short shrift to the man who won the Cold War and freed millions of people imprisoned behind the Iron Curtain, who restored American morale, and who solved high inflation and high interest rates while creating over twenty million new jobs. The net worth of families grew by 27 percent and the real gross national product grew by 26 percent. The number of millionaires in America grew from 4,414 in 1980 to 34,944 in 1987.

			These aforementioned books were derogatory, slanted, superficial, and not considered part of real history. These meaningless books include Ronald Reagan, the Movie; Our Long National Daydream; and Sleepwalking Through History. One of the worst books ever written about Reagan, ironically, was supposed to be his official biography: Dutch by Edmund Morris.

			It wound up being a joke, with made-up characters and fake narratives. It was met with derisive reviews, sold poorly, and now can’t even be found in the gift shop at the Reagan Library. It made a good doorstop, but that is all. More recently, books have been fairer to Reagan.

			Still, the left-wing always knew that to destroy American conservatism, they needed to destroy the most successful conservative president in twentieth-century American history.

			Even Barack Obama acknowledged Reagan’s impact on American culture and life. “I think Ronald Reagan changed the trajectory of America in a way that…Richard Nixon did not and in a way that Bill Clinton did not. He put us on a fundamentally different path because the country was ready for it. I think they felt like…with all the excesses of the 60s and 70s, and government had grown and grown, but there wasn’t much sense of accountability in terms of how it was operating. I think that…he tapped into what people were already feeling, which was, we want clarity, we want optimism, we want a return to that sense of dynamism and entrepreneurship that had been missing.”2

			Interestingly enough, Obama communicated no new ideas as president; it simply was a continuation of the welfare state. Guilty by his own indictment.

			Reagan, by like token, was an idea man, grabbing and embracing a new form of conservatism, pushing it out beyond its own previous boundaries. Reagan was just not an American conservative—a believer in a system in which power flows upward—but a “new ideas” conservative, promoting ideas such as tax cuts for the express purpose of restoring power to the individual, the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), enterprise zones, the Caribbean Basin Initiative, helping indigenous freedom fighters oppose communist tyranny, and much more. He introduced one new idea after another and, in so doing, transformed the “Grand Old Party” into a “brand spanking new party.” Too many people did not grasp that Reagan was not a reactionary but instead a revolutionary.

			Many of the new ideas that came out of the 1970s conservative movement were inspired by Reagan and his speechwriting shop (later in the White House) that was, in essence, his brain trust, or in-house idea factory. Many of his best speechwriters had not been speechwriters before taking the jobs, demonstrating the flexible thinking of the Reagan Administration. Two of his favorite speechwriters in the 1970s and beyond were Peter Hannaford and Ken Khachigian.

			– – –

			“Reagan was born in 1911, only a few years after Teddy Roosevelt had used the presidential ‘bully pulpit’ to exhort America. TR once said, ‘The only true conservative…sets his face toward the future.’”3

			He was an American conservative who knew the world he lived in and what he could reasonably accomplish versus what he could not. Early on in his presidency, he got into a tiff with direct mail money man Richard Viguerie over his conservatism. History will show Reagan got the better end of the deal and the argument. He also criticized Viguerie in his private diaries, awarding him two entries. “Richard [Viguerie] held a press conference along with John Lofton and blasted me as not a true conservative—made me wonder what my reception would be at the Conservative Dinner [Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC)]. I needn’t have worried—it was a love fest. Evidently, R.V. and J.L. don’t speak for the rank and file conservatives.”4

			And again, “Rcv’d. letter from Richard Viguerie with a copy of Conservative Digest. He tried to write in sorrow, not anger about my betrayal of the conservative cause. He used crocodile tears for ink.”5 Conservative Digest also lambasted Reagan as early as February 1982. The Reagan Administration barely had a chance to clear its throat. But a small gathering of conservatives had jointly signed a document denouncing Reagan including, paradoxically, Ron Robinson, who later became head of the Reagan Ranch.6 To be fair, Viguerie was a principled conservative who had supported Reagan for years, going back to 1965.

			– – –

			As to why he ran for president, Reagan would often joke, “If you’re not the lead sled dog, your view of the world never changes.”7 But when he got philosophical and introspective, he once said that there was a feeling it was more than one wanting to be president, but rather that one should be president.

			In 1975, Time magazine said, “Republicans now must decide whether he [Reagan] represents a wave of the future or is just another Barry Goldwater calling on the party to mount a hopeless crusade against the twentieth century.”8 How wrong was Time magazine and the entire left-wing media establishment? Reagan was not a man of the past. He was a man of the future.

			As written in Rendezvous with Destiny, “After two generations in which FDR’s New Deal coalition dominated American politics, Reagan had emerged as the Republican answer to Roosevelt: a larger-than-life father figure who would bring his party out of the wilderness and demoralized Americans into the sunshine.”9

			Reagan (nicknamed “Dutch” by his father early on) and his brother Neil, a.k.a. “Moon,” “who was two years older, grew up living the semi-idyllic Tom Sawyerish life of the typical small-town boy before the strident advent of radio, television, and the freeway.”10

			– – –

			As of 1954, he was a washed-up actor who was almost broke. Once the boy darling of Hollywood and considered one of its most promising actors, he now, at his age, had few prospects to restart his movie career. And yet, he was never callow, always reading and talking about politics and world affairs as a passionate supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt (he once saw him in a parade in Des Moines)—and later Harry Truman. He didn’t even switch parties until ten years later, and by 1980, he’d been a Democrat longer than a Republican.

			He was a deeply philosophical man, reading constantly and listening to thinkers and theorists of the right such as Nobel Prize–economist Milton Friedman—whom the Economist heralded as the most prominent economist of the twentieth century—and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an intellectual who came out of Oklahoma and the Hell’s Kitchen part of New York City. Another intellectual he listened to was Jeane Kirkpatrick, a deep thinker who taught at Georgetown University and had once been a Hubert Humphrey–Democrat. She came to Reagan’s attention when she wrote an article titled “Dictatorships and Double Standards” for Commentary magazine. She also was from Oklahoma.

			The long article was a deep study of the current world situation vis-à-vis America’s foreign policy. Reagan was greatly impressed and, in 1981, asked her to join his administration. Kirkpatrick had begun life as a traditional liberal, then moved to a neoconservative (neocon), and finally to a traditional conservative. In her final iteration of her life, she spoke often of freedom.

			She was also getting more involved, along with Richard Allen and others, in the Committee on the Present Danger, which put sunlight on the Soviet threat.

			Woodrow Wilson had The Inquiry, FDR had his Brain Trust and “Dollar-A-Year Men,” and JFK had the “Harvard Mafia,” but Reagan spent more time with intellectuals than did any other president.

			– – –

			Reagan’s candidacy and elections in 1980 and 1984 were dismissed by the left-wing intelligentsia as mere flukes, a sleight of hand, the wool pulled over the voters’ eyes. “Ronald Reagan’s critics deride his abilities and presidency, referring to him as a ‘cue card’ president who did little more than read lines written by others.”11

			But in fact, he won by landslides both times; they were some of the most impressive campaign wins of all time, rivaling FDR’s. Of the 1980 election, George F. Will once said he regarded it as a “national emergency.”12

			Reagan was also a man of letters, maybe more so than any other American president. He wrote letters in his youth, in his Hollywood-salad days, as a governor, as a president, and right up to his time as a former president. Then he wrote one more letter: one last letter telling the world he had Alzheimer’s.

			As his friend Paul Laxalt, former governor of Nevada, said, “But Ronald Reagan’s character, his warmth, his wisdom, and his philosophy of life all shine through the letters he writes to friends, to relatives, to other national leaders, and to strangers who have corresponded with him. He is a man who feels obligated to answer the appeals, requests, and compliments as well as the criticisms and differences of opinion.”13

			– – –

			“He was one of the most prolific writers in American presidential history.”14 Indeed, the Reagan Library in Simi Valley houses some 3,500 letters authored by the Gipper. All his letters were well written and thoughtful with very few typos or errors of fact.

			He had a difficult time responding to tragedy, heartache, or loss but reply this wordsmith did. Sometimes he would call rather than write. One hurting young woman wrote of her financial troubles. Reagan responded with a check, but the woman was going to frame it. When Reagan learned of this, he sent her a second check but asked her not to cash both, just one of the checks. He was forever writing letters.

			But that wasn’t enough. He also wrote the vast majority of his hundreds of radio scripts and an equal number of his columns, syndicated by King Features to hundreds of newspapers. “It was not until after the turn of the century that Reagan’s own extensive writings—radio commentaries, speeches, letters—began to be discovered and published.”15

			He would usually write about fifteen of his radio addresses at a time, have them typed and cleaned up, and then record each five-minute commentary in Harry O’Connor’s studio at Hollywood and Vine. Then fifteen reel-to-reels and 45s would be shipped out to about three hundred radio stations nationwide. The Gipper had to be good at spotting issues and trends and making sure he did not do a recording of an issue that might fade in several weeks.

			But as chock-full of facts as his radio addresses and columns were, he knew that he must cram stories, parables, anecdotes, and tales into his speeches to get his point across. As his Secretary of State George Shultz once observed, “Ronald Reagan’s talents as a storyteller are legendary. He peppered his conversations with stories. Stories lent a certain informality and ease to his speeches. He used stories to increase his rapport with the people in front of him or on the other end of the television camera.”16

			One common story was that Reagan slept on planes, which was untrue. He opened up his briefcase and went right to work: reading, writing, editing. In fact, it was on a plane, according to longtime aide Mike Deaver, when he decided to run for president one more time in 1980. As he once said, “All in all, as I look back, I realize that my reading left an abiding belief in the triumph of good over evil.”17

			Most men reach a point at around forty years of age where their politics and view of the world become fixed. They stop growing. Not Reagan. He was constantly evolving. “Reagan’s intellectual curiosity peaked later in life.”18

			The Reagan of the 1960s, often angry—angry at student demonstrators, angry at recalcitrant college professors, angry at anti-war protestors—was more hopeful, more optimistic in his outlook by the late ’70s. He also adjusted his politics from being just an “aginner” to being growth-orientated; his eye was now on the dawn rather than the dusk. It was noticeable. Conservatism, as defined by Reagan, was changing—historically and radically.

			As John Patrick Diggins wrote in Ronald Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of History, “Inspired by the libertarian views of [Thomas] Paine, Reagan saw himself as the lifeguard of American liberalism, rescuing it from drowning in the raging currents of radicalism that inundated three generations of twentieth-century history. In Hollywood in the forties, Reagan the actor saw the Old Left’s support of Stalin taint the New Deal; in Sacramento in the sixties, Reagan the governor heard the New Left’s paeans to Castro and Mao; in Washington, DC, in the eighties, Reagan the president watched the antiwar Left’s support for Nicaragua’s Sandinistas sweep the academy. By then, the lifeguard had long given up on liberalism, which he concluded would always be swept away by the siren song of the Left.”19

			There are plenty of doubters and left-wingers still around to “down” Reagan. One college professor wrote, without evidence it may be added: “He rarely thought deeply or looked for ways to challenge or reassess his strongly held assumptions. Over the years, he repeated many false statistics and shared fanciful anecdotes to support conservative policies.”20 And yet, the writer engages in the very thing he accuses Reagan of doing. He also writes of Reagan’s “shocking neglect of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s,”21 completely overlooking the additional billions he devoted to AIDS research and how he raised it as an issue in a 1984 exchange with a reporter and again in his 1985 State of the Union address. That author also ignored how much he and Mrs. Reagan did for AIDS charities in their post-presidential years.

			Reagan had once been a big supporter of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. He cast his first vote in 1932 for FDR and voted for him another three times. He always remembered how his father and his brother got jobs from the Works Progress Administration (WPA), a New Deal-era bureau. He considered FDR to be his inspiration and always defended him, even as he slowly turned to intellectualism.

			Starting in the late forties, Reagan began his historic move to the right as he battled communist provocateurs in Hollywood. At that time, he was in the 93 percent tax bracket. The government, led by the Democratic Party, was taking too much. The Democratic Party—once of the working man, of patriotism—was steadily moving to the left, to collectivism. By the early 1960s, Reagan had had enough and switched party registration. Other Democrats left also, while liberal Republicans, like New York Mayor John Lindsay, were leaving the Republican Party, thus beginning the process of making the GOP almost all conservative and the Democratic Party almost all liberal. As Reagan often quipped, “I didn’t leave the Democratic Party. It left me.” A staffer on his 1966 gubernatorial campaign noted dozens of highlighted books in Reagan’s home library on political philosophy.

			In later years, the Democratic Party would only nominate national tickets that were left of center and the Republican Party would only nominate tickets that were right of center.

			Reagan, the can-do optimist, would never accept collectivism as the final answer for mankind. He began his distrust of all forms of leftism, which started thirty years before his presidency, battling them and their groups in Tinseltown. Meanwhile, these communists saw the propaganda value of Hollywood and were dead set on taking it over.

			Reagan, like Thomas Paine, believed in hope, experiment, and freedom. But he also believed in challenging the status quo, reminding one of a letter written to Paine by Benjamin Rush, one of the most important Founders. “The American war is over,” Rush said, “but this is far from being the case with the American Revolution.”22 But unlike Paine, he believed God had a plan for him.

			He was also a child of the Enlightenment, suspicious of all concentrations of power, especially governmental and corporate.

			Reagan repeated Ralph Waldo Emerson often, America’s early advocate of liberty and independence. In his seminal essay “Self-Reliance,” Emerson called America “the country of tomorrow,” which Reagan quoted in his 1992 Convention speech.

			Reagan also, on occasion, quoted from C.S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters and often cited the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. The much-admired conservative syndicated columnist George F. Will once insightfully said of Reagan, “He did not shinny to the top of the greasy pole of American politics by accident or lassitude.”

			And he accomplished Big Things during his presidency, including the defeat of Soviet communism, the restoration of American morale, and the creation of some twenty million new jobs. He also tamed inflation and high interest rates, which had been raging out of control under his predecessor Jimmy Carter. In fact, under Carter, a new term came into being: stagflation. It meant low growth and high inflation, which economic textbooks said was impossible.

			Of his three great goals, Reagan knew American morale was the most important of all. A happy people are a productive people, and a productive people could manufacture the weapons he needed to aid indigenous freedom fighters around the world and grow an economy Reagan could use to bring the Soviets to heel.

			During his “grand strategy” campaign in 1980, which involved the interlocking causes of American morale and American productivity, he announced that the US would defeat the Soviet empire.

			Reagan despised Soviet communism and did all he could to destroy this Evil Empire. He made a pact with Pope John Paul II and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to bring it down. Reagan sent the US’s first ambassador to the Holy See and shared secret CIA information with Pope John Paul II. It helped tremendously that the Pope spoke English; Reagan and the Pope often conferred in private.

			For the first time in years, America was on offense against the Soviets. He saw it as a morality play; they were evil, and the US was good. He used every means at his disposal: the bully pulpit; selling the Soviets shoddy equipment and spending them into oblivion; aiding pro-freedom movements such as the Contras in Nicaragua, the mujahideen in Afghanistan, the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, and other movements in Hungary and the Baltics; the development of the Strategic Defense Initiative, which scared the hell out of the Soviets, and other forms of technology; Radio Free Europe and Vatican Radio; and everything and more at his command.

			Why “evil”? The use of the word is key. No American president had ever described the Soviet Union as such, but Reagan knew what he was doing. He was marshaling his forces.

			Previously, the Soviets and communism had been winning since WWII, from the Warsaw Pact countries, to building the Berlin Wall, to Korea, to Southeast Asia, to Cuba and the Baltics. Reagan and Company stopped the Soviets dead in their tracks. For the first time in the history of the Cold War, the West, led by Reagan, was on offense.

			And we won the Cold War.

			– – –

			Can you believe it? By 1988, an American president was in Moscow, standing before a statue of Lenin, lecturing an audience of college professors and college students on free market capitalism. Some philosophers will argue that man must slug his way from the swamp to the stars before being accepted by God. But Reagan rejected that Calvinist view of the world, believing that man has free will. And Reagan rejected the view that there was a hell. Reagan once said, “I can’t believe an all wise and loving father would condemn any of his children to eternal damnation.”23

			– – –

			While others say that suffering is not necessary and God loves all, regardless, they accept Jesus as their Lord. Philosophers and theologians love to argue how many angels can dance on the head of a pin, but Reagan was one who believed that Heaven was open to all, although just to be sure, you better live a good life. “In the beginning was the spirit,” Reagan said to the audience of melting communists, “and it was from this spirit that the material abundance of creation issued forth.”24 He was a regular congregant at the Hollywood Beverly Church, where he always sat on the aisle on the right side. To Reagan, there was nothing wrong with the acquisition of wealth, and in fact, God did not wish us to suffer in this world, provided we share our abundance. So put away your sackcloths.

			Reagan’s Moscow State University speech was surely pleasing to Nobel Prize–winning author Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. Reagan said government must be curtailed to allow family and commerce to expand.

			Solzhenitsyn gave a groundbreaking commencement speech at Harvard University in the ’70s called “A World Split Apart.” (You had to know it was a great speech because the left-wingers and collectivists denounced it, especially the New York Times). It was a speech for all time: He blamed the left for the fall of Vietnam, which was true. He blamed the left for the six million murdered by Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, which was true. He blamed the left for the plight of the Vietnamese Boat People, which was true. He blamed liberalism for being the force of darkness, which was true. He credited conservatism for being the force of light, which was true.

			The students and faculty denounced him. In a matter of ten years, the irony was that Reagan was more welcome at Moscow State University by a bunch of former communists who were shaking off the last shackles of collectivism than Solzhenitsyn was at an American university who was shaking off the blanket of freedom. Reagan’s speech, by the way, was superb.

			It is a deliberate lie to say the Cold War ended. Does anyone really think the Soviets would have just given up if they had a chance to win? Name one Soviet premier who willingly gave up conquered lands? Mikhail Gorbachev was forced to. Name one Soviet premier who willingly gave up power? Again, Gorbachev was forced to. Even Gorbachev said the future pointed towards freedom.

			Reagan had the good fortune to have a late reformer like Gorbachev to confront him, but Gorbachev was still a communist, still a party man who saw the handwriting on the wall—the inevitability that the Berlin Wall would come crashing down and the Iron Curtain would fall because of Reagan.

			– – –

			Reagan changed the Republican Party from one of the elitists, Eastern concerns, and country clubs to one more Western, more conservative, and more populist. He took seriously his words, “The New Republican Party I envision will not be, and cannot be, one limited to the country club–big business image,” in his groundbreaking 1977 speech to a group of young Washington conservatives. He then elaborated:

			Our task is not to sell a philosophy, but to make the majority of Americans, who already share that philosophy, see that modern conservatism offers them a political home. We are not a cult; we are members of a majority. Let’s act and talk like it. The job is ours and the job must be done. If not by us, who? If not now, when? Our party must be the party of the individual. It must not sell out the individual to cater to the group. No greater challenge faces our society today than ensuring that each of us can maintain his dignity and his identity in an increasingly complex, centralized society.

			Extreme taxation, excessive controls, oppressive government competition with business, galloping inflation, frustrated minorities, and forgotten Americans are not the product of free enterprise. They are the residue of centralized bureaucracy, of government by a self-anointed elite.

			Our party must be based on the kind of leadership that grows and takes its strength from the people. Any organization is in actuality only the lengthened shadow of its members. A political party is a mechanical structure created to further a cause. The cause, not the mechanism, brings and holds the members together. And our cause must be to rediscover, reassert, and reapply America’s spiritual heritage to our national affairs.

			Then with God’s help, we shall indeed be as a city upon a hill, with the eyes of all people on us.25

			He also changed the party’s appeal. Prior to his appearance on the scene, young voters were aligned with the Democratic Party. It was seen as the party of the future, of hope and opportunity. It was cool. Reagan—and Jimmy Carter—changed all that. Carter was a foot-washing Baptist who didn’t dance, play cards, drink, or swear. These austere Baptists believed that earthly matters were of this world and of no concern to them. They were focused on the next world. But he was also immersed in the writings of such doomsayers as Christopher Lasch. He avidly read Lasch’s book, The Culture of Narcissism, and there was thinking among the pseudo-intellectual elites that America’s day was past. Books such as The Population Bomb and The Selfishness of Others and other apocalyptic books and teachings met the required rigid, depressing thinking of the American Left at the time. This is why the American Left turned on Solzhenitsyn. He’d once been the toast of the liberal salons of Manhattan, but when he took them on for the betrayal of Vietnam in his Harvard commencement address, they turned on him.

			Reagan saw this and picked up the fallen standard of optimism left behind by Carter. “We have to make our own successes by our own effort.… At the heart of that message should be five simple, familiar, everyday words…Family, Work, Neighborhood, Freedom, Peace.” He also said that Republicans needed to look at the world “in a new way.”26

			As evidence of Reagan’s appeal, a little girl sent him fifteen cents taped to a note because her father told her that campaigns were expensive.

			It is now hard to believe how bad the world of Jimmy Carter was. America was losing at every level—politically, culturally, economically, and militarily. Inflation and interest rates were running amok. The Soviets were on the move. They invaded Afghanistan, and they were in Africa, Southeast Asia, and on American college campuses. Was Carter presiding over the last gasp of America? He gave a nationally televised address in which he blamed Americans for all the ill afflicting America. Though he never used the word “malaise,” he was forever saddled with it for the rest of his life. “In the President’s formulation, the American ‘crisis’ was essentially a ‘spiritual’ failing, the product of a popular ‘malaise’ rooted in the selfishness, narcissism and alienation of the American people, in short, in their failure as citizens.”27

			He gave an earlier commencement speech at Notre Dame, saying we should get over our inordinate fear of communism. Even the old neocon Henry Kissinger rolled his eyes and denounced the naiveté of that speech.

			– – –

			When Reagan left office, he had an overall rating of 73 percent, but among voters under thirty years of age, some polls gave him a skyscraping 85 percent approval. And why not? He spoke of limitless horizons. He spoke of the future and hope and opportunity. By the end of his administration, young Americans were moving in droves to the Republican Party.

			Reagan was an outdoorsman, his love of the outdoors starting with his time as a lifeguard in Tampico, Illinois, where he saved seventy-seven lives. He loved horseback riding and working with his hands. He was also derided for all manner of things, including once for being an actor and a cowboy. Former president Theodore Roosevelt was once attacked in the same fashion. Mark Hanna, the political handler of Roosevelt’s predecessor, William McKinley, once stormed, “Now that damned cowboy is in the White House!” when the outspoken Roosevelt succeeded the assassinated McKinley. They said the same thing about Reagan in 1980.

			During his presidency, Reagan was often condemned by the paper tigers of the conservative movement for not doing this or that in a conservative fashion. In 1987, a small group of Washington conservatives held a press conference bashing Reagan for the forthcoming Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. It was the first real reduction of American and Soviet nuclear weapons since the dawn of the Cold War. It also featured a meticulous independent eyewitness process to inspect the dismantling and storage of such nuclear weaponry.

			The press conference included Washington activist David Keene and troublemaker Howard Phillips, who audaciously called the president of the United States a “useful idiot.”28 But Reagan was doing what he’d always promised: building up America’s defenses and then calling the Soviets to the negotiating table to talk from a position of strength, not weakness. Most of Washington dismissed the actors at the press conference as lightweights. Reagan wrote in his diaries of his deep disdain for Phillips especially.

			Nancy Reagan had no use for Keene, a nine-to-five conservative activist. During the 1976 presidential campaign, Keene was making fun of Reagan, and it got back to her. She was deeply displeased. Years later, at a Washington black-tie conservative dinner, Mrs. Reagan was informed she’d be sitting between Keene and right-winger polemicist Pat Buchanan, someone else she also held at arm’s length. She is said to have blown her top and stormed, “Well just great!”29 at the notion of being seated between two men for whom she had little regard.

			– – –

			Reagan left office with high approval ratings, including an astonishing 40-plus percent approval rating among Democrats, but not before he wrote in his diaries of “the start of a new life” back in California. He wrote that at seventy-seven years of age, and it is just another example of his boundless optimism. He received his optimism from his mother and his faith. “After all, according to the Word of God, the righteous will be rewarded.”30

			He is also ranked among the greatest presidents in American history by historians and, most importantly, by the American people as evidenced in poll after poll.

			Ironically, the Conservative Political Action Conference of the ’80s often featured many panels with speakers bitching about this and that with the most conservative administration and the most conservative president since Calvin Coolidge.

			The INF treaty with the Soviets was one of the most durable treaties in the history of the United States and removed thousands of nuclear warheads from deployment. Reagan had made his anti-communist bones years before starting in Hollywood. While serving as president of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), he was forced to carry a gun after someone threatened to throw battery acid in his face.

			There was no way he was going to leave America defenseless.

			He often remarked that he was never a part of that group of lemmings who would go over a cliff with flags flying. And while he never said, “my eighty percent enemy is also my twenty percent friend,” he did believe, as a negotiator, that it was possible to get 80 percent immediately and go back and get the other 20 percent later. Peter Hannaford once said that Reagan “didn’t say it, I doubt he ever even thought it,”31 when asked about the 80 percent friendship comment.

			Reagan could throw the red meat when he wanted to and better than most, but he was also a responsible conservative who knew the world he lived in, which often called for a compromise to get things done, something not often focused on by others.

			When it came to certain issues, he was resolute, such as the pro-life issue. He even wrote a small book on the abortion question while he was president, Abortion and the Conscience of the Nation, and became the first president to ever write a book while in the White House. Dr. C. Everett Koop contributed a chapter entitled “The Slide to Auschwitz.”32 Nobody needed guess to what Koop was referring. Reagan made a concise and well-informed argument on why the federal government should not be making behavioral policies. “Make no mistake, abortion-on-demand is not a right granted by the Constitution.” The English poet, John Donne, wrote, “Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”33

			Early in his career, he was pro-abortion, falsely thinking that the fetus was not a person, but he changed his stance later over the years to pro-life as he came to know that the fetus was a human being and individual rights extend to the fetus.

			In William Ker Muir’s book, The Bully Pulpit, Muir quoted political scientist Richard Neustadt’s observation of the presidency saying, “Presidential power is the power to persuade.” Muir continued, “As any dictionary buff knows, the verb ‘persuade’ has two quite distinct meanings: to convince and to coax.”34

			As the wonderfully polysyllabic columnist and thinker George F. Will once wrote of Reagan, “Most presidents come to Washington bright as freshly minted dimes and leave much diminished. To govern is to choose and choosing produces disagreements, disappointments, and even enemies. Furthermore, the modern president is omnipresent in the public’s consciousness and the public confuses prominence with power. Therefore, too much is expected of presidents. They are blamed when it becomes clear, as it always does, that events are in the saddle, riding mankind.”35

			When Ronald Reagan burst—and burst he did—onto the political scene in 1964, the world was on the cusp of being ripe with fashionable pessimism and soon to be just scary. In the years since he made his landmark speech lauding the candidacy of Barry Goldwater, America had gone through seventeen long, terrible years. Only one year before Reagan’s speech, President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated; Goldwater lost in a landslide in 1964; the nation became trapped in the quagmire of South Vietnam, eventually losing the war, the first in the nation’s history; Lyndon Johnson was hounded from office by anti-Vietnam war protesters; President Richard Nixon faced prosecution and was the first president to resign high office; gas lines streamed across the nation due to meddling government regulations; and inflation raged all out of control in the 1970s, as did high interest rates. Not to mention there were also the race and campus riots and the assassination of other political leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert Kennedy. Pollution was everywhere, quality education was dwindling, and America was sinking into a morass.

			“The ‘New Majority’ envisioned by Richard Nixon was coming true, but instead for the Democratic Party under Jimmy Carter. After the wipeout of down-ticket races in 1974 and 1976, by early 1977 the GOP had lost complete and utter control in the Old South. ‘Jimmycrats’ had drowned Nixon’s Southern Strategy in a bowl of hominy grits.”36

			The national magazine, U.S. News and World Report had interviewed five prominent Republicans including Ronald Reagan, but only Reagan argued for a bold conservatism. The others all argued for a mushy establishment Republicanism.

			– – –

			Reagan always had an acute concern for human dignity long before he sought higher office. Back in the 1940s, he’d been invited to join a swanky country club in Los Angeles until he found out the private club had a policy against allowing people of the Jewish faith from joining. Reagan immediately withdrew his application. As a young college student and football player, he was traveling with the team for a game and learned that the hotel they were staying at had a “whites only” rooming policy. They were near Reagan’s parents’ home, and he had two black teammates, so he took them to his family home where they were warmly welcomed. His whole life he demonstrated a concern for his fellow citizens.

			Reagan was sometimes derided by a few for using the phrase by one of his favorite philosophers, Thomas Paine, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.” As John Patrick Diggins wrote in Ronald Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of History, “Yet in the 1980s, two philosophies of history existed, one on radical college campuses, the other in the White House and in conservative think tanks.”37

			Reagan said time and time again that he ignored the Washington pseudo-intellectuals, who decried even his greatest successes simply because of his conservative ideology. Though the concerns of the country were foremost on his mind, he would often work from Camp David, less so from Rancho del Cielo in California, which sits high in the Santa Ynez Mountains of California. He wanted to get away from the nattering nabobs of Washington and the pseudo-intelligentsia, most of whom he had little regard for.

			Reagan was in many ways a Libertarian or at least a small “l” libertarian. He once told Reason magazine, the unofficial magazine of the libertarian movement, that libertarianism was the fundamental basis for American conservatism. On matters of personal rights, dignity, and financial affairs, he was a libertarian right down the line. He said nearly the same thing to Mike Wallace of CBS in 1975 as he was getting ready to take on Gerald Ford for the 1976 GOP nomination for president. As president, he often cited the rights of the individual in his speeches.

			His views on personal freedom and privacy were much like Barry Goldwater’s and were colored by the endless panorama of the American West.

			He believed as the great justice Oliver Wendell Holmes was thought to say, “The right for one man to swing his fist ends where the other fellow’s nose begins.” Only on matters of national defense and foreign policy was he more hawkish, more traditionally conservative. Still, he was reserved. In fact, he only committed US ground troops twice in his presidency, once to successfully liberate Grenada and, against his instincts, to Beirut, where 307 US Marines were killed by a suicide bomber.

			Reagan’s old friend and assistant Marty Anderson once estimated Reagan’s IQ at 170. Anderson would know. He received his undergraduate degree from Dartmouth and his doctorate from MIT.

			Reagan read five newspapers a day and several books a week. He was partial to nonfiction, especially historical biographies, but did enjoy the novels of Louis L’Amour and practically invented Tom Clancy. Someone had given him a copy of The Hunt for Red October, which had been published by a formerly obscure press in Annapolis. Reagan was thoroughly enamored with it and was asked about it by some reporters who saw it under his arm.

			The rest is history.

			– – –

			This book is not about Reagan, the strong and decisive conservative. There are plenty of books about that. This is not a book trashing him. Snowflake liberals have produced most of those. He certainly was strong and decisive, but he was also more subtle, a terrific negotiator and compromiser than many realize. He knew that was the effective way to govern. His years as president of the Screen Actors Guild and later governor of California taught him to be a good negotiator.

			Though he certainly was strong and resolute when it came to collectivism, abortion, the expansion of government, corruption, and the freedom of people, he was flexible on other issues such as tax reform, picking George H. W. Bush as his running mate in 1980, picking Senator Richard Schweiker as his running mate in 1976, negotiating with the Democrats over certain issues, negotiating with Mikhail Gorbachev, gay rights, and other issues.

			He did not invent the “Eleventh Commandment”; he merely popularized it. It was actually invented by the chairman of the California Republican Party, Gaylord Parkinson, in the aftermath of the bloodbaths that dominated the GOP in the ideological wars raised by the Barry Goldwater–and–Nelson Rockefeller candidacy, but Reagan embraced it and used it all of his life.

			In 1977, after the debacle of Watergate and electoral losses of 1974, Reagan had had enough and outlined a new Republican Party in a speech before the small but growing Conservative Political Action Conference. He told them of his vision, a complete refutation of doctrinaire liberalism.

			– – –

			Reagan was a born seer, a born leader and a born winner. He’d been successful at many careers—radio broadcaster, movie star, president of the Screen Actors Guild, after-dinner speaker, governor, on-air political commentator, and erstwhile presidential candidate. Thus, he was as well rounded a man as ever entering the White House.

			There is no formula for someone to enter the “executive mansion” and assume the awesome powers of the presidency, but Reagan’s was as good as any. The Constitution only says thirty-five years old and a natural-born American. The American people fill in the rest.

			One of his best qualifications may have been that the man was just naturally effervescent. His Secretary of State George Schulz once said that Reagan was also a fun guy. From his childhood right up until the shadow of Alzheimer’s crept over his countenance, he was always a happy and optimistic soul. When he graduated high school, his senior quote underneath his photo in the yearbook was, “Life is just one sweet song, so let the music play.”38 That was in the darkest days of the Great Depression. Cheerfulness was one of his most abiding attributes.

			There are many fun and true things about Ronald Reagan. He was blind as a bat and as a child, he couldn’t distinguish the leaves on a tree; the things that were trees were just green blobs. Only when he was riding in his parents’ car did he absentmindedly reach for his mother’s glasses and put them on, only to discover a world with which he was not previously familiar. He was a bashful eyeglass wearer and, oddly and secretly, wore contact lenses all his adult life. Curiously, when giving a speech, he would pop out one lens to read the cards while keeping in the other to watch the crowd’s reaction.

			He was born left-handed, but at the time, children born left-handed were forced to write right-handed, thinking that there was somehow something wrong with them. Even so, he chopped wood left-handed, fired a gun left-handed, and when he smoked, did so left-handed.

			He was the most social of men who also craved the privacy of his ranch with just Nancy for company. It was called Rancho del Cielo: “Ranch in the Sky.”

			Ronald and Nancy really were best friends as well as husband and wife. They were soulmates. Happy was their own world when needed, even in the California gubernatorial days and certainly during the White House days. And in his final days, when the dark curse of Alzheimer’s was enveloping him, she was his comforter and protector. They met on a date in the late ’40s and that was it. They were meant for each other. Other presidents and first ladies slept in separate bedrooms in the White House. JFK, the Clintons, and others all had separate bedrooms. Not the Reagans. They always slept together until his affliction. Even after Ronnie was not there, she still slept on only one side of the bed.

			Reagan was sui generis, Latin for “singular” or “one of a kind.” He was unlike any other man who occupied the presidency, yet he had great reverence for the institution. A myth had taken hold that he had never entered the Oval Office without a coat and tie. Not true. Often on Saturdays, he recorded his weekend radio broadcasts while wearing a flannel shirt, dressed to go to Camp David after the recording. But even so, he had deep respect for the office and never put his feet on the furniture, unlike later presidents who took office.

			Reagan was doing a series of exit interviews when he received an interesting question. Was there anything he learned from his days in Hollywood that helped him become a better president? He thought for a moment, and then smartly replied, “I don’t know how you can do this job and not be an actor.”39

			He began many traditions for the presidency, starting with his first day in office. Since the early 1800s, the swearing in of the new president began on the east façade of the Capitol. With Reagan, the tradition moved to the west side of the Capitol. It was not Reagan’s decision; it was made by Senator Mark Hatfield, Republican of Oregon. Reason? It cost $100,000 less to have the ceremonies on the west side of the Capitol. But Reagan would have applauded the decision. The view from the western side was more convivial, toward the spacious west.

			It was poetic that Reagan also began the tradition of leaving a letter for his successor in the top drawer of the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. He also began the practice of singling out an average American who had done something extraordinary in his State of the Union addresses. He was also the first president to have been shot—and survived. By doing so, he also beat the twenty-year jinx of the American presidency since William Henry Harrison was elected in 1840, continuing through Abraham Lincoln in 1860, and all the way through James Garfield in 1880, William McKinley in 1900, Warren G. Harding in 1920, FDR in 1940, and finally JFK in 1960. All died or were murdered while in office.

			He wrote, by some estimates, about five hundred thousand words while president. And as much as he had a photographic memory, he also had a vivid imagination. He saw a world without the Soviets. He saw an Eastern Bloc without a wall. He saw America as fruitful and peaceful and yes, free.

			– – –

			What kind of president was Ronald Reagan then? He was a conservative who was not rigid in his outlook. He could be flexible in his behavior. But on some issues, he was inflexible and principled, such as the rights and privacy of the individual. He stood up against the neocons in his public life. Between the late ’70s and ’90s, “the neocons who see themselves as followers of Reagan…left a trail of blunders.”40

			He has probably replaced Abraham Lincoln as the most popular Republican in history even though he often said he would leave his legacy to the historians to decide.

			As NPR reported, even as early as 2012, “It’s no secret who the most popular Republican is in this year’s GOP presidential race. In just one single debate last year, GOP candidates mentioned the former President Ronald Reagan 24 times. Right now, each candidate is vying for the mantle of Reagan conservatism.”41

			And so it goes.

			Each Republican, to this day, vies for the mantle of Reagan. He is both understood and misunderstood by Republicans.

			But still, they try to emulate him.

			
			
		

	
		
			Young Reagan

			“You have to start with small town beginnings.”

			—George F. Will

			To fully understand Ronald Reagan’s abilities as a compromiser, one must go back, as with most good stories, to the beginning. He often said to understand him, you had to understand small town values and morals.

			Sinclair Lewis was wrong.

			And Reagan never compromised positions, only tactics.

			– – –

			As George F. Will so eloquently said of Reagan’s hometown, “There Reagan acquired a talent for happiness. Since then, he has traveled far and had a good time all the way.”42 Reagan once wrote that all of us have a place to begin with, and for him, it was Dixon, Illinois.

			It’s a fair thing to ask the question: what might have happened in Reagan’s formative years that would have affected his negotiating skills later in his life? What singular events, you ask, could have given him the wherewithal to cut sensible deals as the president of the Screen Actors Guild, as governor of California, and as president of the United States? Were there one or two major events in Reagan’s youth that molded him into a conservative champion, or was it a long road of experiences that shaped Ronald Reagan into the leader who defined a generation?

			In truth, like many of us, Reagan’s thought processes didn’t spring out of two, three, or even four major instances. The tactical skills that would serve him so well as an adult grew out of a myriad of circumstances that can be traced all the way back to Reagan’s early childhood. Far from the glamour of Hollywood and later Washington, Reagan’s childhood was one of austerity and poverty. It was a childhood lacking any material wealth, where one earned his keep by his own hand, where the absence of resources was filled with a fervor for God. This, in a nutshell, was Reagan’s childhood. “Reagan’s childhood was materially poor but rich in spirit.”43

			Of course, to comprehend his childhood, one must take into consideration Reagan’s mother and father.

			Reagan’s father, John Edward “Jack” Reagan can be best described as a flawed man. His career path was never exactly stable, with Jack at various times working as a store manager and a traveling salesman. He was a hopeless alcoholic who the young Reagan once found lying in the snow outside their home passed out from drinking (more on that momentarily). Nevertheless, Jack’s influence would be profound on Reagan’s ability to compromise, and, in his own way, Jack’s influence would set Reagan on a trajectory opposing discrimination and racism that was years ahead of his time.

			Descended from the indomitable, hardworking Irish, Jack had been raised by the sort of salt-of-the-earth immigrant parents that formed the bread and butter of American society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although born to Irish Catholic parents, Jack himself was more of a pedestrian when it came to religion, more Catholic in a cultural sense than spiritually.

			Nonetheless, Jack’s identity as an Irish Catholic played an important part in his sense of being and his worldview, aspects of which he would later pass on to his younger son, Ronald. As an Irish Catholic, Jack held strong views against discrimination and the ostracization of certain cultural and ethnic groups, in no small part because of the mistrust many English and Scots-Irish Americans still felt toward their Catholic cousins.

			– – –

			Particularly, Jack abhorred the violently enforced discrimination practiced by the Ku Klux Klan. The Klan, among its numerous other prejudices, was never known for harboring a great love for Catholics. Based on a skewed belief that America should be a strictly Anglo-Protestant nation, the Klan sought to rip out, by the roots, any they saw as agents of the Papacy. Accordingly, Jack hated the Klan and everything they stood for, and he forbade his sons from seeing The Birth of a Nation when the infamous film premiered in their small Illinois town.44

			While considered a monument of filmmaking at the time of its release, we remember that work of cinema today as bloated propaganda, elevating the Klan to heroic knights in shining armor who galloped in to save the day. Jack, in his wisdom, saw the film for what it really was: the glorification of an army of murderers and domestic terrorists who were a stain on the American legacy.

			“That movie glorifies the Ku Klux Klan. They’re not heroes, they’re murderers, and we’re not going,”45 Jack is said to have told Ronald and his brother Neal when the film debuted.

			Another fine example of Jack’s strident stance against discrimination was his intolerance for anti-Semitism, not just from the Klan but from anyone in general. As with his hatred of the Klan, Jack’s fervent opposition to anti-Semitism was far thinking compared to many of his contemporaries (sadly, there are still a fair number of Americans who fall into the folly that is baselessly hating Jews). As previously mentioned, Ronald Reagan would not join a club that prohibited Jews. He walked away!

			Meanwhile, not too far away but some years later, Anne Frances Robbins was born, otherwise known as Nancy. She never knew why she was called Nancy, but she went by it her entire life. She was never “abandoned” as was falsely reported but was raised lovingly by Edith Luckett Davis and Dr. Loyal Davis—her adopted father.

			On another occasion in Reagan’s youth, Jack was traveling for a sales trip. When checking into a hotel, the clerk informed him that he would enjoy his stay because Jews were not allowed to stay in the establishment. Jack is said to have replied that he was a Catholic and “if it comes to the point where you won’t take Jews, you won’t take me either.” The story goes that Jack ended up sleeping in his car that night.46

			In short, Jack Reagan was a complicated man whose fiercely proud heritage and belief in the dignity of his fellow man was tempered by a happy-go-lucky attitude that worked both to his advantage and detriment. But if we want to consider how Jack left an impression on the young Ronald, then we must not discount the pillar of Reagan’s childhood that was his mother.

			Nelle Wilson Reagan might have, more than anyone else in his life, bestowed upon Reagan the steely optimism that made him famous as a politician.

			Where her husband was an Irish Catholic, Nelle was born to a family of Scots-Irish Protestants. Where Jack was, as we have said, pedestrian when it came to matters of faith, Nelle was devoutly religious, believing that everything was part of God’s higher purpose. Nelle was of the opinion that whatever life threw at you, good or bad, it was all meant to lead to something that was good. Nelle’s faith in both God and the inherent potential of man drove her in everyday life, and she made it a point to impart this belief in goodness onto her boys.

			Nelle was a member of the Disciples of Christ and was extremely active within her congregation. No mere weekly churchgoer, Nelle would often lead Bible studies and readings and was a fervent believer in the power of prayer.

			Outside of church or when she wasn’t working, Nelle was known to visit the poor, the sick, and prisoners.47 She went well beyond that extra mile that is asked by the Savior in whom she so passionately believed, and that drive to help her fellow humankind is what made her such a pillar in her young son’s life. Nelle wanted the best for others because she saw the image of God in others, demonstrating an unshakeable optimism that would have made the early Church Fathers blush.

			This family life of self-reliance, of an abhorrence of bigotry, and of fiery faith in the Lord God Almighty is the world in which Ronald Reagan grew up. Jack’s determination and Nelle’s optimism, Nelle’s fervent belief and Jack’s respect for dignity shaped the molding clay of Reagan’s life and gave him the tools he needed to compromise.

			One area already alluded to is the fact that Jack Reagan was an alcoholic, and it goes without saying that anyone who grows up the child of an alcoholic has to learn to compromise from a young age. Retaining one’s sanity heavily depends on it.

			– – –

			Perhaps the most well-known story is of one episode in Reagan’s youth. It was a freezing February Illinois night when the eleven-year-old Reagan, walking home from what he thought would be a normal evening, found his father lying in front of their house. Jack was drunk, passed out in the snow with no help, and completely exposed to the elements.

			The young Reagan, resigned to nursing his incapacitated father, proceeded to drag Jack inside the house and saved him from freezing to death. It’s the most famous of Reagan’s recollections of his father’s drinking problem, but there are doubtless countless instances throughout Reagan’s childhood that went unrecorded.

			For her part, Nelle told her sons not to blame their father for his bad habits, asserting that alcoholism was a disease from which Jack could not escape.48 Be that as it may, the reality was that Reagan had to contend on a semi-regular basis with a father who was prone to go on binges, shout, rage, and at times, drink himself into oblivion.

			Whether he realized it or not, Jack was teaching his son valuable lessons of extreme patience and how to hold his ground in the face of adversity. It’s the patience that comes with trying to reason with a drunk and the patience of waiting for a drunk to return to sobriety while making sure he doesn’t hurt himself. In those years, Reagan learned to stand firm while his drunken father shouted in his face and to give as good as he got whenever Jack decided to act a fool or make an ill-formed decision in the haze of the drink.

			In perspective, it’s not unlike dealing with unruly party members, putting combative members of the political opposition in their place, and patiently persevering during the indelible slog that is a presidential campaign.

			Reagan as a child also had to learn how to deal with poverty.

			The Reagan family was never anything close to wealthy when the future president was growing up. As a traveling shoe salesman, Jack Reagan’s wages depended entirely on his ability to sell, which of course was hampered by his drinking habit. Nelle worked as a seamstress to help make ends meet, and both Reagan boys worked part-time jobs to keep the household afloat during those years.

			What these early years of hard work taught Reagan was the importance of responsibility: in order to survive, one must often sacrifice the time we might otherwise spend in self-gratifying activities. How many games, walks with friends, or just plain leisure did Reagan have to miss in order to work so he and his family would have food on the table, I wonder?

			“Graduating deep in the [D]epression days, he decided he wanted to become a radio sports announcer. In 1932 jobs did not come easily, but young Reagan hitchhiked from town to town seeking any kind of job in a radio station. After several months he found one, surprisingly as a sports announcer, on a station in Davenport, Iowa. The career that was to take him all the way to the governorship of California—and perhaps farther—had begun.”

			“After high school, the young Ronald Reagan worked his way through Eureka College where he played football, captained the swimming team, participated in campus dramatics, and worked on the yearbook.”49 At the time, he was one of the 10 percent of high school graduates who went to college.

			As president, one certainly has very little time for leisure, even when your poll numbers are high, the economy is booming, and every half-wit world leader with a bone to pick isn’t ringing the Oval Office twenty times a day.

			The president, in short, has no free time. His time belongs only to the American people. His office is more important than family, friends, vacations, or personal aspirations. His first priority is the nation and the nation’s well-being and prosperity. There’s no day in office when the president can afford not to put his best foot forward, and any president not willing to give the office his undivided attention is unfit for the job of chief executive.

			So, learning to sacrifice free time early in life, as Reagan certainly did, is a fair prerequisite for anybody with aspirations for a higher office.

			Despite the troubles at home growing up, one area where Reagan found solace, and indeed became a fixture throughout his life, was religion.

			A child of two different Christian denominations, Reagan, like many children even today, had to learn to compromise with parents who had varying religious beliefs. Although both Christians, Jack and Nelle were still stark opposites when it came to their faith.

			As noted, Jack was raised as an Irish Catholic, an old institution with even older, formal traditions dating back to the time of antiquity. Nelle was born into a Protestant house, with plain, raw services of pure faith and fervent prayer. Growing up, Reagan was exposed to both of these faith traditions and had to learn to choose between them.

			Reagan was comfortable with the Catholic Church, but in the end, he decided to fully embrace his mother’s Protestant tradition and became a member of the Disciples of Christ. Perhaps it was partially because Jack was a Catholic more in word than in deed, but regardless Reagan decided to be baptized in his mother’s church. There, Reagan found his spiritual home and began to truly take in his mother’s plain but fierce belief that all man has the potential for good with the right guidance. But he always carried his father’s “parish perspective” with him—down to actually speaking like a Catholic, using the pronoun “we” rather than the first-person pronoun “I.” He was accused of sounding like John F. Kennedy in that regard. He later received a letter from a young JFK Jr. who urged Reagan to go right on speaking like his father.

			In an interesting turn of events, Reagan’s older brother Neil would go on to choose their father’s church over Nelle’s Protestant faith. Reagan and Neil were always close as brothers, and few have no doubt that they probably had many fascinating discussions on theology as a Protestant and a Catholic living under one roof.

			It is important to remember that this was a time when there was still a great deal of mistrust between the Protestant and Catholic traditions. This was due in no small part to the fact that they were instinctively ethnic religions; that is, Protestants were mostly of English, Anglo-Saxon descent who dominated American society at the time, while immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Germany, and other places formed the ranks of many American Catholics.

			Keeping that in perspective, the young Reagan’s ability to accept a different branch of Christianity was a virtue. Later—much later, in fact—it served him well electorally when he ran for president.

			Reagan’s childhood decision to become a Protestant did have political ramifications. When Reagan was running for president, both in 1976 and again in 1980, a great many Protestant Americans still did not fully trust their Catholic cousins, especially conservative Protestants. Only a generation earlier, John Kennedy had been forced to make assurances to voters that he would not be a papal puppet, choosing the Protestant Lyndon Johnson as a running mate to prove his point.

			Not much had changed by the time Reagan ran for president in 1980: at that point, much of the electorate, particularly conservative primary voters, were self-identified Protestants and Evangelicals. Remember too that this was the era when the likes of Bob Jones and Jerry Falwell were ascending, and the Moral Majority truly began to exert itself into American politics. Bearing that in mind, conservative and many independent voters still felt more comfortable with a non-Catholic occupying the White House.

			Granted, it is doubtful that Reagan would have won the Republican nomination in 1980 if he had been a Catholic. Nonetheless, he was able to gain the trust of both Catholic voters and religious officials while maintaining solid support from their Protestant cousins throughout his presidency.

			– – –

			As a boy, Reagan learned how to compromise in the domestic matters of the home and in the spiritual matters of faith. But as he matured into young adulthood, he began to contend with very serious, very adult issues as one must when leaving childhood. And, if there was one matter where Reagan stood apart from many of his contemporaries in the realm of compromise, it was his stance against racism. At that time in American history, racism was markedly institutionalized across much of the country.

			By the time Reagan began attending Eureka College in 1928, legalized segregation was in full swing in many parts of the country. While today we best remember the staunch segregation that existed in the Deep South, many other states from sea to shining sea practiced segregation in various forms, including Reagan’s native Illinois.

			Hotels, public bathrooms, restaurants, schools, athletic teams, neighborhoods, churches, and even cemeteries were separated by race. African Americans and other ethnic minorities were, for decades, treated like dogs rather than human beings. From Georgia to Pennsylvania, from Missouri to Wyoming, and from Texas to California, Jim Crow reared his ugly head to glare down contemptuously at non-white Americans to make their lives a living hell without dignity. The vestiges of slavery, only removed by a few generations, clung to American society like a nasty, malignant boil that marred our country’s beautiful name for nearly a century.

			Now when it comes to race, there is perhaps no topic where revisionist, so-called liberal “historians” have tried more feverishly to rewrite Ronald Reagan as a bigot and smear his name and legacy. His staunch views on states’ rights have been coined a “dog whistle” and as “coded language” by liberals who want to paint Reagan as a foul, manipulative white supremacist. His political campaigns in Mississippi and other Southern states have likewise been used as a way to prosecute Reagan as an anti-minority paragon in the pages of history.

			Unfortunately for these columnists and pundits who fancy themselves scholars, Reagan was almost a pariah amongst his peers when it came to his views on racial discrimination. Quite simply, Reagan did not see segregation as an acceptable status quo, unlike many of his peers growing up.

			First of all, it must not be forgotten that Reagan grew up in poverty, in one of many white families so poor that their situation was hardly any better than those black families forced to live apart from their white neighbors. Poverty has no eye to color or race; poor is poor, and the gutter is the gutter regardless of your parents’ ethnicity or country of origin.

			As noted in 2007 by Nicholas Wapshott of the New York Sun, himself drawing from Reagan’s own memoirs, Reagan spent his youth playing in the street with black children without giving it a second thought, such were his family’s financial straits.50 As youngsters, Reagan and his brother Neil were often encouraged by Nelle and Jack to bring their playmates home from time to time or go to the movies with black children. Jack, in particular, having experienced discrimination as a man with Irish blood, had next to no patience for it and would be damned if his sons grew up to be racists. Reagan would later write in his memoir, An American Life, that there “was no more grievous sin at our household than a racial slur or other evidence of religious or racial intolerance.”51

			The unusual upbringing of tolerance, decades ahead of his time, stayed with Reagan when he entered into his undergraduate studies. While at Eureka, Reagan participated in a number of extracurricular activities; one of them was playing on Eureka’s football team.

			The football program at Eureka was, unusually for its time, mixed race. Unfortunately for Reagan’s black teammates, many of the hotels and venues they would visit still practiced a policy of segregation, leading to another famous story from Reagan’s college days.

			As mentioned earlier, during a football game in 1931 in Elmhurst, Illinois, two of Reagan’s black teammates were refused lodging. Reagan—like any decent human being—invited the two players to stay at his parents’ house for the night, and his parents welcomed them.

			All this is to say that if there is one challenging area where Reagan learned to compromise, it was being an anti-racist during the age of Jim Crow, which had reinforced racism across much of the country.

			Being around so many who probably could have cared less about racial equality, Reagan and his willingness to stand up for human dignity and decency likely drew derision and ridicule from some of his peers. Reagan had to compromise the respect some people held for him, people who could not understand then the conviction in human goodness, regardless of color, that had been ingrained into him since childhood.

			In not compromising his own beliefs for the sake of conforming, Reagan learned to withstand criticism and charge ahead. His respect for black Americans surely must have been a test of endurance. Reagan would have to keep this patience decades before the heyday of the civil rights movement but would ultimately be vindicated for the values his mother and father instilled at an early age. Later, much later, Reagan would help pave the way for more African Americans in positions of authority, such as his promotion of Roscoe Robinson as America’s first black four-star general or his appointment of Samuel Pierce as Secretary of Housing and Urban Development.

			As with any individual, the college years were highly formative for the young Ronald Reagan.

			Although somewhat of an inattentive student, Reagan was a highly involved participant in various extracurricular activities and was noted as being somewhat of a jack-of-all-trades. While at Eureka, Reagan had no political aspirations to speak of. Indeed, it would not be for a few more decades that Reagan first toyed with the idea of public office, long after he was a well-established movie star and spokesman for General Electric.

			Nonetheless, fate would decree that Reagan make his first foray into politics as a freshman when he helped organize a student protest and strike against the administration. Liberal academics and professional activists might find it hard to believe the words “Reagan” and “student protest” would ever be found in the same sentence. Funny as that thought is, it was indeed the first time the Gipper, then still going by his childhood nickname of Dutch, got a taste for civic life and how organized action can create an impact.

			During the fall of 1928, Eureka’s president, Bert Wilson, proposed a number of budget cuts and austerity measures that had upset more than a few students at the small liberal arts school. Because of financial hardships, Wilson’s proposal included faculty layoffs (for example, the elimination of the entire home economics department) and reducing the overall curriculum at Eureka.

			Naturally, impending job loss and structural change never go over well with the young and the ideal, and so the students of Eureka, along with some faculty, organized a so-called strike committee to oppose Wilson’s proposal.

			Reagan was chosen to represent the freshman class on the committee, no small thing for the young boy from Dixon. The strike committee organized a petition for Eureka’s trustee to reconsider the plan, and it also offered an alternative proposal to Wilson’s. What went on during the meetings where the committee crafted its counterproposal cannot be known so many years later. However, anyone who has worked on any kind of planning committee or team knows that working with others can require Herculean amounts of patience. On a committee where everyone has an opinion, especially hotheaded college students, trying to form a cohesive plan of action can feel like herding cats.

			Look no further than Congress for your proof.

			All that is to say that Reagan almost certainly gained valuable team and planning skills working with the strike committee. Indeed, if there had been no compromise on the strike committee, they certainly would not have successfully produced a petition and proposal they felt were presentable to the college trustees. It would not be a surprise if working on the committee was Reagan’s foretaste of the long, frustrating hours every president endures pushing favored legislation through Congress and its myriad committees.

			No president, be they Republican or Democrat, goes a whole term without a bill of theirs being written and rewritten numerous times to please every chairwarmer on a committee until it finally reaches the House or Senate floor. The process is the bane of every president’s existence, particularly when said bill is supposed to fulfill a popular campaign promise. Working with people (or politicians) who think theirs is the most crucial opinion and still producing viable legislation is a rare skill indeed.

			– – –

			Regardless of how much compromise was needed within the strike committee, Reagan and his classmates were able to produce what they believed was a viable petition and alternate proposal to Wilson’s.

			Wilson, of course, ignored both the petition and the committee’s proposal, and the trustees approved Wilson’s plan in short order. Having exhausted their other options, the strike committee decided it was time for the gloves to come off and moved into open warfare against the Eureka leadership.

			As Steven Hayward, a Reagan historian, noted, the committee proceeded to organize a student boycott of classes and a rally immediately after the trustees voted on the plan. At the rally, held in Eureka’s chapel, Reagan was picked by his classmates to speak on the formal proposal to launch a strike because, as one student stated, he “was the biggest mouth of the freshman class” and a “loud talker.”52

			The words Reagan spoke that evening are lost to history since no cameras or sound recordings were rolling. Whatever Reagan said though, the speech had the desired effect on his audience and gave him his first taste of the power of charisma.

			“For the first time in my life, I felt my words reach out and grab an audience, and it was exhilarating. When I’d say something, they’d roar after every sentence, sometimes every word, and after a while, it was as if the audience and I were one. When I called for a vote on the strike, everybody rose to their feet with a thunderous clapping of hands and approved the proposal for a strike by acclamation,” Reagan would remember years later.53

			When the students returned from their Thanksgiving holiday, the strike went into effect in earnest, and for more than a week, a standoff ensued inside Eureka’s halls of learning. Teachers stood before empty classrooms while assignments were completed in dorms and Greek houses. The strike gained attention in the national news media and finally had the desired effect. Wilson resigned as president of the college in December 1928, while his proposed austerity measures were scaled back to a degree. It was a victory for Reagan and the rest of the strike committee and an abject lesson in how a group can come together, mesh varying ideas into something cohesive, and then back the idea with sensible action to achieve a realistic goal.

			It should also be noted that while Eureka still did institute some budgetary cutbacks, Reagan and the rest of those on strike accepted the victory and returned to their classes.

			If a similar situation arose at a liberal arts college today, you would have wide-eyed, angry students shrieking like the berserkers of Norse legend demanding every whim be met in its entirety. If poor Bert Wilson had the misfortune of running a school in the 2020s, student protesters would be calling for his job and probably his head, while the unfortunate trustees would have a mob at their door until they abandoned any thought of budget cuts. There would be no considerations for even partial austerity; the students would want total victory for victory’s sake, not the common good of the school—a problem reflected in the way Congress conducts itself these days.

			Reagan, and most of his generation for that matter, knew how to accept even a moderate victory and to take deals. One of Reagan’s quotes that he actually did say is that “the person who agrees with you eighty percent of the time is a friend and an ally—not a twenty percent traitor.” It’s an idea foreign in today’s political climate, but in actuality, the ability to accept that you won’t always get your way tends to bode well for someone angling for a career in politics.

			The strike committee had won, even if there were still some rollbacks instituted after all was said and done. Wilson resigned, and Reagan could accept having made a difference with his head held high. True, Reagan’s thoughts at this time were far from politics, but his role in the events at Eureka had far-reaching implications on how he conducted himself throughout his adult life.

			– – –

			Ronald Reagan’s youth was not an easy one.

			Looking at his formative years, it’s easy to see how Reagan developed into the anti-welfare, bootstraps president who advocated for small government and lower taxes. Having grown up on welfare, he was determined to avoid needing it ever again at all costs. Growing up in hard times and having only God to turn to because of an alcoholic father pushed him to become the committed Christian who fought for religious liberty as an adult.

			Beneath all of that, however, lies the nuances and circumstances that first started Reagan down the path of being a dealmaker and compromiser.

			If not for an alcoholic father, who nonetheless possessed the redeeming qualities of hating racists and anti-Semites, Reagan would not have learned the virtues of patience and respect. The patience came from learning over years of Jack’s binges how to deal with an unruly and unreasonable adversary who cannot be argued with but must be dealt with to reach an end result. Such skills serve anyone who enters the realm of politics because in politics, a president or leader must pit himself with vicious, unthinking opponents from the other party (or sometimes members of his own party) without giving into frustration. Frustration is the best friend of the unruly who cause trouble for trouble’s sake and the bane of any serious policymaker who seeks to cut a realistic and passable deal in Washington’s halls of power.

			On the issue of respect, he said that his father passed on to him the certainty that all men were equal, regardless of their color, and that those individuals were masters of their own destinies. And nothing could replace hard work and ambition. He gave Reagan the decency to appreciate black and Jewish Americans before it was fashionable to much of American society, helping to steel himself against the judgment of others in the years before the civil rights movement was even a dream on the American horizon. It was not simple charity that caused the Reagans to open their home to his two black teammates in the early 1930s; it was a compromise against a society that laughed and spat on all African Americans, an alternative to the hospitality they were so vehemently denied by the establishment then-present.

			Reagan later said of his parents, “While my father was a cynic and tended to suspect the worst of people, my mother was the opposite. She always expected to find the best in people and often did, even among the prisoners at our local jail to whom she frequently brought hot meals.”54

			It was likewise Reagan’s saint of a mother who gave him the optimism that made his belief in finding solutions as an adult so fervent.

			– – –

			If Reagan’s optimism is legendary, then the legend began with Nelle and her unbelievable faith in God and the goodness of man—the belief in the possibility that through his God-given goodness and a mixture of hard work and divine providence, man can achieve extraordinary things. Such was the faith that Nelle Reagan passed on to her younger son, and without that, there would be no smiling, optimistic Gipper from the campaign posters and commercials who everyone came to know.

			Reagan’s optimism fed his ability to compromise; for the optimist, by definition, believes a problem can be solved or a deal can be reached at the end of the day. Every one of Reagan’s successes from adolescence onward can be traced, in some form, back to his belief that the sun would soon break over the horizon. Even if the solution does not develop into the exact one as initially envisioned, the optimist is not bothered by this as long as the end solution is a good one. If a provision has to be changed, an amendment added, or a section rewritten, the optimist will still take the deal if it brings a win for the greater good.

			Those are the circumstances that molded Reagan as he grew from a child into a young adult, from the little poor boy from rural Illinois to the teenager who helped oust a college president. Upon graduating from Eureka in 1932, Reagan stood at the cusp of manhood with little money but big dreams and a desire to enter the entertainment industry. Reagan’s boyhood was over, but the next part of his story—and the next great test for his skills as a compromiser and great leader—was about to begin.

			
			
		

	
		
			Screen Actors Guild & HUAC & Hollywood

			“[Because] of threats against his life. He later began wearing a weapon…”

			—Robert Dallek

			Ronald Reagan’s legacy as a governor and later as the president often overshadows his achievements in the entertainment industry and no wonder. Contrary to what those obsessed with reality television may believe, the course of world history is not shaped by the likes of the Kardashians or Angelina Jolie.

			Still, Reagan’s time in Hollywood and the film industry should not be discounted, not in the least because some of his achievements as an agent of compromise can be found in his days as a union boss in the Screen Actors Guild (SAG).

			That alone may be hard to believe, given our modern vision of Reagan as a conservative icon. Many liberals (and probably more than a few conservatives) can’t fathom that the words “Reagan” and “union boss” would ever collide in the same sentence.

			But strange as it may seem today, some of Reagan’s earliest victories as a negotiator came when he was living in Hollywood, California, as a registered Democrat. There are certain privileges actors in Hollywood have today that were won for them by Reagan, yet another irony given how most of the Los Angeles elite probably view him.

			Shortly after leaving college, Reagan spent the early years of the 1930s as a sportscaster for the venerable WHO radio station in Iowa. As much as he loved athletics, it was not Reagan’s destiny to remain in the realm of sports forever. In a 1966 article for Esquire, sportswriter Jim Murray wrote, “Ronald Reagan was and is a very good actor, indeed…. Only a Spencer Tracy can get away with a squeaky, unheroic timbre and Ronald Reagan has such a strong, mellifluous delivery that he was once a sports announcer—and a good one at that.”55

			– – –

			Reagan traveled to Southern California in the spring of 1937 to cover the Chicago Cubs during their training camp. Though he was there primarily for work, Reagan had also scheduled the trip due to his interest in a possible film career. He caught the attention of a film agent with Warner Bros. who was struck by Reagan’s confidence as well as his good looks. This led to the agent giving Reagan a screen test, and not long after, he signed a seven-year film contract with Warner Bros. for the tidy sum of $200 per week.56

			The rest of the 1930s and the first half of the 1940s were a blur of motion picture production for Reagan, where he established himself as a reliable actor. While not a well-known star at first, Reagan appeared consistently as a B movie lead or supporting actor before finally landing his first major leading role in 1940. His audition for the part of George Gipp in the sports drama Knute Rockne, All American, is itself a small instance of Reagan’s adeptness at compromise.

			Having only appeared in smaller roles up to that point, Warner Bros. was initially hesitant to cast Reagan in one of the film’s lead parts, which was opposite Pat O’Brien. Still, Reagan persisted, backing up his passion for the part of “The Gipper” by his practical knowledge of the game, owing to his time as a radio sports announcer.57 Using that as leverage, Reagan secured the part of George Gipp and in the process unknowingly acquired his future campaign slogan and nickname.

			The filmmakers didn’t believe Reagan’s tales of collegiate athletic prowess until he sent home for some pictures of him playing football.

			And by 1941, in a “Stars of Tomorrow” poll for Warner Bros., Reagan finished second to Errol Flynn and ahead of other actors—including James Cagney!

			– – –

			Like everyone in his generation, World War II changed everything for Reagan. Although he spent much of the war making training films for the US military, due to his poor eyesight, Reagan’s acting career never regained the former momentum he had enjoyed before the conflict broke out in 1941. Consequently, Reagan began turning his energies to other activities while still working in Hollywood, which would ultimately lead to his taking a keener interest in politics.

			How bad was Reagan’s eyesight? It was reported he could not see a tank at seven feet without contacts or glasses.

			The post-1945 world order Reagan lived in was a divided one.

			World War II completely shifted the balance of power that had existed after 1918. While the cruel evil of Nazism had been crushed on the European continent, it had almost immediately been replaced by the specter of the Soviet Union, the communist-controlled Russian state, the “Evil Empire” as Reagan would later call it. While Joseph Stalin had joined the Allies during World War II to eliminate the common threat posed by Adolf Hitler, he entrenched himself as the United States’ primary adversary on the world stage before the smoke had cleared over Berlin.

			It was East against West, a battle of ideologies rather than of fleets and armies, although all of it was overshadowed by the threat of nuclear warfare and the gnawing fear of communist infiltration of American society, from the highest levels of government to the motion picture and television industries. This was Reagan’s world in 1946 when he ascended to the position of vice president of the Screen Actors Guild,58 a world where people believed the Soviets would try to influence Americans by secretly controlling the films they went to see in their free time. While this alarming prospect never came to pass, there were instances of unrest in the studio world during Reagan’s tenure leading the Guild.

			Reagan’s first major test in a leadership role at SAG came in his first year as vice president. The previous spring in 1945, Hollywood found itself roiled by a strike principally led by the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), which itself fell under the umbrella of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners.

			– – –

			The CSU strike began in March 1945 when more than ten thousand members of the union formed picket lines outside of various Hollywood studios following a dispute with producers. The strikers were led by Herb Sorrell,59 a former factory worker from Oakland, California, who had been involved in two other violent strikes in San Francisco. Sorrell also had a history of involvement with the Communist Party, and for him, the strike was an opportunity to easily gain control of Hollywood’s labor unions. Sorrell was ready to do this by any means necessary, including violent ones, and accordingly employed a group of thugs to do his bidding, whom he affectionately referred to as “sluggers.”

			Unfortunately for Sorrell and his ilk, not everyone in Hollywood agreed that film production should halt indefinitely for the strike. Aside from studio executives and directors, other unions did not see eye to eye with Sorrell or the rest of the CSU for that matter. Namely, the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) was at odds with the strikers, and the IATSE had the manpower to back it up. With a membership of twelve thousand, rivaling the CSU in terms of size, the IATSE was ready for a fight, and for the next six months, there were plenty of confrontations between members of the two unions.60

			In the meantime, individual actors and studio workers found themselves the subject of fear tactics and outright violence. At this point, repeated threats against his life forced Reagan to carry a gun.

			The strikers assaulted police, smashed the windshields on trains, damaged cars, and attacked anyone who dared cross their picket lines to report in for work. They brawled with knives, chains, and cables, and in at least one instance, strikers sent a studio worker to the hospital with acid burns on his face.61 But it was not enough to deter some of the executives, including Reagan’s boss at Warner Bros., Jack Warner.

			Warner insisted on keeping his studio open, continuing the various productions underway. Consequently, his employees, including Reagan, were put into the position of circumnavigating the picket lines just to go to work every day. Many of Warner’s employees chose to go literally underground—like the Christians of Ancient Rome who once used catacombs to conduct their rites in safety, the Warner Bros. staffers used a storm drain that led from the Los Angeles River to safely pass under the picket lines to reach the studio premises.

			Reagan, though, refused to cower in a sewer just to access his jobsite. He flatly told the Warner Bros. head of security as much and ended up being driven through the lines on a bus in order to make production meetings and shoots.

			The violent strikers infuriated Reagan, who by then had worked in Hollywood for almost a decade. He saw the CSU strike for the sham it really was: a communist-backed operative leading a communist-backed strike to cause mayhem in the motion picture industry. But what infuriated him equally, if not more, was the seeming lack of interest from his government in containing the spread of communism in Hollywood.62 Up to that point, Reagan had been a registered Democrat and would remain one for some years, but he was alarmed by the Democratic Party’s refusal to address the matter.

			Here was communism rearing its ugly head in their own backyard, yet Democrats seemed unconcerned. It was one of the earliest signs that Reagan was feeling discontent with his political party, something he would later note in his memoir, An American Life:

			I guess I was also beginning a political transformation that was born in an off-screen cauldron of deceit and subversion and a personal journey of discovery that would leave me with a growing distaste for big government. I didn’t realize it, but I’d started on a path that was going to lead me a long way from Hollywood.63

			At any rate, Reagan’s refusal to cower to Sorrell and his thugs was the first salvo of an ideological war between the strikers and the Screen Actors Guild.

			Reagan and the rest of SAG continued to face demands from Sorrell to support CSU in its strike. Instead, a working group that included Reagan was set up in order to reach some kind of solution to the dispute.64

			Like any good diplomat, Reagan met with representatives of the opposing side, including Sorrell, to hear their grievances. During these meetings, he argued that the violence would do little to advance union fortunes and that what they were doing was the opposite of “democratic unionism.”65 He and other big-name actors of his day tried in good faith to come to an agreement, but after months of acting as the middleman between the IATSE and CSU, matters remained at an impasse with Sorrell.

			It soon became clear to Reagan that Sorrell was, in fact, not interested in reaching a compromise with SAG and the other unions involved. By October 1946, he was convinced that Sorrell’s cause was, in his own words, a “phony.”66 Reagan eventually came to see the CSU strike for what it was: not a moral strike for better wages or working conditions but rather a jurisdictional strike, which meant that the CSU was trying to ultimately eliminate another union for their own personal profit. In that case, SAG was under no obligation to work with the CSU.

			When Reagan presented these conclusions to his fellow SAG members, they were also convinced that the likely communist Sorrell was little more than a charlatan who wasn’t out to make the industry better.

			Yet, there was still a faction within SAG that was sympathetic to Sorrell; however, they would soon feel otherwise. In December of that same year, Reagan gave a speech to nearly two thousand SAG members outlining in detail the efforts of the negotiators to come to an agreement with Sorrell. It became clear in no uncertain terms that Reagan was in the right, and SAG went through with its plans to cross the picket lines.67

			This was a death knell to Sorrell and his cronies. Without the support of so many actors, the CSU was dead in the water.

			Reagan’s handling of the crisis was so well-received by his fellow SAG members that three months after his December 1946 speech to guild members, he was elected president of the organization.68 It was the beginning of a long and successful tenure for Reagan as SAG president, a tenure that would span seven terms in total.69 It’s no wonder either, for in that time, Reagan made great gains for his colleagues inside the industry, gains that nowadays many of his successors in Hollywood still enjoy.

			The first major victory for Reagan as SAG president came just a year after his election and the end of the debacle that was the CSU strike. Although Reagan’s faith in the Democratic Party had been shaken by the antics of the strike, he was still through and through a union man in 1948 when he first noticed a problem with the burgeoning industry of television.70

			The post-war boom had brought with it the revolution of television, when, for the first time, millions of Americans could enjoy movie-style entertainment or see the news in the comfort of their own homes. By 1948, there were two million television sets in American homes,71 giving citizens unprecedented access to their favorite stars that they could have only dreamed of a few years earlier when the movie was still king.

			Not only that, television networks could play reruns of episodes at a more frequent pace than movies, but this benefit came at a cost. Reagan’s issue with television was that actors, he worried, were not receiving residual payments from said reruns.72 A network or channel might play the same episode of a popular show as many times as they wanted ad nauseam, but it did no good for the actor if he was not receiving a stipend for those extra showings.

			This, of course, proved to be a contentious point for Reagan and the rest of the acting community. In 1952, SAG decided to strike, for the first time in its history, over the specific issue of residuals for actors. In the end, Reagan’s skills again won out in favor of SAG, negotiating for small residuals for actors who later appeared on television programs.73

			But although Reagan had helped win the battle, the war over residual payments was far from over in Hollywood.

			The issue that remained at large following the initial debate over residuals now fell on movie actors whose productions appeared on television. Despite the negotiations that had benefited their television counterparts, film actors now found themselves without compensation for their work being shown on the small screen.74

			– – –

			As the 1950s wore on, the discontent among rank-and-file film actors and actresses over the residuals issue continued to simmer—the proverbial pot continued to slowly boil while more and more big film titles from the heyday of Hollywood were shown on television screens across America.

			Then, in August 1955, SAG went on strike for the second time in its history because of residuals, this time over better payments than had been previously negotiated. Twelve days later, television producers agreed to increase residual payments.75 Once again, residuals had reared their ugly head, and once again Reagan had helped steer SAG through the crisis without violence or wanton destruction.

			But still, there was no resolution for those film actors whose feature movies were being played on television.

			Then, in 1959, the dam finally broke.

			– – –

			Film actors, tired of watching themselves being played over and over on television without any compensation in their bank accounts, once again went to their producers and demanded residual payments for the ongoing broadcasts. But there was a new caveat this time: in addition to payments for current and future telecasts, they also wanted retroactive residual payments for broadcasts between 1948 and 1959.

			This, of course, was not what producers wanted to hear, for they and the studios had their own problems to deal with in the face of vast industry changes that were putting movies as a whole into dire financial straits.

			At the outset of the post-war era in 1946, weekly film attendance by Americans averaged at about ninety million. However, that number would steadily decline for the next fourteen years, so that by 1960, weekly film attendance by Americans averaged at around sixty million.76

			Those numbers are taken from the US Census Bureau, and while other data differentiates to various degrees, the overall story remains unchanged. The 1940s were the peak of US film attendance, followed by a decline in the 1950s and into the 1960s.

			– – –

			This decline came about for a number of reasons.

			For one thing, American citizens had limited options on how to spend their money during the war years owing to rations, extraordinarily high taxes, and limited resources. This was further compounded by the fact that television still wasn’t a major factor, which gave movies a competitive edge in terms of entertainment venues for Americans looking to kill time.

			– – –

			During this tumultuous time, Reagan divorced his first wife—Jane Wyman—and married his second wife, Nancy Davis. Nancy later wrote of their marriage, “While I loved being first lady, my eight years with that title were the most difficult years of my life. Both of my parents died while Ronnie was president, and my husband and I were both operated on for cancer. Before we had even settled in, Ronnie was shot and almost killed. Then there was the pressure of living under the intense scrutiny of the media, and the frustration of frequently being misunderstood. Everything I did or said seemed to generate controversy, and it often seemed that you couldn’t open a newspaper without seeing a story about me—my husband and me, my children and me, Donald Regan and me, and so on.”77

			Donald Regan was Reagan’s pompous, short-lived chief of staff. Many, including Nancy Reagan, found him arrogant.

			– – –

			The rise of television following the conclusion of the war brought an end to all that. Americans suddenly had an option for in-home entertainment that they had not seen since the advent of radio in the 1920s. Like radio, the popularity and easy access to television caught on like wildfire. In 1950 alone, more than seven million television sets were sold to American buyers, and a Warner Bros. poll the following year found that film attendance had already dropped by 3 to 4 percent thanks to television.

			Television was one major post-war trend, but it walked hand in hand with another: suburbanization.

			In the early 1950s, the generation that had grown up fighting returned to settle and enjoy their hard-won peace. These young men and women married, then bought houses farther out from cities in burgeoning suburbs where they could raise their families away from the noise and bustle of the urban jungle. These cozy neighborhoods were farther out from movie theaters, which had been traditionally found in the heart of downtown centers up to that time. Naturally, this meant fewer trips to the movies on simple principle, and when a cheap television set was available, what was the point of spending on gas when you could settle in with the kids and watch something over a TV dinner?

			All that to say that by the time the 1950s were coming to a close, Hollywood was in a bind. When the film actors once again brought up the residuals issue, the people in Hollywood responsible for actually turning a profit were, to put it mildly, in no mood for any talk of extra payments for work that, as far as they were concerned, had already been paid for and completed.

			– – –

			To be sure, if the producers were in no mood for another fight over residuals, neither were the actors willing to back down. Not this time.

			So Ronald Reagan, by then a skilled negotiator, was voted again to the presidency of SAG in late 1959, and so began his role in guiding the union through yet another battle over actor compensation.

			The opposing sides first met in January 1960, and it became clear to Reagan that this bout of negotiations would be no easy cakewalk. This was in part because, like Herb Sorrell and the CSU strikers years earlier, the other side was not even interested in actually negotiating. It all stemmed from the principle of the actors’ demands: namely, that they receive retroactive payments for telecasts from between 1948 and 1959. As far as the producers were concerned, the actors were ungrateful employees who wanted to be paid multiple times for the same job.

			The producers dug in on this point like zealots in a foxhole, and they simply refused to hear any further talk of residuals from Reagan. No matter what Reagan said or did, his opposites remained implacable, so much so that at one point Reagan would remark that he was “trying to negotiate for the right to negotiate.”78

			After a month of this fruitless labor, Reagan realized that simply getting the producers to the negotiating table would not be enough. To that end, he approached SAG’s members with a proposal for a strike. But this would not be just any old strike; this would encompass the entire film industry, all SAG actors across all the major studios. It was unheard of and had never before happened in the history of Hollywood up to that point.

			– – –

			It was the only way Reagan could see that would not only drive the producers to the negotiating table but also make them take SAG’s demands seriously. SAG’s membership agreed with Reagan’s strategy and set March 7, 1960, as the day they would set his plan into motion.

			The producers can perhaps be forgiven for thinking Reagan was bluffing. After all, such a thing as he was proposing had never been tried before 1960. As it was, they dismissed Reagan’s threatened strike as nothing more than a bluff, convinced he and SAG would back down before the March 7 walk-out date. Unfortunately for them, if Reagan had been unprepared for their obstinance against discussing residuals, they in turn sorely underestimated just how far Reagan was willing to go in order to fight for his union and his fellow actors.

			On March 7, 1960, the strike began with a vengeance. The one thing that the producers had never imagined happening was exactly what happened.

			Business as usual in Hollywood came to a complete and utter stop, and productions in all major studios ground to a resounding halt. The actors had walked off from their jobs en masse, and it was now a game of chicken to see which side would back down first.

			In the end, the studios would be the ones who capitulated, starting with Universal and quickly followed by the other six major production houses of Disney, 20th Century Fox, Columbia Pictures, MGM Studios, and Warner Bros.79 After years of refusing to consider the idea of residual royalties for television film reruns, real negotiations finally began on what, up to then, had been a taboo subject between producers and their actors.

			The discussions lasted for five tense weeks during which Reagan and his opposites at the negotiating table debated what would count as an acceptable deal for everyone. In the end, the two sides agreed on a resolution that finally, they believed, put the issue of residuals to bed once and for all.

			– – –

			There were two major points in the agreement. First, the studio representatives agreed to the payment of residuals for actors for all studio films made from 1960 onwards. However, the studios maintained they would not pay actor residuals for the movies produced between 1948 and 1959. Instead, they agreed to a compromise in which they would pay a single sum of $2.25 million to SAG, which SAG would then use to lay the groundwork for a new health insurance and pension plan for union members.

			Of course, the agreement did not give the union all it had hoped for, but such is the nature of compromise. Thankfully, the majority of SAG’s membership recognized that it was, on the whole, a good deal. On April 18, 1960, SAG voted 6,399 to 259 to accept the terms of the agreement and returned to their jobs. Thanks in part to Reagan’s efforts, Hollywood had returned to normal.

			There were of course detractors, as there are with any compromise. Several SAG members felt betrayed, insisting that if Reagan had been tougher then he could have secured the retroactive royalty payments. Mickey Rooney and Bob Hope were among some of the detractors who called the deal “the great giveaway.”

			Like any self-respecting pragmatist, however, Reagan did not let his ideals override his reason. He recognized that he had secured the best deal for his union, and for him, that was good enough. Reagan always thought about the long-term consequences when making negotiations, and just as he would later do as president, he conducted himself thus as the president of SAG. The same month the strike ended, Reagan would remark that “I think the benefits down through the years to performers will be greater than all the previous contracts we have negotiated, put together.”80

			– – –

			As Reagan honed his negotiating skills in Hollywood beginning in the late 1940s, he also began his first experience of testing the waters in Washington, DC, where he would one day sit as president.

			While the battles in Hollywood were raging over communism, a similar conflict was raging in Washington in the late 1940s and early 1950s. America’s priority following the end of World War II had shifted from fighting Nazism to containing the influence of the newly empowered post-war Soviet Union.

			At one point, communist provocateur and actor Sterling Hayden exclaimed, “We ran into a one-man battalion!”81 He was speaking of Ronald Reagan.

			– – –

			As in Hollywood, fears of communist infiltration in American society and even the government were rampant in the public imagination, fears that were further compounded by the Soviets’ first atomic weapons test in 1949.82 With the detonation of that test bomb, the Cold War arms race had officially begun, and the world was never the same.

			This turbulent social period gave new prominence to a Washington committee known as the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). While the committee had existed in some form since the 1930s, the Cold War and Red Scare injected new fire into the committee’s veins.

			While HUAC focused on investigating potential communist infiltration into many aspects of American life, the committee was particularly laser-focused on suspected communist activity in Hollywood.83 Thanks in part to the escapades of Herb Sorrell and his retinue, HUAC was determined to uproot any potential Marxist footholds inside the film industry and began ramping up its investigations into communism in the film world in 1947.

			– – –

			That year, Reagan was one of many Hollywood figures called before the HUAC committee. In October, Reagan testified before the committee as a “friendly” witness in his capacity as the head of the Screen Actors Guild,84 fully cooperating with the committee subpoena to discuss alleged communist activities within SAG. Another such friendly witness was Walt Disney, who testified the same day as Reagan.

			Now, it’s important to understand that in a way, Reagan’s testimony was a compromise, though not necessarily in the traditional sense of the word. Rather than him compromising with an opposing negotiator, Reagan compromised with himself insofar as he worked alongside government agencies working to stop communism in spite of certain misgivings he had for the government’s methods and tactics.

			Reagan had been outspoken for years against communism and had demonstrated his full and utter contempt for it as a philosophy during his negotiations with Herb Sorrell the previous year. But, although he was perfectly willing to testify and was never confrontational with the committee, Reagan was not going to be a stooge for HUAC.

			Although an anti-communist to his core, Reagan was not in favor of outlawing communism or the Communist Party in the United States. Even if an ideology is inherently and hopelessly flawed, Reagan still believed it was up to an individual American to freely believe in whatever struck their fancy. This never changed throughout his life, even during his days as a pro-Roosevelt Democrat, and he said as much during his testimony at the committee. When asked what steps he felt should be taken to eliminate communist influence in Hollywood, Reagan replied:

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

			Whether the party should be outlawed, I agree with the gentlemen that preceded me that that is a matter for the Government to decide. As a citizen I would hesitate, or not like, to see any political party outlawed on the basis of its political ideology. We have spent 170 years in this country on the basis that democracy is strong enough to stand up and fight against the inroads of any ideology.85

			What’s more, we know now that at around the same time Reagan agreed to cooperate with HUAC, he was doing so despite his own misgivings about the committee’s heavy-handedness towards its investigations and hearings, as well as his opposition to overzealous anti-communists.

			According to FBI documents released in the 1980s, Reagan and his first wife Jane Wyman worked as informants for the FBI during the 1940s, providing the names of actors and actresses who they believed might be communists or at least communist sympathizers. Under the codename “T-10,” Reagan was one of at least eighteen such informants used by the FBI during this period. Everyone was looking for Reds—and with good cause. Communist provocateurs were subverting every group or organization in every way. “Truman even signed an executive order that allowed the FBI to determine if any federal government employees had communist ties. The divide between Republicans and Democrats on the issue of communism was narrow, at least during the late 1940s.”86

			While the documents contain many fascinating tidbits regarding Reagan’s activities during this time, perhaps the most interesting is that he was not pleased with the way the committee was essentially using SAG as just another investigatory arm for HUAC. A December 1947 FBI report states that after his committee testimony, Reagan regretted “the whole affair,” and believed the unfriendly witnesses, who would later be known as the infamous “Hollywood 10,” had been treated exceedingly unfairly by HUAC when they had been called to testify.87

			Likewise, despite his clear desire for a Hollywood free of communism, Reagan also opposed efforts by his fellow anti-communists to fire suspected communists and force them out of the movie business.

			During one interview with the FBI, Reagan criticized a panel of actors and producers who were trying to do just that. He complained to the panel, “Do they expect us to constitute ourselves as a little FBI of our own and determine just who is a Commie and who isn’t?” The December 1947 report elaborates further: “He stated he did not feel it was within the authority or ability of any single man or group of men within the motion picture industry to be able to determine accurately and fairly who should be fired and who should not be fired.”88

			– – –

			In all, whatever he felt about communism, Reagan was not willing to condone government overreach or efforts by fellow citizens to destroy the career of a colleague over a different political opinion (the forerunner of the cancel culture we deal with today). Still, his personal compromise was doing his best to work with these elements in both Hollywood and Washington due to his overall stance against communism, as well as his desire to steer SAG through the turbulent waters of the Red Scare as its leader.

			Ronald Reagan’s tenure as the president of the Screen Actors Guild is undoubtedly where he learned the skills to negotiate that would serve him so well later in life as president of the United States.

			It was here that Reagan learned negotiations can be nasty and sometimes lead to violence, as was the case with Herb Sorrell. But it was also through Sorrell that Reagan learned not to let bullies and thugs dictate the terms of an agreement, and that in any argument substance will always win out over bluster. Such a skill is crucial for any president who will inevitably have to deal with strongmen, dictators, angry allies, willful members of Congress, and irate constituents as the leader of the Free World.

			Likewise, the residuals issue taught Reagan a critical lesson that no one in the current US government seems capable of understanding: kicking a problem down the road without ever solving it is eventually going to lead to trouble. The Hollywood establishment time and time again refused to work out some resolution to the residual problem, and it eventually came back to haunt them. Reagan finally got the studios to take the issue seriously, and as a result both sides were able to come to the best agreement, one that still benefits actors and actresses to this day. Perhaps it’s no wonder then that Reagan was inducted into the US Department of Labor’s Hall of Honor in 2017 for his work as the head of the guild.89

			Finally, Reagan learned a lesson as SAG president that every US president learns sooner or later: sometimes we must make compromises with ourselves in order to advance what we believe is a greater good. Reagan was a staunch anti-communist for his entire adult life and would, I have no doubt, loved nothing more than to see it purged from the offices and studios of Hollywood. But what he disdained as much as communism itself was the lengths his government and some of his fellow professionals were going to in order to remove communism from the equation. In spite of this, Reagan was willing to work with HUAC and the FBI to advance what he believed was the larger cause of making sure communists did not take over Hollywood as an institution. “Of course, political argument is seldom finally resolved in America, as the persistence of die-hard sympathizers of Southern secession 140 years after Appomattox demonstrates.”90

			Reagan’s career as SAG president marked many important milestones on his road to entering politics. His time as a Democrat began to wane, and the next chapter of his professional life—as a Republican activist—was soon to begin.

			
			
		

	
		
			Governor Reagan

			“I’d learned while negotiating union contracts that you seldom got everything you asked for. And I agreed with FDR, who said in 1933: ‘I have no expectations of making a hit every time I come to bat. What I seek is the highest possible batting average.’”

			—Ronald Reagan91

			In 1967, Ronald Reagan assumed the governorship of California amidst the wreckage and rebirth of his own party. To lead his state forward, Reagan would have to tiptoe the line between binding consensus with disparate factions and not compromising his values. Yet the ruin wasn’t launched from the other side of the aisle. The architects of its demise came from within the party.

			By every historical metric, 1964 should have been the end of the Republican Party. The raw numbers for that year’s national elections were an unmitigated disaster for the party. Republicans managed to lose the presidency in a landslide and gave the Democratic Party supermajorities in both the House of Representatives and Senate. Republicans were wiped out in the states.

			A stark schism within the Republican Party that had been hastily wallpapered over had become untenable. That divide became personified in 1964 via Republican primary candidates Barry Goldwater and Nelson Rockefeller.

			Nelson Aldrich Rockefeller was the grandson of the legendary oil magnate John D. Rockefeller and a scion of the New England elite. The “Rockefeller Republicans,” as his contingent of the party was lovingly or derisively referred to (inflection of utterance dependent), were a loose confederation of blue-collar Midwesterners and white-collar New England elites. The economically diverse cohort was unified by pragmatism, not idealism.

			Working-class Midwesterners had many wants but one genuine need: protection. In the 1960s, the manufacturing sector was, ostensibly, thriving. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the manufacturing industry would add four million jobs.92 Yet, the industry’s share of the national GDP was beginning to decline.93 It was a modest decrease, but this, combined with the postwar boom of white-collar workers, new free-trade agreements, and the incremental reconstruction of postwar Europe, were all concerning for the future of America’s manufacturing might.94 Thus, the Midwest needed unions that would protect their jobs and legislators who would defend their unions. As long as that need was addressed, most other policies were considered peripheral.

			The Rockefeller Republicans of New England were happy to oblige. Among their ranks were some of the most successful, wealthy, and well-known businessmen in the country, like auto magnate George Romney. These businessmen believed in a strong welfare state, balanced budgets, and whatever taxes were necessary to achieve both. They called for heavy investments in infrastructure, and their main quibble with Democrats on New Deal–era programs was that they could run them marginally better than their Democratic colleagues.

			However, to conservatives, their real intent was the enmeshing of government and business into one indistinguishable entity. They envisioned an America in which the titans of big business worked hand in hand with the government to extend American corporations from sea to shining sea. Of course, it would be a fringe benefit that this system would essentially create two permanent economic classes in America: the workers and the elites. In this system, the workers would have steady union-backed jobs and plenty of social programs to meet their basic needs. Meanwhile, the big business elites would be so intertwined with the government that they’d essentially be “too big to fail.” Thus, America would have a permanent elite class, a permanent working class, and little to no mobility from one to the other.

			Nelson Rockefeller personified this divide. After spending his early professional career working for various family interests, he oscillated between government agencies and private enterprises for decades before, in 1959, becoming the governor of New York. A year later, he would attempt a presidential run that was so short-lived that it was essentially over before it began. However, he managed to secure several party platform concessions from the party’s eventual nominee, then–Vice President Richard Nixon. This all but made him the early front-runner in 1964 to carry the Rockefeller Republican torch forward.

			The counterpoint to this labor-backed fusion of government and corporation didn’t come from the Democratic Party. Conservatives within the party dismissed Rockefeller’s cohort as “me-too Republicans.”95 These were Republicans who ran in support of Democratic spending programs while only suggesting minor tweaks to make programs more effective and less costly. Rockefeller Republicans had no interest in challenging either the ethics or the effectiveness of New Deal programs that had distended and distorted from their original intent. That challenge would have to come from the West.

			– – –

			Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater was the antithesis of the “New England Republican.” Though he was the son of a wealthy Arizonan family, he had little interest in aristocratic trappings and less in running his family business. He dropped out of college his freshman year, and after a brief stint working in the family business, he joined the United States Air Force as a pilot. During WWII, he flew supplies on some of the world’s most dangerous routes; he retired as a major general in 1967. While serving, he played a critical role in establishing a desegregated Arizona Air National Guard as well as desegregating all armed forces, the first of many racial justice causes he would lead in his lifetime. In 1952, he became the second Republican to represent Arizona in the Senate.

			His brand of Republicanism, largely outlined in his 1960 smash success work, The Conscience of a Conservative, was less ambiguous than Rockefeller’s. Whereas Rockefeller considered the welfare state a foregone conclusion, Goldwater was less accepting. He wrote:

			The currently favored instrument of collectivization is the Welfare State. The collectivists have not abandoned their ultimate goal—to subordinate the individual to the State—but their strategy has changed. They have learned that Socialism can be achieved through Welfarism quite as well as through Nationalization. They understand that private property can be confiscated as effectively by taxation as by expropriating it. They know that the individual can be put at the mercy of the State—not only by making the State his employer—but by divesting him of the means to provide for his personal needs and by giving the State the responsibility of caring for those needs from cradle to grave… Welfarism is much more compatible with the political process of a democratic society.96

			In short, Rockefeller Republicans saw the welfare state as a satiating prescription for the masses, and Goldwater saw the welfare state as a dangerous narcotic for corrupting the individual.

			The divide extended to foreign policy. Whereas Rockefeller sought to halt the spread of communism, Goldwater sought the eradication of communism. Goldwater thought a kindhearted man often had an indelicate tongue when it came to ideology. In May 1964, Goldwater said of missiles, “I don’t want to hit the moon. I want to lob one into the men’s room of the Kremlin and make sure I hit it.”97 The candor with which he made such statements belied the deep thought he invested into them, all the while making glorious grist for the mill of his critics.

			These two warring ideologies came to a head in 1964. Rockefeller’s early lead had evaporated in the face of a Goldwater insurgency that had won the majority of contests. As famed historian Lou Cannon wrote:

			The moderate and conservative wings of the GOP cut each other to pieces in the 1964 presidential primary, where Goldwater was pitted against New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller. Goldwater was depicted as a right-wing bomb-thrower who would undermine Social Security and lead the nation into war. Rockefeller was portrayed as an untrustworthy Eastern liberal who had betrayed his party and abandoned his wife.98

			Though he won a first-ballot nomination, he never secured an outright majority of his party. It was a critical liability that would haunt Goldwater in the general election.

			By election night, Democratic nominee and incumbent President Lyndon Johnson had all but won the election already. Johnson managed to paint Goldwater as a dangerous maverick who, in his quest to defeat the Soviet Union, would unleash nuclear war upon the world.99 Domestically, though Goldwater worked tirelessly to desegregate Arizona schools, the military, and even the Senate cafeteria; his “no” vote on the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a stain on his legacy. Combined, these two points made it easy to paint Goldwater as a radical, fringe, racist fanatic who couldn’t be trusted to lead the nation.

			It worked.

			Goldwater lost the popular vote by the highest margin in over a century. The Rockefeller Republicans of the Midwest and New England largely turned their backs on Goldwater. The unapologetic conservative was only able to carry his home state of Arizona and the Deep South. While many in the establishment proclaimed this election the “death of conservatism,” others saw, as Winston Churchill would say, “a victory inside this deliverance.”100 In the closing days of the election, Ronald Reagan gave a twenty-nine-minute speech that raised a record $1 million for Goldwater, propelled Reagan to national prominence, and sent him on a path to the governor’s residence and, eventually, the White House.101

			The only bright spot in a miserable campaign was Reagan’s stellar national television address lauding the Goldwater campaign and the philosophy of conservatism. It simply became known as “The Speech.”

			– – –

			Reagan won the 1966 Californian gubernatorial election in a landslide. Though incumbent Pat Brown was once a popular figure in his state, he broke a public promise by running for a third term, which set the stage for a series of gaffes and mistakes that all but handed the former actor the election. To Reagan’s credit, he was able to marshal the Goldwater base while hewing away enough rough edges to give more moderate Republicans an “on-ramp” to supporting him. However, Brown’s disastrous campaign was so calamitous that marshaling the base in opposition to Brown wasn’t the challenge it would have otherwise been. Reagan won California, but could he lead it?

			Before Reagan was even sworn in as governor, he was hit with a bombshell: California was broke. They had largely concealed this from the public, but Reagan recalled being told at that time, “The state’s spending more than a million dollars a day more than it’s taking in, and it’s been doing that for a year.”102 This represented one of the worst financial periods the state had seen since the Great Depression. It would seem that this would be the moment for a fiscal conservative to come in and cut out the waste. While this was Reagan’s intent, he would be facing a Democrat-controlled legislature and the “Big Daddy” of back-door politics.

			California Speaker of the Assembly Jesse Unruh was the most powerful elected Democrat in all of California. He was nicknamed “Big Daddy” for his girthy 290-pound stature, resemblance to the patriarch in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and “gargantuan appetites for power, food, booze, and sex—especially power.” Reagan said that he had a “reputation as a political manipulator of the smoke-filled-room variety.”103 He was not known for compromise. In 1963, he “locked up the Republican members of the Assembly in the legislative chamber for 22 hours and 50 minutes” to try and break them into supporting his state budget.104 They refused and scored a major political win. He would later disavow these antics, but they were still very much within his character.

			So famed a pugilist was Unruh that he was reportedly excited at the prospect of seeing the governorship in the hands of a Republican. Under the previous Democratic governor, Unruh’s constant bristling had damaged the party and frustrated many within his ranks. Facing off against Reagan would be an excellent opportunity to reunify the party in opposition and set the stage for his own eventual run for governor. Or, as Reagan said, “[They] regarded my arrival in Sacramento as the beginning of a jousting match, with them determined to knock the novice from Hollywood out of the saddle.”105

			The first of many hurdles was that California law required the state to have an approved balanced budget by July 1, the beginning of the fiscal year. Within his first one hundred days, Reagan passed a hiring freeze, a budget cut of 10 percent across the board, and sold off superfluous state assets. These measures were met with approval from Californians, but they were a drop in the ocean of the looming budget shortfall.

			The previous administration knew the budget shortfall was imminent. However, with poll numbers softening, scribe Lou Cannon suggests that they likely decided against tax hikes in Governor Brown’s final years.106 In so doing, they hoped to preserve Brown’s poll numbers enough to win reelection or, failing that, leave a political mine behind for the man or woman who bested him.

			Unruh thought he had Reagan licked. To finance California, Reagan would have to raise taxes. This was no modest or incremental hike. He would be raising taxes by $1 billion. This was the most significant single tax hike by a state in the entire history of the Union up to that point.107 He would be breaking a bedrock campaign promise less than a year into his tenure, and he would be doing so in a spectacularly unprecedented fashion.

			When Unruh and Reagan first met following his electoral victory, Reagan seized the initiative and immediately began discussing the framework for the tax increase. Both agreed on the general framework of the bills. They would have to raise taxes on almost every commercial good and source of income, yet also sought to reduce the tax burden on property owners. This would fulfill a key campaign promise of Reagan’s that Unruh also supported.

			Both men introduced competing versions of the $1 billion tax hike. They were broadly similar but had one irreconcilable divide. A disagreement on a state withholding tax provision brought the two leaders of their respective parties into their first public battle. Neither side was willing to break on the issue, and neither had the votes to pass either bill unilaterally.

			Thus, while Reagan stated firmly that his feet were “in concrete,”108 when it came to withholding taxes, he openly welcomed Unruh to the table on other matters. After an intense back-and-forth, both sides reached a compromise. Unruh would get key tax reforms that he advocated for the previous year, and, in exchange, Reagan was able to remove the tax withholding provision.

			It looked as if it was a clear victory for Reagan on paper. But Unruh passed his tax reforms, and Reagan was forced to break a campaign promise and raise taxes. Additionally, Unruh assumed that the tax hike would immediately kneecap Reagan’s high approval numbers and leave him vulnerable for the next debate. Here, Reagan proved that though he might be green to understanding government, he was a veteran when it came to understanding people.

			– – –

			Theoretically, winning an election on tax cuts only to make a tax hike your first significant piece of legislation is almost comic political suicide. In practice, Reagan saw clearly that this crisis was not of his making or even of Unruh’s. Governor Brown’s folly is what brought the state to this moment. Reagan knew that the longer he delayed the tax hike, the more Californians would forget that fact and blame him instead. Taking the bull by the horns, the people overwhelmingly blamed Brown for the tax increase and lauded Reagan for easing property taxes. He was perceived as principled yet adaptable.

			From day one, Reagan negotiated with Unruh in good faith. He compromised and formed consensus at every opportunity he could. When it did come to issues for which compromise was not an option, he offset the intransigence with greater flexibility in other areas. This was critical to ensuring that the things that truly mattered were preserved. Additionally, he demonstrated an almost prescient understanding of politics’ often theatrical nature. This wasn’t the first and would be far from the last time his dramatic background would play an outsized role in his political leadership.

			– – –

			The final coup of this deal would come a year later. In 1968, Reagan’s state finance director Caspar Weinberger told him that his tax increase would mean a $100 million state surplus in taxpayer dollars. Critically, he knew about the surplus before the legislature did. As for what to do with the money, Weinberger told Reagan, “I think you ought to decide now…before the legislature hears about the money and starts thinking of its ways of spending it.”109 Luckily, Reagan knew exactly what to do: “Let’s give it back to the people, give them a tax rebate.”

			A state tax rebate was both unprecedented and unthinkable when it came to government bureaucracy. He recalled, “If there was one thing I’d learned about government, it was that if there were any loose money lying around, the people in government would find a way to spend it.… The idea of returning money to taxpayers once it had been collected from them had never come up before.”110

			Sometimes politics is about compromise and consensus for common benefit and mutual gain. Other times, it requires bold, decisive action in the face of clear, insurmountable gridlock. In short, sometimes, it is best to ask for forgiveness instead of permission. If Reagan went before the legislature and said, “We have $100 million in free money. Let’s give it back to the people,” he would be laughed out of the room. The legislature would spend the next month berating each other over whose pet project should get funding or whose district should get a shiny new stadium.

			Reagan decided to cut out the middleman and go right to who mattered most: the people he was elected to represent. Reagan went to the airwaves and announced the surplus, as well as his intent to give the money back to the people. The legislature was furious, yet not a single member wanted to be the one to say, “No, the government deserves your money more than you do.” Sure enough, the $100 million went right back to the people. While it may not have been the most agreeable decision for the legislature, in Reagan’s mind, it was the right decision for the people. And when it came to doing right by the people, there was no compromise for Reagan.

			– – –

			Reagan won reelection in 1970, defeating his former statehouse sparring partner, Jesse Unruh, by half-a-million votes.111 Unruh had to surrender his seat for his unsuccessful campaign, which meant “Big Daddy” was leaving the family. Years later, upon reflection, Reagan would say of Unruh, “I gained some grudging respect for Unruh’s skills as a legislative tactician—he was good at what he did—but he put partisanship above all else and never took prisoners.” Unruh would later become California’s longest-serving state treasurer. In 1982, he was approached about a possible second shot at the governorship. He respectfully declined: “If I were going to run, I’d have to get married, stop drinking, and be nice to reporters, and I don’t want to do any of those things.”112

			While Reagan was reelected, both Democratic legislative leaders had been replaced. This meant the cache of goodwill and grudging respect that he developed in his first term had now evaporated. Reagan was starting from scratch. This time, however, he was no neophyte to the inner workings of government. Incoming Senate president pro tempore James Mills and Assembly Speaker Robert “Bob” Moretti faced a seasoned veteran.

			Ironically, Reagan began his second term as governor facing another budget crisis. A national economic slump had decreased tax revenues and subsequently increased welfare expenses.113 The extent of that increase was a shock even to welfare’s most ardent advocates. From 1960 to 1970, the number of individuals collecting welfare checks had quadrupled to over two million.114 Almost one-fifth of all welfare recipients in the United States were collecting checks from California.

			– – –

			Reagan’s aggressive focus on welfare reform is arguably one of his most misunderstood legacies. Reagan never intended nor attempted to eliminate welfare. In many ways, his intent was quite the opposite. California’s welfare system was threatening to bankrupt the state. Without significant reforms, the programs would either go broke or necessitate prohibitively high tax hikes for most Californians. His solution was to draw a line in the sand between the “truly needy” and welfare frauds addicted to what Franklin Delano Roosevelt called “a narcotic, a subtle destroyer of the human spirit.”115

			Reagan was no stranger to poverty. His father was once fired on Christmas Eve.116 What little money they did have often fed their father’s alcohol addiction. The entire family frequently worked whatever odd jobs they could find just to put food on the table. This inauspicious childhood informed his entire life and much of his political philosophy. As he wrote, “I believed we should not take aid from the people who needed and deserved it, the truly impoverished elderly, blind, and disabled. I just wanted to stop the abuses, take people off the welfare rolls who didn’t belong there, and end the open-ended cycle that had made a monthly welfare check a way of life for too many people.”117

			Ironically, his desire to reform welfare, not destroy it, drew severe criticism from the most conservative members of his base. Democrats acknowledged welfare costs were threatening to bankrupt the state. Their solution was another tax hike. Those were the choices: Democrats wanted to dump more money into welfare, and Republicans wanted to blow it up. Smack dab in the middle of these two factions was a former actor and fella named Ronald Reagan.

			In early 1971, Reagan requested to appear before a joint session of the California Legislature to discuss the welfare policy proposals his administration had created. Yet, to his utter amazement, Speaker Moretti and State Senator Mills denied his request on technical grounds. The governor’s request to appear before a joint session of the legislature was a simple formality. Rejecting it was unheard of. As it turned out, the Democratic leaders knew how potent the issue was and thought the rejection would deny Reagan a national platform to force the issue forward.

			It was a severe miscalculation that Reagan would gladly seize on. After submitting hard copies of his proposals to the legislature, he opted to give an in-person televised speech at Town Hall, a luncheon club.118 As a result of the controversy, the address was covered by far more press than if Mills and Moretti simply allowed him to speak to the legislature. A reporter asked Reagan if the rejection meant the “honeymoon” period of his administration was over. He replied, “I’m not sure it ever started. On the wedding night, someone said something about stepping into the next room to slip into something comfortable—and they never came back.”119

			He outlined what he considered the “lengthiest, most detailed, and specific legislative proposal ever originated by a California governor.”120 Broadly speaking, the program called for protecting those most in need, welfare jobs or job training requirements, and “strengthening family responsibility as the basic element in our society.”121 The speech was exceptionally well received by Californians.

			Reagan had made an impression, yes, but he still had nowhere near the legislative votes necessary to make his welfare reforms a reality. A key to any negotiation is understanding who truly holds power. The people supported Reagan, the legislature did not. So, Reagan’s team organized a mass write-in effort to get citizens to write their congressmen in support of Reagan’s plan.

			To quote Reagan: “Boy, did it work.”

			As Reagan recalled, at one point, Moretti barged into his office with a handful of letters and demanded Reagan call off the hounds. Some historians dispute this account. While Reagan’s initial letter campaign was effective, Democrats were initially unmoved. Coincidentally, many favored President Richard Nixon’s proposed nationalization of all welfare programs. Enticing at first, this proposal began to flounder, and Reagan’s budget was trapped in the legislature. For one reason or another, Moretti came to Reagan with the hope of finding a compromise.

			Here, Reagan, despite controlling neither legislative chamber, was in a position of significant leverage and power. The people were turning against their representatives. Reagan could have turned up the heat on the Democrats and perverted reform into a midterm wedge issue to get more Republican legislators. Or he could have forced Moretti to adopt his policies without compromise. A tact that, even if it failed, would have elevated Reagan’s status and political prospects. Yet Reagan did neither.

			Instead, he immediately welcomed Moretti to the table: “Look, we’re all partners in this. Let’s put aside our personal feelings and jointly go to work and see what we can get done.” Conversely, Moretti recalled saying to Reagan, “Look, governor, I don’t like you particularly, and I know you don’t like me, but we don’t have to be in love to work together. If you’re serious about doing some things, then let’s sit down and start doing it.” It doesn’t ultimately matter whose version is accurate. What does matter is that both sides immediately and sincerely began working together to hammer out sensible welfare reform.122

			Though it started well, the actual negotiations stretched over two weeks. Through screaming matches, curse words, and mutual frustration, the two men began to respect each other. The barbed criticisms dulled, and the questioning of motives dissipated. While they never became close or friendly, what they ultimately respected about one another was that both men kept their word and stood by their promises.

			The bill they created actually increased welfare payments to those who qualified. “Almost two‐thirds of the families under this program will receive higher grants.” In addition, it raised standards and “tighten[ed] antifraud controls.”123 They also created a pilot program in which able-bodied welfare recipients were given open government jobs that they qualified for. Within a year after being enacted, this program moved seventy-five thousand individuals off welfare and into the private sector.

			The compromised bill was far short of the $700 million that Reagan initially wanted to cut and contained none of the tax hikes Democrats were angling for. Yet it created a sensible and fair system that would protect those most in need while incentivizing those who could return to the private sector.

			The bill was far from pleasing to everyone. One Democrat said the compromise “will take from the working poor and give to the nonworking poor.” Ultimately, it passed the California Senate 31–8. Following its passing, Assemblyman William T. Bagley, a key Republican negotiator on the bill, said, “You won’t have welfare to kick around anymore.”124

			– – –

			Throughout his time as governor, Reagan would find common ground and compromise on many issues. Some, like welfare reform, would be career-making achievements that propelled him to the national stage while, far more importantly, making real, positive change for his constituents. Conversely, Reagan held other compromises as personal failings for much of his life. Early in his tenure, the pro-life governor was told a specific piece of legislation regarding abortion wouldn’t expand abortion access but simply make it safer. He supported it only to see abortion rates skyrocket in one year from around ten thousand to one hundred thousand.

			Reagan always saw bureaucracy as a series of overlapping, interwoven, and vastly bloated programs and agencies. He didn’t realize that cutting the waste wasn’t nearly as simple as saying “cut everything by ten percent.” Though he tried his best, in his first year, he cut government agencies, on average, by 8.5 percent. He also learned that there is an actual human cost behind many of these programs. Cutting cannot be done gleefully or indiscriminately. Every cut needs to have a reason that he can justify beyond a doubt.

			Above all, he learned how to bring even the most vocal elected critics to the negotiating table. A Democratic member of Congress could bray and blast him in every national publication. Yet, if he could convince their constituents that he was right, all that bluster would fall by the wayside quickly. Reagan wouldn’t add insult to injury or salt to the wound when that happened. He would welcome them as equals, especially if he disagreed with them.

			Reagan’s tenure as governor was one of only a handful that was never marred by significant scandals. In 1974, following President Richard Nixon’s impeachment and resignation, Reagan still had an approval rating of around 60 percent of Californians. This was far higher than the average Republican. But as Lou Cannon concluded of Reagan, “[He] demonstrated, as no one had done before him, that it is possible to succeed as governor of a major state without abandoning conservative convictions.”125

			Reagan compromised, and he compromised often. But he never compromised himself, his beliefs, or his constituents.

			
			
		

	
		
			Schweiker

			“Oh my God, we’ve nominated the wrong man!”

			—Reagan’s Revolution, anonymous Florida GOP delegate

			For three glorious weeks in May 1976, former California Governor Ronald Reagan, the underdog, went ahead in the delegate count by some one hundred delegates over the incumbent Gerald Ford, and seemed to some of his conservative supporters and observers to be on his way to the GOP nomination.

			At the time, 1,130 delegate votes were needed in order to be nominated at the 1976 GOP convention. Conservatives were elated and establishmentarians like Henry Kissinger said that they were fearful of another Goldwater-like landslide, but they were really scared more of the loss of their own power base and prestige. As always, the power brokers in Washington only care about their own place in the power-crazed city. And the neocons like Kissinger really despised Reagan. They believed the Soviet Union was a thing of permanence. They believed the Berlin Wall was immovable. They wanted the United States’ foreign policy to be that of Israel.

			So, for instance, when Reagan sold AWACS airplanes to Saudi Arabia, the Israelis were enraged over the deal, but in gratitude, the Saudis increased the supply of oil, surely pleasing to the American consumer and, as a bonus, undercut the Soviets oil exports in the world market. Reagan smashed the neocons until the presidency of George W. Bush, when they came roaring back, and the US invaded Iraq in the name of regime change. Hundreds of thousands died in the name of neoconservatism, née reckless internationalism. But Reagan was a man of imagination, not of a fixed, immovable ideology, and he easily outfoxed the establishment.

			At the time, the debate over the Panama Canal was raging. The liberals and neocons like Kissinger said give it to the Panamanians. Conservatives like Reagan said, it was ours, and we are going to keep it. It was a galvanizing issue in the campaign of 1976.

			Ford did everything he could to get Reagan out of the contest. He offered Reagan the prestigious post of ambassador to Great Britain. Reagan said no. Secretary of Commerce was offered. Reagan said no.

			Secretary of Transportation was offered. Reagan said no. Finally, Ford got the hint.

			– – –

			Reagan’s announcement of his candidacy for the presidency in late 1975 for the 1976 nomination was taken extremely seriously by observers and pundits; his announcement was broadcast live on all three networks. He announced it at the National Press Club in Washington.

			“As a speaker and performer, Reagan stood before the American people: six foot two, close to two hundred pounds, broad shoulders, narrow waist, as solid as steel. Thick, wavy, dark brown hair topped the handsome, ruddy face of a man in his [seventies].”126

			The Republicans’ quadrennial gabfest would take place in Kansas City, still home of the best steak in America. It was also the hub of a major airline and sat on the bank of the Missouri River. The city itself was clean and well run with pro teams in football, basketball, and baseball.

			Gerald Ford would have his hands full. Of the campaign, Ford’s press secretary, Ron Nessen, wrote:

			Week after week after week, for the rest of the primary season, Ford and Reagan fought it out. Ford won in some states. Reagan won in some states. On the night of the Texas primary, after returning from the annual black-tie banquet of the White House Correspondents Association, Ford invited [Dick] Cheney, photographer [David] Kennerly, and me to watch the returns on TV with him and Mrs. Ford in their living quarters. Before joining the Fords, I stopped off in my office to check the AP and UPI newswires. The news was bad. Ford was trailing Reagan in every district in Texas. When I reached the second-floor presidential living room, I tried some lame humor to soften the news: “Mr. President, in the old days the kings used to shoot messengers who brought bad news.”127

			But there were still miles of primaries and state conventions and promises to make. Newsweek magazine displayed a cover story entitled, “A Presidency in Jeopardy.”

			Additionally, the presence of some 150 uncommitted delegates made it impossible to accurately count, at any time, until the actual voting in August in Kansas City. That plus a dozen state conventions where delegates would also be selected. Still, there were thirty hotly contested state primaries that year, and the political fighting was fierce. One day Reagan was ahead. The next Tuesday, Ford zoomed ahead. It was that kind of contest, tied “like a wet shoelace.”128

			Mrs. Reagan said of the campaign, “Of Ronnie’s five campaigns for public office, the one I remember most vividly is the only one he lost. That was in 1976, when he challenged President Gerald Ford for the Republican nomination. That campaign was so exciting, so dramatic, and so emotional—especially at the convention.”129 Mrs. Reagan wasn’t so gung-ho at the outset. After eight years in Sacramento, she was ready to return to LA and a normal lifestyle.

			– – –

			Both sides consequently floated phony delegate counts to score psychological advantages. These appeared in national newspapers on a daily basis, and the networks breathlessly reported on movement by either side. By this point, former Georgia governor Jimmy Carter was well on his way toward a first-ballot nomination by the Democrats at their convention in New York City. The Big Apple hadn’t seen such hoopla since the “Amazin’ Mets” won the World Series in 1969 and the Jets earlier that same year. The city was doing its level best to put on the dog for the near harmonious Democrats, who usually fell to brawling at these quadrennial events. The Democrats were known for fistfights and “rock ’em sock ’em” conventions such as their 1968 bloodbath in Chicago or their 1972 convention in Miami Beach, but the love-in taking place in New York City was truly amazing.

			– – –

			Reagan unexpectedly lost the first five primary contests, albeit narrowly. He’d come astonishingly close against an incumbent and yet was getting no crediting for doing so. His campaign was a shambles, his finances were a wreck, and every day, new GOP leaders were calling on him to get out of the race. But they misunderstood Reagan. The more they did so, the more he fought on and the angrier he got.

			And then came North Carolina.

			The state had assiduously been organized for Reagan by two of Senator Jesse Helms’ best operatives, Tom Ellis and Carter Wrenn. They never waited for permission from Reagan Central or national campaign manager, John Sears.

			Reagan got a bank loan that was secured by weighing mailbags of contributions. He then went on national television and leveled Ford and Henry Kissinger to boot. He also got in a few licks against détente. Reagan had an overwhelming response and his campaign raised millions as a result. And he took North Carolina. Now, having finally beaten Ford, the glow was off and it became permissible to vote against an incumbent. Now he was on offense.

			– – –

			Reagan later won several key primaries including Texas, Georgia, and Indiana, thus zooming ahead of the man from Michigan. Ford and his campaign were terrified. On the night of a triple primary loss to Reagan, Ford’s campaign manager, Rogers C. B. Morton, was photographed looking disheveled with his tie askew in front of a table featuring half-full liquor bottles. When asked about the seismic losses and if he was going to alter strategy or tactics with Reagan, Morton blurted out, “I’m not going to rearrange the furniture on the deck of the Titanic!”130 It was a juicy quote. Too juicy as it turned out for the beleaguered campaign manager, as he was shortly kicked upstairs, and another new team including the redoubtable Stuart Spencer took over the Ford campaign. But not before the utterance of the lament became emblematic of the Ford campaign. And as never reported by the press, the liquor was mostly consumed by reporters that night at the campaign headquarters. As everybody in politics knew, reporters were the real boozehounds. Neither were they obsessive about being married. They lived, ate, drank, smoked, and slept politics. They boozed, played cards, and cheated on their wives, like a scene right out of His Girl Friday.

			The Texas rout was so big, Reagan won every precinct and every congressional district. On television later, Walter Cronkite said, “Ronald Reagan as of tonight looms as a serious threat.”131

			Meanwhile, Stu Spencer was a well-regarded political pro who was a World War II navy vet. He teamed up with his friend Bill Roberts to form Spencer-Roberts and Associates political consulting. Ironically, they had handled Nelson Rockefeller’s California presidential primary challenge in 1964—which he lost to Barry Goldwater—and later Ronald Reagan’s nascent run for governor in 1966, thus starting him successfully on the road to national politics. But this time, Spencer signed on with Ford, not Reagan, and was once heard to say, “It’s one thing to elect that right-winger as governor [of California]. It’s another to elect him as president!”132 Actually, Reagan was no right-wing nut but rather a sincere and measured man. He was articulate in his denunciation of the New Deal and expansionist government despite the prattling of some shallow Washington insiders. Nancy Reagan later said, “It was quite a while before I could forgive Stu.”133

			Ironically, it was Lionel Trilling who once dismissed conservatism in his book The Liberal Imagination as just “irritable mental gestures.”134 He died in the ’70s just as liberalism was waning and conservatism was ascending.

			While Nancy Reagan was helping her Ronnie, Betty Ford was doing anything but helping her husband.

			– – –

			Famous for her outspoken views—remember, this was 1975—she bowled the country over with one ribald statement after another, especially including a 60 Minutes interview in which she said of her daughter Susan having an affair, “Well, I wouldn’t be surprised. I think she’s a perfectly normal human being like all young girls.” Ford was also asked about the infamous Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion and called it, “a great, great decision…the best thing in the world.”135 A firestorm ensued among conservatives and pro-lifers. She was denounced by conservative columnists, editorialists, and conservative groups and individuals. It came at the worst time, on the eve of the New Hampshire primary.

			Then she really set off a firestorm when, in an interview with McCall’s magazine, she said “The only thing reporters haven’t asked me about was how often I slept with my husband,” to which the reporter said, “Well, I am asking you.” Mrs. Ford replied, “I sleep with him as often as I can.”136 Such frank talk had never been heard from a First Lady before and it almost cost her husband the nomination. Buttons began appearing proclaiming, “Betty’s Husband for President.” Of course, they only hurt his chances as they undermined his authority. Betty also had a little problem. She was a quiet alcoholic and used to steal off to an understated DC bar where she drank in private. She later conquered her illness, hence the Betty Ford Center. And she, like millions of other women, was also afflicted with breast cancer. But she courageously had a mastectomy, didn’t try to hide it, and in so doing, may have saved the lives of thousands of American women by putting sunlight on her affliction.

			– – –

			Ron Nessen once wrote in his diary that if Ford lost, it would be because of multiple self-inflicted wounds.137 Ford had so many problems with his cabinet, his campaign, his constant pratfalls, his wife, and so many other seemingly controllable mistakes.

			Another key and important element of the Ford team was Dick Cheney, Ford’s young deputy chief of staff. For someone so young, the chain-smoking, prematurely balding man showed shrewd political judgment. He was also more conservative and a Westerner, so he understood the Reagan challenge more acutely than the other Ford supporters who dismissed Reagan as some sort of aging Hollywood fluke.

			In his book, It Sure Looks Different from the Inside, Ron Nessen, Ford’s press secretary, said Ford “didn’t take Reagan seriously.… Several of his characteristics seemed to rule him out as a serious challenger: One was his penchant for offering simplistic solutions to hideously complex problems. The second was his conviction that he was always right in every argument.”138

			– – –

			Ford had a big problem. He was an unelected incumbent by virtue of the odious Richard Nixon, the first president to resign the presidency. Nixon was an outcast as a result of his crimes. He never again attended a GOP convention as he once lorded over so many. Time was marching on.

			Ford had been a member of the House Republican minority for many years, had been a minority leader, and thus had to often clean up his members’ messes, but he was unprepared for prime time. He also represented one small congressional district from Michigan and consequently, had only asked them for their votes. No one outside of Michigan had anything invested in Gerald Ford as a result. Consequently, his hold on the party and the nomination was tenuous at best. Also, “conservatism…no longer meant a calcified status quo—it represented change. For the first time since Reagan’s boyhood hero Franklin Roosevelt transformed the political landscape, conservatism posed a serious challenge to the reigning liberal orthodoxy.”139

			But Ford had been picked by Nixon to replace the objectionable and corrupt Spiro Agnew as vice president. Nixon, at the time, thought little of Ford and told people who, in turn, told reporters who, in turn, told their readers.

			Though Nixon had little respect for Ford, he needed him as a buffer as he reasoned that no one on Capitol Hill thought Ford had what it took to be president. Nixon thought he could stumble through his second term and retire as a senior statesman with Ford protecting his flank.

			Ford reasoned that the vice presidency was a nice way to end his career as a small footnote in the history pages.

			But Watergate accelerated, and even as many things were made up by some reporters, the bloodthirsty hounds were circling, and it became more and more likely that the good-natured, if also often bumbling, Ford would become president. Actually, Ford was capable of being president nicely. He’d been in the House for many years, had graduated from Yale Law School, was a hero of WWII, and was so well thought of, his colleagues elected him time and again as House minority leader.

			After a fashion, Nixon expectedly resigned from the presidency in August of 1974, and Ford was unexpectedly elevated to the presidency. Together, they had made history while abiding by the Constitution. Tanks did not roll in the streets of America, and there were no house-to-house searches or suspensions of constitutional rights. It was quite amazing how easily people got on with their lives despite Watergate.

			The Constitution worked.

			The two reporters at the center of the Washington maelstrom, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein of the Washington Post, never again regained their elitist-driven glory. Woodward revealed himself for the ultra-leftist snob he was, living the high life in Georgetown, and Bernstein was never taken seriously again, a ne’er-do-well who bumped along from one bad deal to another—bouncing from one failed marriage to another.

			Reagan, the former California governor, was the conservative insurgent in the race against Ford and was running as a result of many facts including: the uber neocon Henry Kissinger and his policy of détente; Ford’s move to the left; cleaning up the stench of Richard Nixon; his own ambition; the bad economy; Ford’s lack of stature inside the GOP; and maybe most of all, he just didn’t like Ford, and Ford liked him even less. Their wives—Betty Ford and Nancy Reagan—could not be in the same county with each other.

			Ford had also mistakenly reasoned that if Nixon could move to the left, so could he. He forgot that Nixon had chits built up over the years with conservatives because of his anti-communist work. Nixon cut deals with the Russians, so Ford did likewise. Nixon met with the communist Chinese, so Ford did likewise. Nixon appointed liberals to high office, so Ford did likewise. Ford also signed the odious Helsinki Accords, which codified the Soviet sphere of influence over Eastern Europe. As a result, Slavic Americans were outraged—so was Reagan and his fellow conservatives.

			They just did not get along, strange for two men who both had affable reputations.

			– – –

			What made Reagan run? He was a party man after all, had held his nose, and campaigned for liberal Republicans like Senator Chuck Percy of Illinois. But when Ford snubbed Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn on the advice of Secretary of State Kissinger, kowtowing to Moscow, Reagan hit the roof. He wrote columns and cut radio commentaries condemning the snub. He never had any use for Kissinger, detested détente policies toward the Soviet Union, and was an outsider to Washington, where insiders like Ford and Kissinger thrived. During his presidency, he took on a dim view of the neocons around Washington.

			Reagan had become the revolutionary in his own party. All the party establishment, from the Republican National Committee to every state and county GOP organization, was in league against the Californian.

			He was being supported by a ragtag operation and mostly junior varsity operatives.

			Solzhenitsyn was unofficially welcomed into the United States by Reagan and a junior Democratic senator from Delaware, Joe Biden, along with senior Republican Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina, a staunch anti-communist. Sadly, Reagan could not make the reception welcoming the Russian dissident and Pulitzer Prize–winning author for his nationally syndicated columns and the nationally heard radio commentaries, but Biden and Helms were present. Of all the show dogs of the Senate, Biden was considered the showiest. Few took Biden seriously.

			Ford already had a vice president, also known as a “man without a country,” Nelson Rockefeller. Rocky was once considered a real contender for the presidency but was now mostly a sad, liberal pariah even inside his own party that had passed him by. The GOP had moved to the right over the years, leaving him behind. He had not adjusted as Richard Nixon had. Plus, being born of great wealth put him well outside of the now populist Republican Party. But he was still a party man, even wounded. In the fall of 1976, he was campaigning with Bob Dole in Upstate New York, where they were met by vulgar left-wing protestors. Rocky, now freed of any decorum, flashed the internationally recognized single digit of disdain at the protestors, driving them to distraction. Dole, the wounded war veteran, was asked later about the incident and replied with his tongue firmly planted in his cheek, “I have trouble with my right hand.”

			Reagan was cautiously confident that he might win the nomination, so much so that he directed his campaign manager John Sears to quietly scout around for a possible running mate, someone he thought at the time would be ideologically compatible. All eyes were on Bill Simon, a one-time token conservative, who served in the Ford cabinet as Secretary of the Treasury. Simon had an impeccable reputation, except for his weakness of picking bad staff. Simon was a conservative, handsome, a good public speaker, and most especially, had no apparent skeletons in his closet.

			Sears also briefly considered Governor Jim Rhodes of Ohio. But he was too controversial, too corrupt, and despite Ohio’s motherload of possible delegates for Reagan, he was just too heavy a lift. “You’ve got to have some responsibility in this business,” Sears drolly told reporters afterward.140

			The idea was cast aside.

			– – –

			There was one other longshot possibility: Senator Richard Schweiker of Pennsylvania. True, he was a liberal on many issues, but on the Captive Nations movement, national defense, abortion, and the Second Amendment, he was right down the conservative line. He was left of center on labor issues and matters of government activism. He was also a member of the Senate’s Wednesday Club, a group of liberal Republican senators. But taking him as Reagan’s running mate might bring over some Pennsylvania delegates as well as other wavering delegates in other states. Could they hold on to Reagan’s cranky conservative delegates if he took Schweiker? It would be a crap shoot.

			Schweiker was also a terrible dresser favoring polyesters and loud colors, the fashion of the day. But he had a wonderful family with his wife Claire, who once hosted a children’s television show in Philadelphia. He was also a Navy veteran of World War II and, unlike many Pennsylvania politicians, an honest man. When it came to politics, he was regarded as a serious man, if also a bit of a gambler.

			Sears also looked at some other meager possibilities, including ironically and secretly the big government liberal Nelson Rockefeller, who was Ford’s recently dumped running mate! “I always like the irony of that,” Sears said.141 Mrs. Reagan always liked Rockefeller despite his reputation for having a wandering eye. Reagan’s conservative supporters would have been fit to be tied had they known the Gipper might take their old nemesis.

			Ultimately, Reagan took a running mate early because it bought time. It was early June, and the convention was still a month away. Anything could happen. Sears had also learned that CBS News was working on a long and involved story that included a detailed delegate count, which would show Ford having an insurmountable lead for the nomination, and Walter Cronkite was planning on making the announcement well before, which would have left Reagan dead in the water with one month to go. Sears had to do something to keep his candidate’s chances alive. That chance was, he reasoned, announcing a running mate well before the convention. It would be historic. It had never been done before.

			CBS’s political unit was peerless in 1976, complete with pollsters, researchers, and the like, as well as a political director, the affable Marty Plissner. The unit and he were well respected, and CBS was a juggernaut, reaching millions each day. Sears knew he had to kill the CBS story.

			Reagan made the historic announcement of Schweiker, Cronkite threw the delegate story in the air, never reported it, and CBS was forced to go back to trying to do a delegate count before the August Republican follies.

			Reagan had threaded a needle. He had picked someone he liked, someone who could step into his shoes if need be, someone to unify the convention, and someone who could balance the ticket, despite his past criticism of ticket balancing and the bland pairings they produced. It was sufficient to say it was a tall order to fill.

			As always, he took reassurance from his closest confidant, his wife Nancy.

			Reagan and Nancy had been happily married since 1952. She really was his closest best friend and adviser. They could be alone at the ranch for days, just the two of them, happy in each other’s company.

			– – –

			She wasn’t much for the chores he relished, the outdoor work, the heavy lifting, but she knew how important it was to her husband. The manual labor was a balm to him. But she did enjoy horseback riding. The ranch was also important to her because it was the one place she could have him to herself. Reagan was in constant demand to travel, make speeches, make campaign appearances, do interviews, and the like. It was endless. The ranch was not her first choice, but it was the one place they could be alone. She much preferred elegant lunches with her girlfriends in Beverly Hills, but he was not there. At the secluded ranch high in the Santa Ynez Mountains, thirty miles outside of Santa Barbara, he was there.

			At night, they’d go for long walks, quietly talking, or he would be busy answering the many letters he received. They only reluctantly came out of the mountains—he more than her—but he was recharged and ready to take on the world. They had to drive down the harrowing road with steep cliffs and no guardrails. It took a lot of intestinal fortitude to make the many-mile trip.

			In addition to Sears, Reagan had a savvy group of young professionals including Jeff Bell, Charlie Black, and Frank Donatelli, among others. He also had some leaky vessels working for him like Roger Stone and David Keene. Keene got some credit for Reagan’s wins in the Georgia and Alabama primaries, but Reagan would have won those anyway. Stone was a self-promoter and he was well-schooled in ethnic and urban politics. He was also a clotheshorse. His job with the campaign was bolstering the youth vote in the southern region, easy pickings for Reagan given its conservative nature.

			– – –

			Ford’s campaign had unfortunately been bedeviled by ineptitude from before day one. He lost primaries he probably shouldn’t have lost and didn’t read the rules for state conventions. Originally, he said and wrote he was not going to run for president while serving as Nixon’s second banana. Once he became vice president, he hated being forced to defend Nixon’s lawlessness. But when he became president, he was seduced by the trappings of power and quickly changed his mind. Consequently, he decided to run in his own right for the GOP nomination and then, if successful, the presidency.

			Ford and Reagan didn’t like each other. Period. Ford thought Reagan was a right-wing nut job, and Reagan thought Ford was a lightweight, over his head in the presidency. They had met a couple of times, but nothing came of it. The Ford White House constantly insulted Reagan, made jokes about him, and these jokes and insults drifted back to Sacramento. Reagan found out about them, and that made him mad.

			So, it was not just one factor that impelled Reagan to run. It was many plus the fact that, as Reagan aide Mike Deaver once said, “He was the most competitive SOB who ever lived.”

			– – –

			Ford’s children liked their father being president, and Ford’s daughter Susan even held her prom in the East Room of the White House. Reagan’s kids were more indifferent to their father running. Adopted son Mike was enthusiastic, as was daughter Maureen.

			Mike and Maureen were from Reagan’s first marriage to Jane Wyman. By the late ’40s, Wyman and Reagan were on different career tracks. She was a rising actress who won an Oscar for Johnny Belinda, and he was a middling actor making films such as Cattle Queen of Montana. He was a reliable actor but often got terrible scripts, whereas she rose through the Hollywood ranks. When he heard the rumors that she was having an affair with fellow actor Lew Ayres, he was devastated. They drifted apart until they finally got a divorce. He later was remarried to Nancy Davis, and they had two of the most ungrateful and selfish children ever, Patti and Ronald Prescott. They grew up in Hollywood Babylon, were ultra-liberals, and perfected being an embarrassment to their parents. Patti became a groupie to the band the Eagles and shacked up with guitarist Bernie Leadon. While Reagan was president, she posed nude for Playboy, just to provoke her parents. Ronald Prescott took it a step further by having affairs with a number of married women in spite of the fact that many people thought he was gay. Both of them were ingrates and fought with their parents constantly. For this and many other reasons, they never lifted a finger on the campaign trail except to mortify their parents. Years later, when he was president, Reagan once confided in his diaries, “Insanity is hereditary—you catch it from your kids.”142 In those same diaries, Reagan wrote about all his children at one point or another. And the Reagans often went for long periods in their lives not speaking to either Patti or Ronald Prescott as also recorded in Reagan’s diaries.

			It took a lot to make Reagan angry, but when he cut loose—watch out. Ford’s insults, heavy-handedness, and crooked dealmaking—such as promising to look into a sewer contract for a local GOP official and uncommitted delegate from Long Island—infuriated Reagan.

			– – –

			Ford had the momentum with a surprising last-minute surge, and Reagan desperately needed to change the status quo. Ford had won the last round of state conventions, and they were now in a pro wrestling match with neither having enough delegates to win the nomination on the first ballot.

			Reagan had made political history when he chose Senator Richard Schweiker of Pennsylvania as his running mate three weeks ahead of the convention, but a false narrative was beginning to settle in that Ford would win the nomination in Kansas City on a first ballot and Reagan would reluctantly ride off into the sunset.

			And that would be the end of Ronald Reagan’s national prospects.

			All things being equal and if Reagan was on his way to the nomination, he probably would have chosen somebody other than Senator Schweiker as his running mate. But Reagan had been desperate and needed to buy time so he could actually figure out how to win the damn thing. And he needed to convince the media and the establishment he was serious.

			Schweiker was a serious individual. He was well thought of in Pennsylvania and on Capitol Hill. But he was a liberal on many issues. Reagan’s conservatives would have to swallow a lot to go along with such ticket-splitting, which Reagan had deplored for years. He had been disgusted by the Nixon-Lodge-type ticket-splitting, which simply slowed the advance of conservatism in the party. It also diluted the message of conservatism. That was then, however. Now, Reagan needed to find out if he was more flexible so he could seize the Republican nomination. Another point in Schweiker’s favor was—at least with the media—that he was an early entry on Richard Nixon’s “Enemies List.” He also showed his compassion often, such as being strong on the pro-life issue. Amazingly, in just a few days, Reagan–Schweiker buttons had been produced.

			Some people accidentally confused him with the odious Lowell Weicker, a senator from Connecticut. Years later as president, Reagan called Weicker a “schmuck” and a “no good fathead”143 in his not-so-private diaries.

			– – –

			The convention in Kansas City dawned bright, clear, and warm. Kansas City was a first-rate major league city with a professional baseball team, the Royals, a professional football team, the Chiefs, and a professional basketball team, the Kings. Its municipal service sector was clean and bright with plenty of parks and museums. And it had the new Kemper Arena where the Republicans would gather and make history.

			The 1976 Republican National Convention had more than its share of hijinks. First, Ford, as the incumbent, controlled the entire convention apparatus: hotel rooms, seating credentials, rooms, and convention trailers down to the wiring. The Ford forces controlled everything. This alone gave him a distinct advantage over the Gipper. Reagan delegate hotels were, in some cases, a hundred or more miles away. Ford personnel got the choicest hotels, the choicest restaurant reservations, and the choicest seating arrangements in the venue.

			The convention was broadcast by all three networks, “gavel to gavel” for all of the platform hearings, and all of the convention itself. “Platform Week” was often the most fun for veteran campaign operatives. The hours were more reasonable, and you could get more drinking and socializing in with less pressure. It was not unusual to see Walter Cronkite, Roger Mudd, or other assorted media celebrities attending the subcommittees on the platform or on the floor during the actual convention. Also, they often were not just spectators but actual participants, such as when Dan Rather got beat up at the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago.

			Sears and company devised a plan known as 16C: an amendment to the platform that would force both tickets to name their VP choices before the convention and then both tickets would have to address the convention. That scared the hell out of Ford’s forces. Ford was a lousy public speaker while Reagan was, well, in the words of one of his supporters: he “could get a standing ovation in a graveyard.”144

			The vote on 16C turned out to be a test vote on the nomination. And 16C went down in defeat by the narrowest of margins—the next night, so did the ticket of Reagan–Schweiker. Reagan lost to Ford by an incredibly slim margin: 1,187 to 1070 delegate votes.

			Though Reagan lost the 1976 GOP nomination by a mere sixty-nine votes out of over two thousand cast, he won the hearts of the delegates, as one scribe put it, and he learned how to run for president. Nineteen sixty-eight was a dry run, but 1976 was the real thing, and Reagan, if anything, was a good student.

			And, he was loyal. At one point, Schweiker said to Reagan that he should drop from the ticket as a moderate. He might be hurting Reagan, but Dutch refused to hear it. “Dick, we came to Kansas City together and we are leaving Kansas City together.”145

			– – –

			The last night of the convention was supposed to be a coronation for Gerald Ford, but it turned out to be something very special for Ronald Reagan.

			Even though Ford had won the nomination, the party was still split in two. He needed to unite the party if he had any hope of defeating Jimmy Carter, who was well ahead in the polls. Reagan was high above Kemper Arena in his skybox that night until, at the last moment, after Ford had given his acceptance speech, the best of his life, Ford waved for Reagan to come down to the dais. Then the Ford family waved to Reagan—then those on the rostrum. Meanwhile, Reagan’s son Mike was dealing with a very drunk RNC aide. The entire hall of seventeen thousand was yelling and waving for Reagan. Shouts such as “We want Ron!” could be heard. It was broadcast live on all three networks and all major radio news services, including Armed Forces Radio. The outpouring for Reagan was overwhelming.

			The custom was, at all conventions, for the nominee to be the last speaker. But Ford was an unelected incumbent who just barely won the nomination over a former governor. His party was still ripped asunder.

			Reagan had been happy in his skybox, doing an interview with Tom Brokaw of NBC News.

			Brokaw had asked Reagan if he was going to address the convention, and he said no. But he could be seen sipping water from time to time, a sure sign he was keeping his mouth moist just in case. Finally, Reagan could no longer submit himself to the pressure. And he hated letting anyone down. So, he slowly made his way toward the podium. Heading there with a small retinue, including Mrs. Reagan, he turned to aide Mike Deaver and inquired what he thought he should say. Mike thought for a moment and finally replied, “Governor, you’ll think of something.”146

			Reagan gave his impromptu remarks to thunderous applause and tender tears. It was one of the most remarkable convention addresses in history, and it forever altered the direction of the Republican Party. Many of the media thought it represented his farewell remarks and indeed, one weekly magazine headlined a story, “Off into the Sunset.” His remarks reminded some of the impromptu speech by William Jennings Bryan in 1896 warning his listeners about a “cross of gold” if Congress did not allow for free coinage of national money.

			Reagan’s speech was not a farewell, but a rallying cry, and a real introduction to the assembled crowd and the American people. Upstaging Ford, he said:

			Thank you very much. Mr. President, Mrs. Ford, Mr. Vice President, Mr. Vice President to be, the distinguished guests here and you, ladies and gentlemen. I’m going to say fellow Republicans here, but those who are watching from a distance [including] all of those millions of Democrats and Independents who I know are looking for a cause around which to rally and which I believe we can give them.

			Mr. President, before you arrived tonight, these wonderful people, here, when we came in, gave Nancy and myself a welcome. That, plus this, plus your kindness and generosity in honoring us by bringing us down here, will give us a memory that will live in our hearts forever. Watching on television these last few nights, I’ve seen also the warmth with which you greeted Nancy and you also fill my heart with joy when you did that.

			May I say some words? There are cynics who say that a party platform is something that no one bothers to read, and it doesn’t very often amount to much.

			Whether it is different this time that it ever has been before, I believe the Republican Party has a platform that is a banner of bold, unmistakable colors with no pale pastel shades.

			We have just heard a call to arms based on that platform. And a call to us to really be successful in communicating and revealing to the American people the difference between this platform and the platform of the opposing party, which is nothing but a revamp and a reissue and a rerunning of a late, late show of the thing that we’ve been hearing from them for the last forty years.

			If I could just take a moment—I had an assignment the other day. Someone asked me to write a letter for a time capsule that is going to be opened in Los Angeles a hundred years from now on our tricentennial.

			It sounded like an easy assignment. They suggested I write something about the problems and issues of the day. And I set out to do so, riding down the coast in an automobile, looking at the blue Pacific out on one side and the Santa Ynez Mountains on the other, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was going to be that beautiful a hundred years from now as it was on that summer day.

			And then, as I tried to write—let your own minds turn to that task. You’re going to write for people a hundred years from now who know all about us. We know nothing about them. We don’t know what kind of world they’ll be living in.

			And suddenly, I thought to myself, if I write of the problems, they’ll be the domestic problems of which the president spoke here tonight; the challenges confronting us, the erosion of freedom taken place under Democratic rule in this country, the invasion of private rights, the controls and restrictions on the vitality of the great free economy that we enjoy. These are the challenges that we must meet.

			And then again there is that challenge of which he spoke, that we live in a world in which the great powers have poised and aimed at each other horrible missiles of destruction, nuclear weapons that can in a matter of minutes arrive at each other’s country and destroy virtually the civilized world we live in.

			And suddenly, it dawned on me; those who would read this letter a hundred years from now will know whether those missiles were fired. They will know whether we met our challenge.

			Whether they will have the freedom that we have known up until now will depend on what we do here. Will they look back with appreciation and say, thank God for those people in 1976 who headed off that loss of freedom?… Who kept our world from nuclear destruction? And if we fail, they probably won’t get to read the letter at all because it spoke of individual freedom, and they won’t be allowed to talk of that or read of it.

			This is our challenge. And this is why we are here in this hall tonight. Better than we’ve ever done before, we’ve got to quit talking to each other and about each other and go out and communicate to the world that we may be fewer in numbers than we’ve ever been but we carry the message they’re waiting for.

			We must go forth from here united, determined, and what a great general said a few years ago is true:

			There is no substitute for victory.147

			After Reagan gave his remarks, one distraught Ford delegate from Florida exclaimed, “Oh my God, we’ve nominated the wrong man.”148

			It took a long time for the Reagans and the Fords to make up. The wounds were deep. Reagan and some of his staff went away believing the Ford forces had committed hanky-panky in the Ohio, New York, New Jersey, and Mississippi delegations.

			Reagan met with his campaign team and supporters one last time. There were many tears. He started with a joke about how looking at backstage politics was like looking at civilization with its pants down. Then he recited an old English ballad: “I’ll lay me down and bleed awhile; although I am wounded, I am not slain. I shall rise and fight again.”149

			– – –

			Ford lost the race to Carter and, though Reagan had lost the battle to Ford he would ultimately go on to win the war. Everywhere he went that fall, the chambermaids, cabbies, police officers, and everyday Americans who had seen his remarks pleaded with him to run one more time. The next four years would be difficult, just as they had been difficult since November 22, 1963. It was time for a leader to lead America out of the morass and malaise.

			– – –

			In fact, Reagan was on a plane with his top aide Mike Deaver in 1978 when a woman got on the plane, saw Reagan—embraced him—and exclaimed he had to run one more time.

			Reagan turned to Deaver and said, “Well, I guess I’d better do it.”150

			In choosing Dick Schweiker as his 1976 running mate before the actual convention and before his possible nomination, Reagan showed the audacity and the flexibility of his thinking.

			
			
		

	
		
			Proposition 6

			“Mr. Reagan single-handedly turned the tide against the measure.”

			—Johnathan Rauch

			Barry Goldwater had quipped that America was once turned on its side and all the nuts and fruits rolled downhill into California. There was some truth in what the Arizonian had once joked. The state—previously an independent republic before joining the Union—had its share of whacked out, ultra-right elitists and loony left-wingers.

			It was the home of Earl Warren, who, before becoming a liberal Republican governor, was the administrator of the Japanese internment program during WWII. Tens of thousands of Japanese Americans languished in these so-called camps, which were little more than prisons for these innocents without due process. It was one of the darkest eras in American history. True, there were some internment camps for Italian Americans and German Americans, but nothing like the Japanese American internment camps. (Years later, it was President Reagan who officially apologized to Japanese Americans for the actions of the FDR government and paid the survivors a reparation.)

			California was also the site of many John Birch Society group meetings, an organization that was terrified of communists conspiring under everybody’s bed. (Little did they know, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the opening of KGB and GRU files, they discovered that there were, in fact, many communists under many beds in the West.)

			There was little moderation in the Golden State. Even its terrain was spectacularly beautiful and unique in its extremes, from the blue Pacific to the snow-capped Rocky Mountains. You could scuba dive in Southern California and snow ski in Northern California. If its economy qualified as a country, it would have been the sixth largest in the world. Some parts of the state were beautiful and pristine. Other parts were ghettos with portions strewn with garbage. Crime was rampant. It also had oil slicks and breathtaking beaches.

			Thus, it stood to reason the state’s politics also tilted towards the extremes, including the politics of one state senator, John Briggs. Briggs was ambitious. He’d seen what Anita Bryant had done with the opposition to gay rights in Dade County, Florida, and other anti-gay referendums around the country. His goal was to ride anti-gay sentiments right into statewide office and possibly even further. Briggs wasn’t the first local politician who had thoughts of higher office dancing in his head.

			Anita Bryant was a beautiful former beauty queen who, after her reign, became famous for hawking Florida orange juice. Then she turned her attention to gay rights and initially was successful. So, Briggs formulated Proposition 6, which would have banned gay people from teaching in public schools while also prohibiting individuals from advocating the “gay lifestyle.”

			There had been somewhat of an outcry over homosexuality in California at the time. In Healdsburg, California, local parents had tried to remove a gay teacher from his post. They could not. Consequently, twelve pupils were removed from class by their parents. They were told by the local school board that there was nothing anybody could do to remove the offending teacher. Anita Bryant received considerable national media attention for her successful efforts in Dade County to repeal a previous law preventing the discrimination of homosexuals. Going further, both Arkansas and Oklahoma issued outright bans on lesbians and homosexuals from teaching in public schools. Bryant was gaining in national political power, potentially a stumbling block to a third Reagan presidential candidacy.

			Ronald Reagan was on the verge of seeking the GOP presidential nomination for the third time, in 1980, and he needed the support of the pro-family and pro-life groups supporting Briggs. But he did not need their condemnation. “Reagan stood absolutely nothing to gain by getting involved in this fight.… In opposing Proposition 6, Reagan ran the risk of alienating a conservative base that had been the bedrock of his support in two terms as Governor of California.”151

			One writer said that under different circumstances, Reagan and Briggs would have been friends and political allies. Nothing could be further from the truth. Reagan despised bigots and bigotry. He had been this way his whole life, going back to his childhood. He’d also once been immersed in the Hollywood Babylon where morals were casual and people were nonjudgmental. “Proposition 6 offended Reagan’s libertarian sensibilities.” He was the only major conservative to take a position opposing Prop 6 in California. He’d come to oppose it after a meeting with gay rights activist David Mixner. Mixner later said of the meeting with Reagan, “Never have I been treated more graciously by a human being. He turned opinion around and saved that election for us. He just thought it was wrong and came out against it.”152 Nor was there moderation in the fight. Both sides threw everything they had into it. The ballot was simple. A “Yes” vote “supported this ballot initiative to require schools to fire lesbian and gay teachers if a school board determines that the person engaged in homosexual activity or homosexual conduct.”153 A “No” vote said someone could not be fired for homosexual conduct.

			Prop 6 rested on several flawed assumptions. The first was that somehow teachers could alter what nature had already decided: you could not turn a heterosexual child into a homosexual child. Another was that homosexual teachers would molest their pupils, a far stretch indeed. The amendment would have been a severe violation of privacy laws extending to private lives in private places. It would also threaten free speech, and then there was the embarrassing idea of hauling a suspected teacher before a local school board to quiz them, not to mention the cost involved. Besides, California law already prohibited homosexual teachers.

			Briggs was a responsible citizen. He was an air force and navy veteran, serving honorably. He later set up a successful insurance agency in Orange County and then sought office, but he was also a bigot. He stated that “homosexuality was worse than communism, because it spread like a ‘cancer.’”154 He made other scurrilous comments.

			According to reports at the time, although no national records were kept, the intelligence watchers estimated the incident of molestation of young children at well under 10 percent, with the vast majority of those being heterosexuals molesting young girls. The referendum was even harsher than how it was portrayed by the media. In California, the bill read:

			Provides for filing changes against schoolteachers, teachers’ aides, school administrators or counselors’ for advocating, soliciting, imposing, encouraging or promoting private or public sexual acts defined in sections 286(a) and 288(a) of the Penal Code between persons of same sex in a manner likely to come to the attention of other employees or students; or publicly and indiscreetly engaging in said acts. Prohibits hiring and requires dismissal of such persons if school board determines them unfit for service after considering enumerated guidelines. In dismissal cases only, provides for two stage hearings, written findings, judicial review.155

			Whew!

			The forces opposing Proposition 6 had a good point.

			Although they are aware that new laws are unnecessary, sponsors of this legislation seek to fire every homosexual teacher, aide, administrator or Counselor, no matter how competent, because of some aspect his or her private life. This law will require school boards to invade the privacy and threaten the careers of thousands of teachers and other school employees. Rumors will lead to investigations of families, friendships, home lives, not only of teachers but also of students. As a result, the educational process will severely be restricted.156

			Accompanying Proposition 6 was Proposition 5, the first ban in the nation on cigarette smoking and secondhand smoke. It defined nearly all spaces as “public,” such as in homes and restaurants. If passed, it would have severely restricted the rights of smokers all across the Golden State. But the fight over Proposition 6 carried out in the streets, with both homosexuals and pro-family groups showing their wares. It only took 5 percent of voters to get a statute on the ballot in 1978—about 312,000 signatures. Both sides held rallies, ran TV commercials, and handed out pamphlets, competing for media attention. Phone banks were also employed. Both sides spent millions of dollars trying to reach their voters.

			“Had Proposition 6 been confined to prohibiting the advocacy in the classroom of a homosexual Lifestyle (and sex-before-marriage, ‘swinging,’ and adultery, for that matter) it would no doubt enjoy much wider support than it does now.”157 So wrote one observer. The forces opposing Prop 6 in California knew they could not win by just mobilizing their base in San Francisco. They needed a credible figure from the center-right to oppose it. They already had movie stars and academics, but they were all lefties. They needed someone who had thought deeply about individual rights and the privacy and dignity of the individual. After a short time, they came up with one candidate: Ronald Reagan.

			After a fashion, Reagan came out foursquare against the proposed amendment firmly and loudly. He first made some informal remarks to reporters outlining his opposition. He later submitted an op-ed for the Los Angeles Herald Examiner in which he authored that there were enough laws on the books protecting children and further wrote, “Since the measure does not restrict itself to the classroom, every aspect of a teacher’s personal life could presumably come under suspicion. What constitutes ‘advocacy’ of homosexuality? Would public opposition to Proposition 6 by a teacher—should it pass—be considered advocacy?”158

			Reagan also pointed out that if Proposition 6 passed, it had “the potential of infringing on basic rights of privacy and perhaps even constitutional rights.”159

			The American Spectator weighed in. “It is clear Proposition 6 offended Reagan’s libertarian sensibilities and put the government in a place where it did not belong.”160 Governor Jerry Brown denounced it to little effect as did President Jimmy Carter, to absolutely no effect. The voice that mattered was Reagan’s. And the grassroots opposition was mounting. “Briggs claimed that 20% to 30% of L.A. teachers were gay—and more in San Francisco.” A writer called San Francisco a “sprawling city of five or six million souls…without a core, without a center, lacking any semblance of cohesion.” He also said San Francisco’s welfare rolls were growing because gay people “tend to have more interest in their sexual activities than in work.”161

			In the end, Proposition 6 went to a crushing defeat: 58 percent to less than 42 percent. It even lost in Brigg’s own Orange County, also tolling the last of Brigg’s political ambition to follow Reagan’s footsteps and become governor. Almost four million Californians voted against the measure. If Ronald Reagan hadn’t intervened, the initiative most certainly would have passed.

			John Briggs faded from the political firmament and actually moved to Nevada and tried to duck the issue for the rest of his life. He died at the age of ninety in 2020.

			Anita Bryant lost her lucrative position as the spokesperson for Florida orange juice. She moved back to Oklahoma where she was once Miss Oklahoma. She went bankrupt. She and her former husband, Bob Green, were harassed and persecuted for the rest of their lives. She and her husband divorced. She later intimated that both had been unfaithful. She remarried. Green spent the next thirty years of his life bitter and broken. He died ignobly in 2010.

			Together, they had once founded Anita Bryant Ministries, halfway houses, marriage counseling, and deprogramming for gay men and lesbians.162 But that was all gone. A woman who had once sung at the halftime of Super Bowl V and the funeral of President Lyndon B. Johnson was now spurned and penniless. Even Christian groups shunned her.

			A final insult to Bryant was that her own granddaughter turned out to be gay.

			– – –

			Three weeks after the defeat of Proposition 6, gay rights activist Harvey Milk and then-Mayor George Moscone were shot and killed in San Francisco.

			Gay rights activist David Mixner wrote in a blog years later, “There is no doubt in my mind that the man who put us over the top was California Governor Ronald Reagan. His opposition to Proposition 6 killed it for sure.”163 Two years later, Ronald Reagan was elected the fortieth president of the United States of America.

		
			
		

	
		
			Bush

			“Nobody said it would be easy. Nobody was right.”

			—George Bush

			The truth of the matter is that Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush didn’t always see eye to eye, and they often didn’t like each other. No one who knew anything about politics was in the dark about this fact. And their respective staffs despised each other.

			They were just too different in every which way: culturally, ideologically, geographically, and stylistically.

			It was a complicated relationship. The point of fact is that they came from different parts of the jungle, which is one reason why George Bush ran against Ronald Reagan for the 1980 Republican nomination in the first place.

			Nancy Reagan wrote, “At the time, I didn’t like George Bush. The bitter campaigns of Iowa and New Hampshire were still fresh in my memory, and George’s use of the phrase ‘voodoo economics’ to describe Ronnie’s proposed tax cuts still rankled.”164 (Mrs. Reagan later said the choice of Bush as VP made sense.) Reagan really despised the putdown.

			Plus, Bush did not understand conservative ideology, especially Reagan’s populist/conservative appeal. Bush was once asked if he was a liberal, a moderate, or a conservative, and he dismissively said, “Labels are for cans.”165

			The right-of-center organization—also known as the conservative movement—had deep roots in America’s history. Some scholars were mystified as they had put American conservatives at the sideline of American history. Yet the philosophy of conservatism has, for a long time, offered Americans a permanent foundation of American ideals and values. Almost all of those on the right—including Reagan—had two stable principles: one, that the nature of humanity was that good and evil coexisted and two, that an independent moral foundation existed. And man was constantly struggling with these two concepts in his principled state.

			In other words, conservatives need both authority and freedom to supply the imaginative friction in their thoughts and actions.

			– – –

			Reagan had run for president and lost in 1968. He was preparing to run one more time in 1980. He’d come painfully close in 1976, taking the fight all the way to the GOP confab in Kansas City. After the two weeks of the convention, in the final moments following President Gerald Ford’s acceptance remarks, Reagan gave an impromptu speech, bringing the seventeen thousand in attendance to their feet and also to their knees in hope.

			The outpouring of affection he received after that speech—especially from the convention floor—convinced him to run just one more time.

			And he emerged from the 1976 Kansas City convention as the front runner for 1980, despite his age and the fact that East Coast elites just didn’t like him. The front door of the hunting club or the church was for Reagan, not the front door of the country club. They were insiders, elitists, moderates—your basic Vichy Republican High Tory. Someone who would make deals with the enemy just to save their own skin—principles be damned. Maintaining their position in society mattered; they all went to the same country clubs, the same exclusive daycare centers, and the same restaurants. Party affiliation did not matter, except real conservatives could never join. It was tacky to be passionate about anything. Besides, it was upsetting to their five o’clock martinis.

			Bush had supported Richard Nixon over Reagan in 1968 and Gerald Ford over Reagan in 1976. But by 1980, a lot of Republicans smelled incumbent Jimmy Carter’s blood and decided to jump into the race as well, including Bush, the transplanted Easterner who now called Texas home.

			There was a real debate inside the GOP over which direction was best—towards the support of big business or more in support of a populist, anti-bigness message and philosophy. The outcome was still not clear.

			Still, Nancy Reagan later chose Bush to give the eulogy at her husband’s funeral. Mrs. Reagan wanted her husband’s former running mate to be the principal speaker, and Bush was superb in paying tribute to his eventual friend. They became friends because both were easygoing fellows who rarely held a grudge. Both men could be flexible. And one thing was for sure: Nancy wasn’t going to have Bill Clinton speak at the Reagan funeral. Clinton was pitching the idea that he would be a eulogist to everyone, pestering anyone who would listen. He made quite a nuisance of himself. No one—especially Nancy Reagan—wanted an adulterer and an impeached president speaking at her husband’s funeral. By that time, too much water had flowed over the dam.

			– – –

			Reagan arrived at the 1980 GOP convention in Detroit without a running mate in mind. The defeat of Jimmy Carter was low-hanging fruit, and though many whispered that Reagan may not make it through a term, no one was emerging to be Reagan’s running mate. The GOP had a nominee in hand, but it was sorely lacking for candidates as second banana. He and Nancy Reagan had ruled out Bush long ago despite winning some big primaries—Pennsylvania, Michigan—and coming in second in so many others, but they could not forgive him for slights against Reagan’s age, attacks on his tax-cutting plans, and other offenses.

			Early on, there was a big boomlet for former president Gerald Ford. People initially liked the sexiness of such an unusual ticket—as well as the irony. Ford had lost to Carter four years earlier by the narrowest of margins, including Ohio, where Ford only lost by seven thousand votes with over four million cast. Other states with incredibly close races were Mississippi, Texas, and Hawaii; they all went for Carter, and all had Democratic governors and state legislatures. This meant that the electoral process was controlled by Democrats. The Democrats were famous for vote stealing, as in the case of the New Hampshire Senate special election when Democrat John Durkin won under very suspicious circumstances in 1975.

			– – –

			Gerald Ford was an interesting character, an accident of history. An all-American football player and genuine World War II hero, he nonetheless developed a klutz-like presidency, falling downstairs or hitting spectators with golf shots. It was joked that Vice President Nelson Rockefeller was just a banana peel away from the presidency. This was a man who saved the life of another man about to be washed overboard in WWII. He never talked about it, though he probably should have. But a “co-presidency,” as Walter Cronkite called it, would never have worked. Jim Baker joshed that Ford would be called “Mr. President–Mr. Vice President” or “Mr. Vice President–Mr. President.”166

			It would have undermined Reagan’s authority as it gave Ford broad administrative powers over the cabinet and the White House staff. It was joked that Reagan would be president nine to five and on weekends so Ford could go golfing.

			Ford and Reagan did not get along, and almost everybody knew it. Ford once cracked that he and Reagan both played football; he played for Michigan, and Reagan played for Warner Brothers. Not missing a beat, Reagan retorted, “Well, at least when I played football, I played with my helmet on.”167 Reagan brought his own brand of conservatism-populism to the table. He was against “bigness.” Big government, big abortion, big business, and most especially big banks. Reagan knew that with bigness came corruption and a diminution of personal freedoms. “Reagan, from the time he was a tot, had grown up poor, and though Carter had a more comfortable upbringing, they were both products of their cultures.”168

			– – –

			Carter was so weak; at one point, his approval rating was at 21 percent. He never had a mandate for governing except he wasn’t corrupt, like Richard Nixon. But he was the shakiest incumbent in recent memory, again save Richard Nixon, who was doomed from the beginning.

			Nixon was always a fatalist. Carter misunderstood his own election and went about “depomping” the presidency, such as banning the playing of “Hail to the Chief.” What he misunderstood was that the American people did not object to a little pomp; they objected to pomposity. And the American people had turned deeply cynical. In fact, according to a poll done by Yankelovich, Skelly, and White, 67 percent of the American people thought that the country was in “deep and serious trouble.”169 A poll by the Roper Organization found that 65 percent of the American people thought that America was “on the wrong track.” As observed by Richard Harwood, Washington Post editor, “The American people were not aberrational, defeatist, ungenerous or lacking in any of the qualities of citizenship, patriotism or humanity on which they have prided themselves throughout history.”170 Americans had been promised a New Deal, which wasn’t. Then a Fair Deal, which wasn’t. They had been promised a New Frontier, but it was cut down by an assassin’s bullet. They were then promised a Great Society, which was an abject failure.

			“Collectivism in the West was dying, especially in Great Britain and the United States. The unfulfilled promise of the New Deal and the command economy it tried to create were not meeting the needs of the American people.”171 Up, up, and away from Carterism—that was on the minds of Americans as they no longer wanted to be the cowards of the county.

			– – –

			Impressive candidates were gunning for Carter too, such as Senator Robert Dole of Kansas, who previously joined the ticket with Gerald Ford in 1976; Senator Howard Baker of Tennessee, a spellbinding speaker; former Texas Governor John Connally; and rounding out the field, Congressman Phil Crane, a conservative; and Congressman John Anderson, a liberal. For a short time, Connecticut Senator Lowell Weicker joined the fray, but he was considered a joke—too liberal and too mean. His candidacy faded even before anybody shone a light on it.

			– – –

			First, Reagan did not have a lead pipe cinch on the nomination in 1980 as he was sixty-nine years old and seemed sometimes behind the times—at least the snotty elites at the Republican National Committee and in the drinking salons of Washington and New York thought he was. Plus, he’d taken two bites at the apple before and did not win the nomination either time, though he did lay the foundation for a political movement.

			And don’t even mention the wives, Nancy Reagan and Barbara Bush. There was no love lost between them even though they both had attended Smith College. Again, the cultural differences were too great. Barbara Pierce Bush had bloodlines going back to a president. Barbara Bush’s blood was as blue as the Connecticut River.

			Nancy Reagan’s upbringing was somewhat rougher than Barbara’s. Her mother had been a professional dancer before divorcing her first husband and remarrying Dr. Loyal Davis, a famous surgeon. By all accounts, they had a loving family. Nancy did well in school, but her heart was in Hollywood, so off she went after graduation seeking fame and fortune. But her real success was in finagling a meeting—that lasted a lifetime—with Ronald Reagan.

			She knew he was the president of the Screen Actors Guild, and she had a problem getting mixed up with another actress named Nancy Davis and being falsely accused of being a communist conspirator. They met for dinner and that was that. Ronald Reagan and Nancy Davis were almost inseparable for the next fifty-plus years.

			She always called him “Ronnie,” lavished with affection, and he almost always called her “Mommy”—but only after the death of his own mother. And of course, there was the “Nancy gaze,” which elitists and pseudo-intellectuals made fun of but was as warm and sincere as could possibly be.

			– – –

			In later years, Reagan and Bush showed their true feelings about each other’s approach to governance. When Bush accepted the 1988 nomination for president in New Orleans, his speech, written by short-time White House speechwriter Peggy Noonan, disparaged his own president, the man by whose side he had been for eight years, by calling for a “kinder and gentler” America.172 In other parts of the speech, again written by Noonan, he did his utmost to separate himself from Reagan, sometimes disrespectfully. Mrs. Reagan, watching live from a skybox, was furious. Reagan, at the time, had a sixty-plus approval rating. Bush said to the assembled Republicans and to the Democrats watching, “Read my lips! No new taxes!”173 The idea of no new taxes had been floated months before by a young conservative writer in Conservative Digest magazine and then adapted for the convention speech.

			– – –

			Within a year of taking office, Bush was proposing new taxes. Adding insult to injury, he proposed new taxes on beer, not wine, showing how culturally tone-deaf he really was. The issue of tax increases became a question of bad character. He said one thing to get elected and did another thing to govern like a member of the establishment. And that was a critical difference between Bush and Reagan. Bush was a card-carrying member of the intelligentsia while Reagan couldn’t give a whit.

			He almost lost renomination from his own party, being challenged by columnist and lightweight Pat Buchanan. He did lose his reelection to young whippersnapper and frivolous candidate Bill Clinton. His decision to raise taxes led to the rise of Newt Gingrich. The revival of Vichy Republicanism had caused a temporary split in the party.

			– – –

			When Nancy Reagan died, Barbara Bush refused to go to the funeral even though every other living First Lady—Hillary Clinton, Michelle Obama, Rosalynn Carter, and Laura Bush—did graciously attend. Just a few weeks earlier, Barbara Bush had campaigned in New Hampshire for her son Jeb, governor of Florida, who was running for president, so she could not dodge behind health as a reason.

			The Reagans were in the White House for eight years, yet the Bushes were never invited to the private quarters. Bush used to lament in notes, wondering why Nancy Reagan did not like them.

			During the 1980 campaign, there were attacks and innuendos about Reagan’s age from the Bush campaign. The animosity started there. But it went deeper. Bush was an Easterner. Reagan was a Westerner. Reagan was a conservative. Bush was a moderate. Reagan tied his ties in a Windsor style, and Bush tied his ties in the “Four-in-Hand,” or schoolboy style. Bush wore button-down shirts from Brooks Brothers. Reagan had his broad-collar shirts made at various tailors.

			During the 1980 campaign, Reagan had had enough and quipped, “A party isn’t a fraternity. It is a gathering together of people who basically share the same political philosophy.”174 The tie swipe was at Bush, who favored “Rep” ties.

			They battled mightily through the many primaries of 1980 and along the way, they learned to really dislike each other.

			By the fall of 1988, it took some convincing—as his own legacy was at stake—to get Reagan to campaign for Bush that fall.

			– – –

			All that bad and future history was rushing headlong at Ronald Reagan as he contemplated a running mate for 1980. Unfortunately, no one made the case for his 1976 running mate, Senator Richard Schweiker of Pennsylvania. In retrospect, he would have made the most sense: Reagan liked Schweiker and his family. He ended up in the Reagan cabinet, but had Reagan picked Schweicker, think of all the future problems associated with the Bushes that would have been avoided. We would not have had a broken tax pledge. We wouldn’t have “weapons of mass destruction.” In short, we would not have had all the problems associated with the Bush family, who just could never get straight with the conservatives of America.

			Schweicker was a moderate on some issues, including labor and wages. But he was a conservative on abortion, gun control, and was a big proponent of the Captive Nations Movement. He was also a member in good standing of the Wednesday Club, a group of moderate GOP senators.

			But he was not really considered for 1980 with Reagan when he definitely should have been. It would have led the GOP on a different course away from that which the neocons wanted. He had started out as a moderate-to-liberal Republican who ironically had a conservative stalwart as his chief of staff, Howie Phillips. However, after associating with Reagan for just a few days in Kansas City, Schweiker became a hard and fast conservative.

			– – –

			By 1980, Bush had upset Reagan in the Iowa caucuses just before the New Hampshire primary. Imagine that. Reagan was an old friend to many as a result of his years of being a radio broadcaster there, first with WOC, and later with WHO. By the way, WOC stood for World of Chiropractic. The station was then owned by national chiropractors. There, he learned the broadcasting trade, honed it, and trained his voice. And yet, Bush beat Reagan in his old stomping grounds. As Bush once joked about national politics and running for office, “Nobody said it would be easy. Nobody was right.”175

			Bush had a resume that was a mile wide and an inch thin. A year here, a year there, but no roots put down anywhere: head of the RNC, head of the CIA, US ambassador to the UN, a two-term congressman, and an envoy to Red China. All this produced one of the worst campaign slogans in American history: “A president we won’t have to train.” Some campaign vets mocked it, saying, “A president we won’t have to potty train.” Suffice it to say, it was not particularly inspiring. But Bush campaigned everywhere in Iowa, spending months there all told, and writing thank you notes to all.

			– – –

			The campaign between the two was as clear as a bell: Reagan, the conservative-populist outsider versus Bush, the moderate-establishment insider. This campaign represented the very divisions inside the GOP that had existed for years.

			For forty years, the conservatives and moderates had battled each other. Sometimes the moderates won, as in the case of Tom Dewey in 1944, and sometimes the conservatives won, as in the case of Barry Goldwater in 1964. Sometimes they compromised, as in the case of Richard Nixon. Although elected in 1968, Nixon proved to be one of the most liberal presidents of the twentieth century, with wages and price controls, pro-abortion judges, surrendering in Vietnam, negotiations with the communist regimes in Moscow and Beijing, and he still had enough “spoons in his pocket” because of his unfailing persecution of Soviet spy Alger Hiss and Soviet stooges Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who sold secrets for nuclear technology to the Soviets. So, he could move to the left on so many issues because he had earned his spurs with conservatives. In August of 1974, his final supporters were a few conservatives. He finally surrendered and resigned the presidency.

			– – –

			The disappearance of Nixon and Agnew from the national stage left a vacuum in the GOP’s leadership, and many moved to fill the void. There were plenty of liberal-to-moderate Republicans like Senator Lowell Weicker, Senator Ed Brooke, Senator Jacob Javits, and liberal Pierre du Pont of Delaware. The fight between the two warring factions went back to the 1950s and beyond, including at the 1952 GOP convention when the forces of Senator Robert Taft had seating credentials revoked by forces aiding General Dwight David Eisenhower, thus giving Ike the nomination.

			– – –

			Bush had been passed over three or four times for the vice presidency. Jules Witcover, a respected though very leftist journalist, once wrote that everybody in the GOP knew Bush was unqualified to be vice president. The criticism stung. He’d seen vice presidents such as Nixon, Hubert Humphrey, Gerald Ford, and others up close and personal. They had nothing on him, he thought. Finally, he thought he could do it himself. So, he ran, just to the left of Reagan but culturally, a big difference.

			– – –

			Bush fared well in the 1980 Iowa caucuses, winning in a big upset. Some proclaimed this was the end of Reagan until three weeks later, when he won the New Hampshire primary in a huge upset win over Bush.

			It went on like that: Reagan winning Florida, Bush winning Michigan, Reagan narrowly winning Texas. In the end, Reagan won the majority of primaries, but Bush won enough to justify him staying in the race. They debated six times, and Reagan won all, save a meaningless debate in Houston just before the Texas primary. Reagan won the vital Nashua debate in New Hampshire one week before the primary. His performance there solidly reinstalled him as the frontrunner and did much to help not only win New Hampshire’s primary but produce a landslide.

			As the race progressed, the contest became more and more bitter. And the warring camps really didn’t like each other. The split between the two parties represented the division inside the GOP, which had been festering since the days of Senator Robert Taft and Dwight Eisenhower. But the Bush campaign engaged in personal attacks on Reagan’s age and his mental acuity. It was later discovered in Bush’s presidential library that all his records from the 1980 campaign were sealed for years, presumably to prevent anyone alive today from finding out the campaign’s plans to launch even more personal attacks on Reagan. Even Bush’s constant jogging for the attention of the media was designed to draw a contrast with Reagan, who was seventy-one at the time. Truth be told, Reagan despised jogging—and tennis for that matter—but preferred all other sports, including swimming and football. He was the type of father who would go outside and play football with his son and his friends rather than just watch.

			Bush was not the football type, but he was a good father to his children and a good husband to his wife, despite the occasional rumors about other women. He did love his racing boat, which he kept at Kennebunkport in Maine. Bush wrote thank you notes by the handful, and these often became cherished keepsakes. His polite manners, all the thank you notes, and gentle upbringing struck some as effeminate but that was nonsense. A joke was going around at the time: “Why do Junior Leaguers hate group sex? All those thank you notes.”176

			“There also seemed to exist a cultural gap. Bush’s Brooks Brothers suits, the tasseled loafers, the striped watch band, his good manners—all bespoke his privileged background, which included his education at the exclusive boys’ boarding school Phillips Andover Academy and then Yale, where he was a member of Skull and Bones, a supersecret men’s fraternity that only ‘old-money’ sons could join.”177

			He was a courageous pilot of World War II who heroically flew many missions before being shot down. He lost his two crewmates before crashing into the Pacific. He survived in a rubber life raft in shark-infested waters for several days before being picked up by an American submarine.

			Later, he could have taken the easy path by joining the family in a Wall Street investment house or law firm but instead, he struck out for the wilds of Texas with just his wife Barbara and tiny son George in an old jalopy. He was going to seek his fortune drilling for oil. And while he was never a smashing success, he earned a good income—plenty enough to provide for his growing family, including his daughter Robin, who tragically died of cancer at a young age. During the 1980 campaign, he was accused of not being tough enough until he stormed, asking how he could watch a young daughter die of cancer and not be tough enough. The criticism died down after that.

			It flared back up during the now famous Nashua debate with Reagan. And this American war hero never really could shake it. Even his choice of Senator Dan Quayle as his vice presidential running mate in 1988 caused tongues to wag that he was too weak to pick strong running mates like Senator Bob Dole or Congressman Jack Kemp.

			– – –

			But by the time of the 1980 Detroit Republican National Convention, Reagan was running out of time—and choices. A silly and eventually aborted effort was made to get former president Gerald Ford on the ticket, but eventually (and fortunately) they could not work things out.

			Congressman Jack Kemp was an early draft choice, but he was all wrong. He was seen as a lightweight by many and had bad rumors about him as well. Still, the conservatives dominating the convention wanted him. But he did not fill the bill.

			Neither did “Big John” Connally. He was too much: too Texan, too pushy, too corrupt, too much a wheeler-dealer.

			Neither did the array of other Republicans. They were all found wanting. The last man at the roundup was Bush. He filled the bill, but Nancy Reagan despised the choice. She hadn’t forgiven the man who had made fun of the Gipper’s age in the primaries. It was one of the few times he did not seek or take her advice. She wanted Senator Paul Laxalt from Nevada, Reagan’s supposed best friend. They both served as governors of their respective states at the same time and occasionally went horseback riding together. But Laxalt did not make sense. He was from a state with only four electoral votes. Worse, Nevada had legalized both gambling and prostitution, an anathema for a political party that preached family values. Finally, Reagan was going to take Nevada anyway. It took a while to convince Nancy Reagan that Laxalt, though well liked, would not help the ticket.

			Politicians have notoriously short memories, especially when it comes to slights. But politicians’ wives have notoriously longer memories, remembering every slight. And Mrs. Reagan was at the head of this parade.

			Reagan had always hated ticket-splitting, seeing it as an unnecessary compromise. He said it often. But time and options were short, and the Republican Party was still made up of its fair share of moderates and establishmentarians. So it was in his best interest to produce a convention-pleasing ticket.

			Reagan did not consider the candidacy of Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina. A conservative with a taste for red-meat issues, he was rejected out of hand by Reagan and the gray eminences around him. Conservatives were disappointed until Helms took himself out of consideration.

			So, using the process of elimination (and his own desire to win in the fall) he reluctantly called George Bush. It produced the unified convention Reagan was looking for, despite the rancor several days earlier over the aborted attempt to get Gerald Ford on the ticket.

			Reagan, the “Great Communicator,” was also a great compromiser. He didn’t really want to take George H. W. Bush as his running mate. There was a lot of bad history and bad blood between the two men. Their wives could not stand each other. And Reagan’s children—Patti and Ronald Prescott—were rude to the Bush children.178

			There have always been questions as to who suggested to Reagan that he call Ambassador Bush. Some said it was Peter Hannaford. Others said it was Dick Allen, his foreign policy advisor of whom he was especially fond. But, when Bush’s name was first raised to Reagan, he spluttered, “But he lied about my record.”179

			Yet, he was called back from the ledge, telephoned Bush, and specifically asked if he’d support the platform “across the board,” including the pro-life plank. Bush responded in the affirmative.

			Whatever. The Reagan-Bush ticket proved to be wildly successful as they went on to defeat Jimmy Carter and Walter Mondale in a landslide and begin one of the most successful periods of governance in American history.

			The Age of Reagan had begun.

			
			
		

	
		
			Sandra Day O’Connor

			“…the most qualified woman I can possibly find…”

			—Ronald Reagan

			During the 1980 campaign, Ronald Reagan was advised to make an appeal for the women’s vote by pledging to appoint the first woman to the Supreme Court if elected. It seemed like it was one of those campaign throwaway lines that every political operation goes through, but Reagan took this one seriously. In the two-hundred-year history of the court, there had never been a woman on the bench, but the court did make a lot of landmark decisions without their presence, including Marbury v. Madison, the Dred Scott case, Roe v. Wade, Plessy v. Ferguson, and significant civil rights and personal rights decisions.

			Reagan usually eschewed these silly campaign stunts, seeing them as offensive to his intellect, but this one intrigued him.

			The first couple of years of his administration were not without chaos, chief being the assassination attempt on Reagan. He was struck on the left side of his chest by a “Devastator” bullet that caromed off his limousine. His press secretary, Jim Brady, was also struck in the head, causing severe damage. Secret Service Agent Tim McCarthy and DC police officer Tom Delahanty were also struck in their torsos.

			Reagan nearly lost his life. He almost went into shock, lost half the blood in his body, a lung collapsed, and the bullet burning in his chest was only one inch from his heart.

			Nancy Reagan was traumatized, as can well be imagined. She wrote in her diary that night, “Nothing can happen to my Ronnie. My life would be over.”180 Before surrendering to the scalpel that would retrieve the bullet lodged in his chest, Reagan whispered to the attending doctors, “Please tell me you’re Republicans,” to which the lead surgeon replied, “Today, Mr. President, we’re all Republicans.”181

			The gun was fired by certified lunatic and all-time misfit John Hinckley, thinking he could impress the actress Jodie Foster. At the time, Foster was young and gawky, but Hinkley was obsessed with her.

			– – –

			In addition to her concern for her husband’s recovery, Nancy had to deal with the petty women of the press. Judy Mann of the Washington Post wrote of the First Lady that instead of using her position to help all of mankind, she confined her interests to improving the quality of living for those inside the White House.182 She especially got heat from an anti-Reagan Post reporter, Sally Quinn, who made attacking Republicans and conservatives her specialty. Of Nancy Reagan, Quinn had such perspicacity. She claimed that Nancy never seemed to itch or that her lipstick never stuck to her teeth. She attacked Nancy for the way she sat and listened to Ronnie speaking. Have they ever had a terrible fight just before a speech? And isn’t she bored listening over and over and over to the same speech?

			Of course, Sally was chief paramour to Ben Bradlee, editor-in-chief of the Washington Post, who was twenty years older than “No Talent Sally.” Bradlee left his wife to become Quinn’s sponsor and lover. After publicly alluding to Reagan family laundry in the Post, Quinn was let go in 2010, and Bradlee passed away four years later.

			Nancy put up with a lot over the years. Once, during the president’s cancer surgery, she turned on the TV in her husband’s hospital room to hear a doctor—who had never examined Reagan—say on a panel show about her husband, “I give him four or five years.”183 But the Chicago Tribune may have taken the prize for the most insults in one sentence. “Queen Nancy the Extravagant, an aloof former debutante and movie star whose main concerns are fashion, decorating and lunching with rich girlfriends, whose idea of hard times is tablecloths that shrink, whose doe-eyed devotion to her husband leads to hard-eyed terrorizing of her aides.”184

			In fact, she lived a very typical life in Pacific Palisades when she was raising two young children. She carpooled them, taking them to doctor’s appointments, to buy shoes, to the market, and to PTA meetings. In other words, she lived a pretty normal life. And she was razor smart about people, especially those who were hustling Reagan, like David Stockman and Don Regan, versus those who were helping him, like speechwriter Landon Parvin, Chief of Staff Jim Baker, and speechwriters Clark Judge, Ben Elliot, Mari Maseng, and others.

			Nancy dismissed the petty comments and made no apologies for her love of her husband. “For eight years I was sleeping with the president, and if that doesn’t give you special access, I don’t know what does! So yes, I gave Ronnie my best advice—whenever he asked for it, and sometimes when he didn’t. But that doesn’t mean he always took it. Ronald Reagan has a mind of his own.”185

			She did say that Reagan was sometimes naïve about the people around him.

			– – –

			As shocking as it may sound, 1980 presidential candidate Ronald Reagan, a leading man of the stage and screen and Hollywood heartthrob, was having trouble attracting women voters.

			According to a poll of eight key states by the Washington Post on October 16, 1980, Reagan was leading President Carter 39 percent to 34 percent with male voters. However, he was trailing Carter by a hefty 38 percent to 31 percent with women voters. While many of Reagan’s policies were supported by men and women, the most cited reason for Reagan’s low favorability with women was the nagging feeling amongst many that, if he had the opportunity, Reagan might start World War III.

			This issue codified the starkest divide between Carter and Reagan: strength.

			The incumbent Democrat was constantly fending off criticisms that he simply wasn’t strong enough to lead the nation through the tumultuousness of the late 1970s.186 Stagnant wages and inflation had created stagflation: a phenomenon many economists asserted was impossible. This, in addition to long gas lines with high prices partially caused by Carter’s embargo of Iranian oil, was financially wearing on Americans.

			Internationally, the view wasn’t much brighter. Late the previous year, in November 1979, a group of Iranian revolutionary terrorists stormed the US Embassy in Iran and had taken fifty-two American citizens as hostages. This crisis was compounded by a failed rescue operation, Operation Eagle Claw, which saved no one and killed eight American servicemen and one civilian. This high-profile American military calamity came on the heels of the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan. All told, the mighty America that laid low the Axis powers in WWII seemed like a distant memory.

			In June 1979, a New York Times poll revealed that President Carter’s approval numbers had dropped from 42 percent in March to an almost record low of 30 percent. Seventy percent of Americans specifically disapproved of his handling of the economy.

			Most telling, the article noted “the survey of 1,422 voting‐age Americans did reflect confidence that effective Presidential leadership could solve such major national problems as energy and the arms race, and showed that the public regarded both Senator Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts and former Gov. Ronald Reagan of California more favorably than it did Mr. Carter.”187

			A month later in his now-infamous “malaise speech,” Carter would assert that America was facing a national “crisis of confidence.”188 Yet, as far as Americans were concerned, it wasn’t a crisis of confidence—it was a crisis of leadership. An Indiana broadcaster said at the time, “Right now, I feel the nation is a stagecoach with the horses running headlong, and a guy trying to pull the reins, and they are not responding.”189

			While there was no question Reagan would have a firmer grip on the reins, many Americans were still unsettlingly unsure as to where exactly Reagan would lead the stagecoach. Thus far on the campaign trail, Reagan had suggested a “hypothetical” blockade of Cuba190 and blamed Carter for the Iran-Iraq War as well as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Reagan cited Carter’s “vacillating foreign policy” and America’s “weakened defense capability” as the primary factors behind both conflicts.191 These comments earned Reagan the ire of Democratic Senate majority leader (and former Klansman), Robert C. Byrd. He stated in an interview, “Mr. Reagan had a pattern of making ‘wild and bellicose’ statements about the use of military force.” He continued, saying, “A president can’t shoot from the hip or live in an Alice in Wonderland world.”192

			Senator Byrd’s criticism of Reagan was generous compared to Carter’s. In a speech to a Wisconsin crowd in early October, Carter stated, “If you’ve got just a strong military…and you are jingoistic in spirit and just want to push everybody around, and just show the macho of the United States, that is an excellent way to lead our country toward war.”193

			Carter was careful not to directly call Raegan “jingoistic” or “macho,” but he was more than comfortable letting the audience draw their own conclusions.194 Even this broadside was too much for Senator Byrd who said Carter’s statement “sent ‘the wrong signal.’”195 Reagan would later say that America doesn’t get into wars “because someone wants a war and wants to push a button.… We get into wars when we have a foreign policy of the kind of the present…a foreign policy in which he reacts from crisis to crisis and events are totally out of control.”196 While there was no question that Reagan wanted the United States to more aggressively confront the Soviet Union, he was far from calling for war. As written in Rendezvous with Destiny, when reporters “asked about the Soviet Union, he said he would negotiate with the Soviets, but only from a position of strength. He called it his ‘grand strategy’ based on three principles: that America was morally right and the Kremlin was morally wrong; that to have a strong military, America must have a strong economy; and that the way to peace was through strength.”197

			Yet, despite the clarity of his intent, Reagan was still underwater with women. Some asserted their opposition was about more than foreign policy. The Washington Post theorized that his “opposition to the equal rights amendment” as well as his “strong antiabortion stand” had alienated “activist feminists.”198 The polling problem was detrimental to his campaign but not dire. There was still room to recover, as one pollster noted: “I don’t sense an anti-Reagan feeling among women, but women are holding back on Reagan.”199

			– – –

			A point of pride and criticism for Reagan was his adamant refusal to speak in terms of identities. That is, he believed firmly in crafting and conveying messages that he felt would resonate with all Americans, regardless of race, color, or creed. He believed speaking explicitly to any group—men, women, black, white, Jewish, gentile, and so on—was antithetical to the core of Americanism. While deeply aspirational and idealistic, it often left his campaign vulnerable to the accusation that he simply did not care about the plight of Americans whose identities occluded them from fully participating in Americanism and hobbled their ability to achieve the American dream.

			Ostensibly, it was an approach that left him constantly fending off criticism of racism, sexism, and white supremacy. Today, many politicians’ mainline rhetoric all but explicitly speaks to Americans only in terms of their identity. This rhetorical approach has been so internalized by some political commentators that they actively believe that certain identities can only belong to certain parties. This approach, though effective in alarmism and achieving short-term gains, is just as short-lived. Reagan’s constant articulation of “American values” that transcended identities is why he became one of the most popular and rhetorically invoked presidents in history. It’s why so many conservative political candidates, still to this day, advertise themselves as the heirs to his legacy.

			Yet, as aspirational and well-intended as this approach was, it did inadvertently “paper over” the specific challenges that some Americans were facing as a direct result of their identity. The simple fact of the matter was (and is) that women faced challenges that men do not. For as long as Reagan refused to speak to these challenges, the perception would grow that he was either ignorant to them or simply didn’t care about them.

			The consequence of failing to do so was made evident in 1968. Senator Barry Goldwater established one of the only nominally desegregated Air National Guard commands in America. He supported every civil rights bill except in 1964 when he felt it broached too far into individual liberty, a decision he lamented his entire life. He was a critical figure in the desegregation of the United States Armed Forces. He desegregated schools in Arizona more than a year before the Supreme Court did so nationally. In addition, when he came to Capitol Hill and Kathryn Maxwell, a black woman serving as the Senator’s legislative assistant, was barred from eating in the Senate cafeteria, he desegregated the cafeteria. Despite all of these measures toward racial equality, Goldwater, the consummate libertarian, consistently refused to speak to the issues of race in America. This failure cost him the election and is, to this day, responsible for the perception that Goldwater was a white supremacist. Whether he knew it or not, in 1980, Reagan was near suffering a similar fate.

			– – –

			On October 15, Ronald Reagan was intent on finally setting the record straight. After months of accusations that he was opposed to equal rights and opportunities for women, he stated clearly: “I cannot permit this campaign to go forward while some people apparently believe that I would in any way restrict the freedom and rights of women. Nothing could be further from the truth. My entire life, public and private, has been devoted to the dignity of all people. I could never personally tolerate any kind of discrimination.”200

			Reagan knew that it wouldn’t be enough to simply declare himself not a misogynist. As such, he began his remarks by listing out his accomplishments as governor that specifically benefited women. Among these, he noted the fact that he “passed 14 statutes eliminating from the body of state law practices that discriminate against women.” While he went on to decry “false quotas” and “tokenism,” he conceded that “within the guidelines of excellence, appointments can carry enormous symbolic significance. This permits us to guide by example, to show how deep our commitment is and to give meaning to what we profess.”201

			To that end, Reagan announced that “one of the first Supreme Court vacancies in my administration will be filled by the most qualified woman I can find, one who meets the high standards I will demand for all my appointments. It is time for a woman to sit among our highest jurists.”202 He also announced that he would seek to appoint women to the other federal courts as well. He stated, “No matter who holds these jobs, the ends we seek to achieve will be the same: a country at peace, an economy with strength, a maximum of freedom, and the renewal of a community of values.”203

			This decision was months in the making. According to Reagan campaign aide, Stu Spencer, the concept occurred at a meeting with progressive Republican leaders in Massachusetts. They were displeased by Reagan’s opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment but weren’t willing to write off the Gipper just yet. GOP Rep. Margaret Heckler asked Reagan if he would consider appointing a woman to America’s highest court, and Reagan “appeared receptive” to the idea. The topic was reintroduced to Reagan in October when Spencer asked him, “Do you have any problem appointing a woman to the Supreme Court?” Reagan replied, “Hell, no. Not if she’s qualified.”204

			The announcement was immediately met with skepticism and criticism from the press and Democrats. Reporters immediately grilled Reagan on whether or not the candidate would share Reagan’s opposition to abortion and the Equal Rights Amendment. President Carter was similarly dismissive, stating, “Equal rights for women involves more than just one job for one woman.”205 Carter would even go on to assert that it was wrong to reserve court seats “for a particular kind of American.”206

			As discussed in Rendezvous with Destiny, the most blistering criticism came from Paul Conrad, a liberal cartoonist at the Los Angeles Times. He depicted Reagan as a sleazy lounge lizard trying to pick up an equally sleazy girl in a disco. “Haven’t we met before? Do you come here often? Can I buy you a drink? How about a seat on the U.S. Supreme Court?”207

			Despite the criticism, Reagan persisted and routinely invoked this promise on the campaign trail. Additionally, while Reagan was polling unfavorably with women when compared to Carter, there was still a surprising amount of ground to gain in five key battleground states. According to a CBS News poll released on October 17, a shockingly high number of women stated they were still undecided. At the lowest, one out of every five Texas women was still undecided. In Ohio, it was almost one out of every three women.208 At this time, women were “53 percent of the probable electorate.” In the 1976 election, 4.5 million more women than men voted. Reagan knew he needed to do better with women if he wanted to win in 1980. Promising to nominate a woman to the Supreme Court wasn’t enough on its own to win women back, but it was a start.209

			– – –

			A month later, Reagan won the presidency. He earned 54 percent of men across the country and, critically, he won over 46 percent of women.

			– – –

			Interestingly enough, when Reagan made his pledge to pick a woman for the Supreme Court, he didn’t say his first choice would be a woman. What he said was “one of my first choices” would be a woman.210 Reagan may have been slow to master the art of politicking, but he had learned enough by 1980 to always leave himself a little wiggle room. Thus, should a seat on the court open up, Reagan was under no real obligation to fill it with a woman.

			While he would undoubtedly be criticized for not doing so, he would not technically be violating his campaign promise. Yet, to Reagan’s credit, he abhorred this type of political doublespeak, especially when he was forced to use it. He had no intention of reneging on his promise. Reagan later wrote in his autobiography that within “the first few months” of his administration, he tasked his office to find the most qualified women in the country to choose from. Reagan noted that this search began “long before” a vacancy opened up.

			On June 18, 1981, Associate Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart announced he would be retiring from the court the following month. The career lawyer, judge, and legal scholar had served on the court since 1954, when he was appointed by President Dwight D. Eisenhower. Much to Eisenhower’s ire, Stewart ended up a swing vote judge for much of his tenure. He had voted along with the majority in the court’s landmark 1973 decision on Roe v. Wade. He was largely remembered for an opinion in which he wrote that, when it came to what is and isn’t pornography, “I know it when I see it.” He would later lament the popularity of the quote, fearing its pragmatic implications overshadowed his actual judicial philosophy.

			With his retirement, it now fell to Reagan to select his successor. Reagan ideally wanted a judge with originalist leanings that would be in line with his own. However, he had no illusions that his selection would always vote alongside the president, so this was not his primary concern. He later wrote:

			I knew that judges had a way of going their own way once they were sitting on the bench. Dwight Eisenhower once told me he believed that the biggest mistake he had made as president was appointing Earl Warren as chief justice of the Supreme Court because, in Ike’s view, Warren had changed his stripes and turned into a liberal who took it upon himself to rewrite the Constitution. I’d had a similar experience with one of my appointments in California. Even though you couldn’t always be certain how the judges you appointed would act once they put on black robes, I intended to do my best to choose the most responsible and politically neutral jurists I could find.211

			Reagan didn’t want the decision to be politicized in any way. “The only litmus test I wanted, I said, was the assurance of a judge’s honesty and judicial integrity.… I wanted judges who would interpret the Constitution, not try to rewrite it.”212

			Like Reagan, Sandra Day (O’Connor later by marriage), came from a hardscrabble background. She was the daughter of the largest and most successful ranch owners in her part of Arizona.213 Yet the ranch lacked running water or electricity for much of her youth. As she spent her childhood branding cattle and repairing farm equipment, the courts, much less the Supreme Court, were the farthest thing from her mind. Though a bright young girl, educational opportunities were few and far between where she lived. All things being equal, she would likely become a successful rancher in her own right. Yet, her parents were insistent she receive a quality education. They sent her to live with relatives who lived closer to better educational prospects.

			As a student, O’Connor was a pioneer. At sixteen years old, she enrolled at Stanford University as one of only a handful of women to make the cut, then continued at Stanford Law School. At this time, women made up only 2 percent of law school students. She was an editor of the prestigious Stanford Law Review and graduated third in her class. Less well known, she also likely set another record by rejecting no less than four marriage proposals while in law school, including one by future Supreme Court Chief Justice William Rehnquist. Despite these high marks, most offices flatly refused to hire a woman, leaving her relegated to low-paying positions where her skills were deeply underutilized.

			Despite these barriers, she persisted, and, in 1979, she was elevated to the Arizona Court of Appeals where her judicial record and strong reputation later caught the attention of Reagan’s team. In total, Reagan’s aides had selected twenty-five potential nominees, and she had made the final five.

			Critically, on the “final five” list created by Reagan’s deputy White House Chief of Staff Michael K. Deaver, O’Connor was one of only two women. The other three potential nominees were all men.214

			Mr. Deaver shared this openly with reporters, which was odd. Letting the public know that Reagan was considering male candidates and, ergo, seemingly failing to follow through on his campaign promise could have easily backfired. Yet the exact opposite seemed to occur. By signaling clearly that Reagan was also considering men, he made it explicitly clear that O’Connor was not selected because she was a woman—she was selected because she was the best.

			Thus, on July 8, 1981, President Ronald Reagan announced that he would nominate Sandra Day O’Connor to be the first woman to serve on the United States Supreme Court. In his announcement, he called O’Connor a “person for all seasons, possessing those unique qualities of temperament, fairness, intellectual capacity and devotion to the public good which have characterized the 101 ‘brethren’ who have preceded her.”215

			The front page of the New York Times ran a large, favorable photo of her above the fold with the headline “A Reputation for Excelling: Sandra Day O’Connor.” The article was largely favorable, noting: “She is said, by friend and foe alike, to be notably bright, extremely hard-working, meticulous, deliberate, cautious and, above all, a Republican conservative.” An unnamed Arizona Democrat legislator noted she wasn’t “your far-out Republican…if you have to have a Republican on the court, well she’s about the best we could hope for, to be perfectly honest.”216 How magnanimous of him.

			Despite those glowing reviews, another New York Times headline read: “Reagan Nominating Woman, An Arizona Appeals Judge, to Serve on Supreme Court: Reaction is Mixed.” Surprisingly it was not Democrats concerned with her judicial record, but fellow conservatives. Her previous openness to a more narrowly focused Equal Rights Amendment as well as her support for “a 1970 bill to legalize abortion and a 1973 bill permitting Arizona state agencies to participate in family planning”217 meant her confirmation was immediately opposed by the “National Right to Life Committee, Moral Majority and other groups opposed to abortion.”218

			Nevertheless, Reagan went out of his way to assuage these concerns. While, in keeping with court tradition, she would not share opinions with the Senate or public that would undermine later court decisions, Reagan said that she had privately assured him that she was nominally against abortions. In any case, despite opposition from some high-profile conservatives like Jerry Falwell, Reagan pressed forward with her nomination. After confirmation hearings that she would later describe as “unpleasant,” she was swiftly confirmed with a unanimous ninety-nine to zero Senate vote.

			– – –

			The cynic will point to cold, hard politics as the motivating factor behind President Reagan’s decision—that he wasn’t “winning” women over and needed something simple and performative to lure them into his camp. Similar statements have been made about President Joe Biden’s pledge to nominate the first black woman to the Supreme Court. Yet, when it comes to Reagan at least, it was about far more than math.

			Reagan despised dividing America by race, gender, or creed. He preferred to speak to all Americans, yet that preference came at a cost. He knew he needed to show Americans that he was for all Americans. All good leaders must listen to those they lead. They need not always agree with them or do what they say, but people need to be heard.

			When he listened in 1980, he heard that women were worried about his policies. They were worried he would lead America into a war, and they were worried he didn’t support women. So Reagan evolved. When he discussed foreign policy, he tightened his messaging. No more off-the-cuff comments about blockades or troop deployments. He spoke of the great implications and greater evils of the Soviet Union while making it clear at every turn that the only guarantee for a peaceful America was a strong America.

			The same held true for women’s rights. Unlike Reagan’s critics, he considered national security and financial prosperity just as much a women’s issue as it was a men’s issue. Yet, when it became clear that more had to be done, he did just that. He openly spoke of the challenges women faced and how his administration would seek to address them. In 1980, Reagan won 46 percent of women voters. In 1984, he won 57 percent.219

			At the Sandra Day O’Connor Institute for American Democracy, they invoke the words of O’Connor herself as to why Reagan nominated her and what it meant for the country. In her 2004 Stanford Commencement speech, she said:

			“His decision was as much a surprise to me as it was to the nation as a whole. But Ronald Reagan knew that his decision wasn’t about Sandra Day O’Connor; it was about women everywhere. It was about a nation that was on its way to bridging a chasm between genders that had divided us for too long.”220

			
			
		

	
		
			Tip O’Neill

			“The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves…”

			—Julius Caesar, William Shakespeare

			Politics, more than most professions on this earth, is a complicated line of work.

			Politics is where two people can be mortal enemies but, after the shift ends, become the best of friends. It’s where one man can call another vile, be called vile in turn, and then both can walk down to Union Pub in downtown DC for happy hour and clink beers together. You can shout, spit, scream, and foam at the mouth at your opponent in the halls of the House or on the Senate floor in abject hatred by day and then share a cigar with them on your porch in the evening. You can fundamentally disagree with someone on every matter philosophically but at the end of a long day remain friends.

			Such is the nature of politics in Washington. As we’ve established, it’s complicated. Except, that is, when it isn’t. As Cassius once said in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, “The fault…is not in our stars, but in ourselves.”

			– – –

			In all of Ronald Reagan’s domestic political battles, he perhaps never faced a more treacherous adversary than House Speaker Tip O’Neill. O’Neill served as speaker for most of Reagan’s presidency, and both men would learn that even flat-out dislike can still be circumvented in the name of compromise.

			From the very start of Reagan’s presidency, the two did not get along. At every turn, O’Neill would try every trick up his sleeve to stall Reagan’s agenda in the House of Representatives. He was a vicious political fighter worthy of the nation’s capital, as Reagan would often learn the hard way.

			Reagan was a devoted Goldwater-style conservative and a newcomer to Washington. O’Neill was a zealous fanatical New Deal–Democrat who had cut his teeth campaigning for Franklin Roosevelt. Reagan embodied the outsider, the common voter who had been left behind by the power brokers in DC. O’Neill was the physical representation of the entrenched, elitist political establishment built on a lifetime in politics. The two men were as fundamentally opposite as a proton is to an electron; their only commonality was their shared Irish blood and unwillingness to back down in a fight.

			Yet over the years, a kind of mythology has developed around Reagan and O’Neill, specifically that they liked each other personally.

			While this idea has been floated by certain liberal commentators (including the erstwhile Chris Matthews of MSNBC), the fact is that Reagan and O’Neill truly did not like each other, though for posterity’s sake, they made a good show of appearing to be friendly.

			With a twinkle in his eye, Reagan is once documented as having compared O’Neill to the video game character Pac-Man, referring to the fat Speaker as “a round thing that gobbles up money.” Likewise, O’Neill at one point compared Reagan to the miserly Ebenezer Scrooge and went as far as to call him “evil” and “callous” without any care for the American people.221

			Steven Hayward in one of his books on Reagan probably puts it best:

			“Reagan and O’Neill would make a great show over the next few years of getting along with each other publicly, an edifying demonstration of civility in politics. Privately both men quickly developed a large fund of contempt for the other, bordering on personal animosity, despite calling each other by their first names and swapping endless Irish jokes.”222

			That said, there were a few things accomplished between Reagan and O’Neill during the latter’s time as Speaker during Reagan’s White House tenure. Because while the ability to compromise is important, being friendly with someone does not have to be a prerequisite.

			Indeed, sometimes it is achieved despite the animosity between two parties, even when that animosity comes from two strong-willed Irish Americans like Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill.

			In fact. O’Neill devoted an entire chapter in his own autobiography, Man of the House, to how much he despised Reagan. He once called Mrs. Reagan “the queen of Beverly Hills.” He also said Reagan’s election was “sinful” and that Reagan was the “worst president he had ever known.”223

			Born in 1912 to a Catholic family in Massachusetts, Thomas Phillip “Tip” O’Neill Jr. was in many ways preordained to enter into Democratic politics.

			O’Neill was born into a working-class family of Irish descent in a heavily Irish area of Cambridge known as “Old Dublin.” His father was originally a bricklayer but would later become a city councilor and finally the city’s sewer commissioner.224 O’Neill himself would later run for the Cambridge City Council while in college, a race that would become his first and only electoral loss.225

			O’Neill’s political involvement began early on, even before his ill-fated city council run. In 1928, at age fifteen, he campaigned for then-New York Governor Al Smith during his run for the presidency against Herbert Hoover.226 Then, before and during his stint in the Massachusetts state legislature, O’Neill became a disciple of the New Deal economic policies of President Franklin Roosevelt. O’Neill, much like Reagan, came of age during the Great Depression, but where Reagan was shaped into a man who believed in the abilities of the individual, O’Neill came to believe through his own experiences that greater government involvement via social programs was the way forward. This difference of opinion on the role of government in American life would come to be the defining contrast between Reagan and O’Neill.

			O’Neill’s struggle to uphold the New Deal was a religious obligation as much as a political one; according to his biographer, O’Neill’s strong Catholic faith fed directly into his view that government was the best way to help people. It was a divine, religious struggle for O’Neill to try and improve the lives of the common man through government programs. O’Neill “kept the Commandments just as best he could but never failed to heed the Sermon on the Mount,” and was “an absolute, unrepentant, unreconstructed New Deal Democrat.”227

			O’Neill remained in the Massachusetts State Legislature until 1952, when he was elected to the state’s Eleventh (later Eighth) Congressional District and replaced a young, outgoing senator-elect by the name of John F. Kennedy. Once in Congress, O’Neill was involved in many of the great policy debates of the post-war era and helped pass a number of historic bills, including the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act.

			By the 1970s, O’Neill had climbed up the ranks of the House Democratic caucus to become the majority leader. It was from this lofty perch that he called for Richard Nixon’s impeachment during the Watergate scandal, and a few years later in 1977, O’Neill finally achieved the highest rank in the caucus when he became Speaker. That same year, Jimmy Carter succeeded in winning the White House from Gerald Ford who, despite staving off a primary challenge from Reagan, was unable to seize victory from the jaws of defeat in the general election.

			At this point in O’Neill’s career, the Speaker could be forgiven for believing the time had come to perfect the New Deal ideology begun by Roosevelt.

			At the outset of the Carter administration, Democrats controlled the House, Senate, and White House while Republicans sat in disarray in the wake of Ford’s defeat. It was O’Neill’s dream to enact a sweeping set of social programs not seen since FDR’s time with Carter at the helm, programs like universal basic income and healthcare that would have redefined American society. Unfortunately for O’Neill and the Democrats, they had another thing coming from Carter, a DC outsider from Georgia who butted heads with his own party as much as he did Republicans. After four years of fighting with Congress, rampant inflation, and a loss of international prestige, Carter was trounced in a landslide by Ronald Reagan in the 1980 presidential election. O’Neill suddenly found himself at a crossroads with another outsider in the Oval Office who was as politically different from O’Neill as the moon is from the sun.

			– – –

			Almost from the moment of their first meeting, Reagan and O’Neill got things off to a bad start.

			Aside from their ideological differences, O’Neill’s hostility towards Reagan also stemmed from his view of Reagan both as a political amateur and an outsider. We have to remember that although they were similar in age, O’Neill had been in politics far longer than Reagan and then some.

			Reagan had spent the first half of his adult life as an actor and union boss in far off Hollywood, only jumping into the political game in earnest in 1964 when he supported Barry Goldwater for the presidency. O’Neill meanwhile had been involved in establishment–East Coast politics in some form or fashion since the 1920s as a teenager.

			Moreover, Reagan’s support for Goldwater had propelled Reagan into national prominence and into his only political office prior to the presidency, that being the governor’s seat in California.

			While running California, the Union’s most populous state, was no small feat in itself, it wasn’t enough for O’Neill, a veteran politician who had climbed his way up from the Massachusetts state government to the Speaker’s chair in Washington. It didn’t matter that Reagan had performed admirably as a governor or that he had demonstrated in the 1980 election that he was clearly the superior candidate to Carter. To the battle-hardened O’Neill, Reagan was a political neophyte and a nobody, a fluke who had somehow found his way into the White House through a combination of sheer dumb luck and Carter’s bad decision-making.

			And O’Neill let Reagan know it.

			So it was at their first meeting that Reagan found himself confronted by an openly derisive Tip O’Neill. The speaker is said to have told Reagan that, “A governor plays in the minor leagues. You’re in the big leagues now.”228

			Reagan was understandably infuriated by O’Neill’s casual dismissal of him and his previous political record. It was exactly the kind of Washington arrogance he had campaigned against, and Reagan wasn’t having any of it, telling O’Neill in turn that he had, out of context, heard all that stuff already.

			This precluded any idea of warm first impressions, but O’Neill’s distaste wasn’t confined just to Reagan himself either.

			O’Neill held little regard for the Reagans but even less for Ronald Reagan’s friends or his supporters, lumping them all under the umbrella of what he called “Reagan Robots,” not at all unlike a certain infamous comment made by Hillary Clinton in 2016 about deplorables. In short, O’Neill held barely disguised animosity for Reagan and anyone associated with him, a fact that became obvious once the two met for the first time.229 O’Neill made it clear even before the Reagan administration got off the ground that he had little, if any, interest in having a cordial dynamic with the new president.

			It was hardly the ideal opening for an amicable working relationship, and it signaled the beginning of a long four (later eight) years of strife between the two men. Carter might not have had the best relationship with Congress when he was president, but Reagan would be O’Neill’s great test as a strong leader for the opposing party.

			The stage was set for showdown after showdown politically, compounded by pure, unadulterated, intense personal dislike.

			Unfortunately for O’Neill, the first year of Reagan’s presidency could not have gone worse for Democrats.

			To be fair, the start of that first year wasn’t a sunshine-and-roses cakewalk for Reagan either. Barely three months into his presidency, Reagan was shot and nearly killed by John Hinckley Jr. Ironically, the near-death experience from the failed assassination boosted Reagan’s popularity and set up his momentum for the rest of the year. When Reagan was shot, O’Neill snuck into the hospital and in a tender moment, knelt at Reagan’s side, and together, they recited Psalm 23.

			O’Neill then wept.

			– – –

			From then on, 1981 seemed to spiral out of control for O’Neill, as Reagan achieved one political victory after another. It didn’t help O’Neill’s cause either that moderate Democrats would often side with Reagan on legislative matters.230 At one point in 1981, O’Neill lamented to a constituent, “What’s happening to me? What’s happening to me in Washington? What’s happening to me is, I’m getting the shit whaled out of me.”231

			Still, like any good politician who makes it to DC, O’Neill was simply biding his time, waiting for the opportune moment to turn the momentum around. In Washington, momentum can be a damnably fickle thing, and sleazy as they are, a savvy politician who seizes the opportune moment can alter momentum in the blink of an eye. In mid-to-late 1981, O’Neill was about to do just that.

			– – –

			In July of that year, Dan Rostenkowski of Illinois introduced the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, a bill that Reagan enthusiastically endorsed.232 Among other provisions, the 1981 bill reformed the US tax code for the first time in decades, significantly reduced marginal tax rates, increased exemptions for estate taxes, and finally allowed all working taxpayers to establish IRAs.233 It was the inception of the so-called Reaganomics and the realization of the dreams of conservatives like Congressman Jack Kemp, who had been trying for years to pass similar legislation only to have it blocked by Jimmy Carter’s Democrats. In no time at all, the bill had passed through both the House and the Senate, and on August 13, 1981, Reagan signed the bill into law at his retreat in California with dozens of reporters watching and filming.

			On the surface, the whole business seemed like a defeat for O’Neill, who had seemingly allowed the bill to pass through Congress without doing much to stop it. But if O’Neill seemed complacent, this was just a ruse. On the contrary, the tough Irishman from Cambridge was just getting warmed up. Canny politician that he was, O’Neill had recognized early on that he could turn a short-term legislative victory for Reagan into a long-term victory for Democrats.

			O’Neill knew there were rumblings of a recession coming in 1982, and his long game was to pin as much of the blame on Reagan as he could.234 Aside from the damage he wanted dealt to Reagan’s presidency on principle, O’Neill was also very aware that 1982 was a midterm election year. Historically, the party of first-time presidents tends to lose congressional seats during said president’s first midterm election. Time and time again, midterms almost never go well for the incumbent on their first go round.

			– – –

			O’Neill, determined to capitalize on this historical advantage, wanted to make Reaganomics the issue that bounced control of Washington back to Democrats and reverse the gains made by Republicans in 1980. After the tax cuts passed Congress, O’Neill said: “From now on, it’s Reagan’s budget. From now on, it’s Reagan’s unemployment rate. From now on, it’s Reagan’s inflation rate. You can’t criticize the Democrats. It’s Reagan’s ball game.”235

			O’Neill’s instincts on how the public would react to Reagan’s 1981 tax cuts proved correct. In September 1981, just a month after signing his bill, Reagan’s approval rating declined. He had seen his approval with voters soar to 68 percent following the attempt on his life,236 but by the end of the year, it had dropped to 49 percent.

			As 1982 rolled in, the recession of the US economy continued. It didn’t matter that it was more or less a continuation of the recession that had already been underway in 1980. As far as voters are concerned, the president in the Oval Office at that time gets the blame for economic troubles. When the paycheck takes the hit, voters don’t care about the hows or the whys; they see only the man at the top, and in this case, that man was Ronald Reagan.

			– – –

			By the end of that year, unemployment rose to 10.8 percent,237 with many of those job losses falling under the goods-producing category. On the whole, voters were dissatisfied with Reagan’s handling of the economy at that point in his presidency. Most of the year found Reagan’s approval hovering at around 40 percent. O’Neill’s instincts and idea to weaponize the recession to the Democrats’ advantage had borne fruit after all: the Republicans lost twenty-five House seats in the 1982 midterms, reversing their gains from 1980.238

			O’Neill’s plan had worked, at least on the surface. He surely felt that he now had serious leverage over Reagan, having demonstrated his long-honed political skills by reading the signs long before and laying his plans accordingly. Despite the fact that Republicans held on to the Senate, there was no circumventing the fact that O’Neill had outmaneuvered Reagan in the midterms.

			– – –

			This kind of underhandedness fueled by the need to score political points and hamstring one another became emblematic of Reagan and O’Neill’s relationship. Far from the happy pantomime described by Chris Matthews, the two men’s rivalry was perhaps a forerunner to the gridlock we see today in Washington.

			Speaking of Matthews, one of the more outlandish claims made in his rosy chronicle of O’Neill’s career is that “shutdowns were averted” because the president and speaker worked so well together. It would be wonderful if that were the case, but alas, the truth is stranger than fiction. Indeed, the government shut down no less than seven times while Reagan sat in the Oval Office and O’Neill in the Speaker’s chair.239

			Given how nowadays shutdowns seem to be such a media spectacle in the twenty-four-hour news cycle, it’s a wonder more people don’t remember this. If either O’Neill or Reagan were alive today and pulled that many shutdowns in the contemporary world, neither of them would be viewed through rose-colored glasses by the media or the American people.

			Some of these shutdowns, like the one in late September and early October 1982, occurred simply because, as it often does, Congress couldn’t do its job and pass a spending bill on time. Others, however, derived from the regular animosity that is typical of Congress and typical of Reagan’s relationship with O’Neill.

			The first time this happened during Reagan’s presidency was in November 1981 when Reagan wanted a spending bill that included $8.4 billion in domestic budget cuts. While the Republican-controlled Senate was willing to go along with Reagan, O’Neill and the Democratic-controlled House were a tougher sell. They wanted cuts in defense spending along with pay raises for federal civil servants. Though Reagan threatened to veto any spending plan that didn’t include at least half of his proposed budget cuts, the House and Senate eventually came to a negotiated agreement and passed a spending plan that was $2 billion short of the cuts Reagan was after. Accordingly, Reagan vetoed the bill and the government shut down on November 20.240 In the end, the House and Senate passed an extension on the current spending plan, which Reagan approved, allowing Congress to work out a better deal.

			On another occasion in 1982, from December 17 to December 21 to be precise, O’Neill and the Democrats in the House wanted to add $5.4 billion in funding for public works under the idea it would create jobs. While the Republican-controlled Senate wanted to add a far more modest $1.2 billion in funding towards the same goal, O’Neill and the Democrats committed the cardinal sin of opposing the MX missile program, a type of intercontinental missile that Reagan had wanted funding for in the finalized spending plan. As the House refused to allocate any funds to the missile program, Reagan refused to put his signature on the spending plan and a three-day shutdown ensued while Congress feverishly worked to find a compromise. Ultimately, Congress dropped the jobs plan that Reagan had opposed but neither did they include his desired funding for the MX missiles. Instead, they allocated more dollars to aid Israel and the Legal Services Corp. While Reagan was less than happy about the arrangement, his pragmatic side won out in the end, and he signed the funding measure.241

			Ironically enough, Reagan actually got what he wanted for the MX program thanks to another shutdown that came the following year from November 10 to 14, 1983.

			This time around, the shutdown came about thanks to O’Neill and the House Democrats passing an amendment that added $1 billion in education spending. They also significantly reduced defense spending by $11 billion and cut a sizable chunk of foreign aid. As a result, the government shut down for three days while the opposing sides hammered out a compromise. This time around, Reagan was able to secure the money for his much-desired MX program as well as get the Democrats to drop their education demands to about $100 million. Democrats were also forced to accept a ban on federal employee health insurance being used to cover abortions, a not-insignificant victory for the pro-life movement. However, as part of the deal, Reagan was also forced to accept the cuts to foreign aid, giving O’Neill a victory of his own.242

			– – –

			On the subject of foreign aid, another area where O’Neill and Reagan vehemently disagreed was giving assistance to the Nicaraguan freedom fighters known as the Contras.

			In 1979, Nicaragua’s dictatorship under Anastasio Somoza, which had been allied with the United States, was ousted by the Marxist Sandinista National Liberation Front, whose members assumed the reins of power. As a result of this development, Nicaragua would become a powder keg of civil war and bloodshed and a proxy battlefield for the Cold War during the subsequent decade. Because the Sandinistas were a leftist organization and because of rising concerns regarding communist influence in Central America, the Reagan administration viewed the new junta as a threat to national security and the Monroe Doctrine.

			Reagan wanted to aid and support the Contra rebels, and in January 1982, as a first step, he signed National Security Decision Directive 17.243 This document gave authority to the Central Intelligence Agency to provide the Contras with $19 million in aid and supply them with arms and equipment. In 1984, Congress went on to grant an additional $24 million to the various Contra factions, but as time went on, the Contras failed to produce any serious military success on their home turf, and many Americans began to believe that Contra support was not worth the country’s time or money. Still, despite growing unpopularity with the American public, Reagan felt that more support was needed for the Contras in order to fight what he perceived as a very real and serious threat to the country.

			Consequently, Reagan went to Congress in February of 1986 with a request for additional funds to aid the anti-Sandinista cause. Specifically, Reagan requested a sizable $100 million for the Contras to use in their ongoing war. On paper, $70 million of this money was to be used for weapons, while the remaining $30 million would be allocated for food and medical supplies.244

			While Reagan could be confident the GOP-dominated Senate would agree to his request, Tip O’Neill’s House was less of a given. Lobbying on the Hill is a tricky matter even on the best of days, and O’Neill and other Democratic leaders had serious misgivings about providing support to the Contras, who had begun racking up their own list of questionable acts of war in their fight against the Sandinista government.

			– – –

			Reagan, however, was determined to see his course through, and he decided to put pressure on O’Neill by asking to address the House of Representatives directly in June of 1986. While a president normally only addresses Congress in the traditional format of a joint session, Reagan wanted to specifically focus his appeal on the House, something that had never been done by any of his predecessors.

			O’Neill, though, was having none of it and flatly refused Reagan’s request, telling him that “a formal address should properly be made before a joint session.”245

			Undeterred, Reagan instead opted to sidestep O’Neill and make an appeal directly to the American public, and by extent, the House members who represented them in Washington.

			In a televised speech that only CNN carried, Reagan made his case for additional funds to go to the Contras, warning the public that the Soviets wanted control of Nicaragua for its regional importance to American national security.

			“I know that no one in Congress wants Nicaragua to become a Soviet military base. My friends, I must tell you in all seriousness, Nicaragua is becoming a Soviet base every day that we debate and debate and debate, and do nothing.”246

			Reagan succeeded in sharing his message through a simple televised address that O’Neill thought he could stop by denying the president a chance to speak before the House. Whether or not it would have been a blow to precedent was now a moot point. In sidestepping the Speaker, Reagan’s oratory skills convinced Congress that the Sandinista regime posed an imminent threat to US interests. Going before the House to do so would have been, as it turned out, a mere formality. On October 17, 1986, Congress approved the $100 million aid package to the anti-Sandinista guerilla groups,247 giving Reagan what he wanted and O’Neill just another reason to increase his animosity towards the president.

			– – –

			Despite all of their shared animosity, O’Neill and Reagan were very capable of working together when the moment called for it. While it most certainly did not play out in the rosy fashion contrived by the revisionists of the world, it did occasionally happen. Sometimes this was because they held similar views on certain matters, while in other cases they were forced to work together out of necessity lest both suffer politically.

			Ironically, one of the biggest occasions where Reagan and O’Neill came together would involve the realm of international affairs. This came in the form of their shared Irish heritage when, in 1984, they both took an active interest in negotiations between the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland.

			That year, Great Britain and Ireland met to discuss a treaty that would come to be known as the Anglo-Irish Agreement, an attempt by both governments to end the decades-long period of violence and political upheaval known collectively as “the Troubles.” Margaret Thatcher, who was prime minister of Great Britain at the time of the talks, had tried for some time to resolve the question of whether or not Northern Ireland should remain part of the United Kingdom and join with the Republic. Most of the talks had come to naught, in part because Thatcher refused to even consider the idea of Northern Ireland leaving the Union or at the very least sharing sovereignty with the Republic.

			O’Neill, and several other Democrats with strong Irish roots, became increasingly concerned by the lack of progress on the negotiations and were particularly discouraged by the obstinacy from Thatcher. Urged on, in part, by native Irish politicians, O’Neill joined in a concerted effort to lobby the White House to intervene with Thatcher.

			As it turned out, Reagan was already very much open to the idea. In June of 1984, he had visited his family’s ancestral village on a trip to Ireland, where he developed an emotional attachment to the country and its people. Because of this, he began to gradually increase the pressure on Thatcher to adopt a less rigid stance on the matter. In particular, he revisited the Northern Ireland issue during Thatcher’s trip to Camp David in December 1984, telling her there was “there is great Congressional interest in the matter.”248 By the time she returned to the States a few months later to address a joint session of Congress, she was feeling the heat on multiple fronts, including heat from Reagan and O’Neill.

			In the end, and in part because of the president and Speaker, Thatcher became much more flexible in her dealings with the Irish government. In November 1985, the Anglo-Irish Agreement was put to paper and signed, with Thatcher acknowledging at the time that the United States had played a key role in resolving the impasse.249

			While the agreement did not lead to the end of the Troubles, it was nonetheless a crucial step in the right direction for the British and the Irish. It must then be understood that the agreement certainly would not have come to pass had it not been for Reagan and O’Neill, two proud sons of the “Emerald Isle,” coming together and using their prestige to move both the American government and Thatcher to come to a solution.

			The Anglo-Irish Agreement indeed stands as one of the few examples of a notable issue where these two titans worked in tandem.

			But by far, the issue that defined Reagan and O’Neill’s time together was a problem that has plagued presidential administrations for generations, in the words of American historian Sean Wilentz, the “untouchable” third rail of US national politics. The issue in question, which became the defining example of Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill reaching a robust compromise, was of course Social Security.

			Social Security has been the bane of most modern presidents for the last several decades. It’s an issue voters love but lawmakers find themselves increasingly hard pressed to deliver on. And while, in theory, every politician would like to continue Social Security and keep their voters happy, there’s a fundamental split between the two parties on the best way to solve this. Usually, it boils down to Democrats wanting to raise the government’s already ridiculous taxes while Republicans oppose a tax increase of any kind. But in 1983, Reagan and O’Neill had to come up with a solution for one of the first major crises for Social Security.

			Until the 1970s, Social Security hadn’t really been a topic that sounded alarm bells in the halls of Congress. Before then, since 1950, Social Security had been under the full direction of Congress, which routinely made cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs) to the program in order to measure out the benefits included under Social Security for American citizens.250 On paper, this was perfectly reasonable, but the problems began to rear their ugly heads in the early seventies.

			– – –

			Despite Congress trying to keep the benefits under control, Americans had become increasingly reliant on Social Security long past its intended use. Moreover, cost of living had increased alongside inflation rates, creating a perfect storm of factors that had led to a dark outlook for the program’s benefits. Congress tried to rectify this in 1972, abandoning its policy to manually set COLAs and instead indexing them to inflation.251 Unfortunately, this failed to produce the desired results and Social Security continued to guzzle through its reserves like a camel at a desert oasis.

			The next try came in 1977 during the first year of the Carter administration. Carter helped shepherd through an amendment to the Social Security Act that instituted tax hikes that were supposed to take effect during the 1980s.252 Carter would claim that the program was set until the year 2030, but the reality was that the tax increases accomplished very little in saving Social Security from itself. Like so much of Carter’s presidency, it was little more than wishful thinking. After the Democrats lost the Senate in 1980, the next crisis was destined to either be solved in a bipartisan fashion or else put Social Security out of its bloated misery.

			Reagan, for his part, had a long public record doubting Social Security going back nearly twenty years before he ever considered a run at the White House. In Reagan’s own opinion, the program represented the worst aspects of the New Deal, a safety net program that had begun with good intentions but had evolved into something grotesque that had long outlived its usefulness. While not a fully-fledged socialist program, it was too close to the mark for Reagan’s taste, compounded by the amount of money poured into Social Security and by how much Americans depended on it.

			Reagan was particularly vexed by the fact that Social Security was (and still is) an involuntary program, as in his mind, the idea of a mandatory welfare system was the crux of what pushed America a bit too far into socialist territory.

			He had spoken against this as early as 1964 while campaigning for Barry Goldwater. Later, during his first presidential run in 1976, Reagan argued that Americans should be able to voluntarily opt out of Social Security if they could demonstrate that they had enough set up in “provisions” for their “non-earning years.”253 Despite his numerous past criticisms, Reagan had still promised to “defend the integrity of the Social Security system” during the 1980 campaign,254 perhaps in a canny recognition of how popular the program still was with voters. He hadn’t threatened to dismantle the program, but he had left open breathing room for some serious reform.

			Reagan’s dreams of quickly balancing the budget and trimming down Social Security didn’t exactly get off to a spectacular start, and even before the 1983 crisis, he was forced to compromise to mitigate the increasingly complex problem it posed.

			Reagan’s tussle with Social Security began in May 1981, when his administration announced its first major effort to reform the program. This plan, helmed by Secretary of Health and Human Services Richard Schweiker, was mainly controversial due to its provision that significantly reduced the pensions for those workers who retired before the age of sixty-five. Additionally, the plan reduced the payments for those who did wait until the age of sixty-five or older to stop working. According to Reagan officials at the time, the proposal would have saved about $9 billion for fiscal year 1982.255

			Unfortunately, this rosy fiscal outlook failed to catch on with Congress, even among Reagan’s own allies. Republicans and Democrats alike distanced themselves from the plan, while Reagan received rounds of criticism from labor organizations and groups representing the elderly. A large bipartisan majority of House members stated in no uncertain terms that they would oppose the plan, while the Senate voted ninety-six to zero to reject it outright. It was a bitter defeat for Reagan’s agenda but at the same time hardly a surprise—even fiscal Republicans could ill afford to upset the elderly voters that made up a sizable chunk of their voting base.

			As it was, without any serious support for his proposal, Reagan was forced to change tactics and go for a middle-of-the-road approach. In late 1981, he agreed to establish a bipartisan commission to examine the Social Security issue more closely. The idea was that the commission, dubbed the National Commission on Social Security Reform, would work to mitigate the building fiscal crisis and, if possible, reach a solution that could work for the majority of Americans rather than a one-size-fits-all partisan route that would likely fail.

			– – –

			The commission itself was comprised of fifteen members, divided into three groups of five who were appointed by three different leaders. Five of the members were appointed by Reagan himself, five were appointed by Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker, and five were appointed by O’Neill. The appointees themselves were a mix of both hardliners and moderates from both parties. Senator Bob Dole (R-KS) was a conservative-moderate while other moderates included Senator John Heinz (R-PA). The noteworthy hardliners included Rep. Claude Pepper (D-FL) and Rep. William Armstrong (R-CO).256 The commission was chaired by Alan Greenspan, who would later rise to fame as chairman of the Federal Reserve.

			As with most things in Washington, the commission’s work was a slog, long and painful.

			Near the end of 1982, little progress had been made on a package for reform while voters grew increasingly anxious and impatient as the clock ticked on Social Security. It did not help one bit that the fifteen members were working parallel to the midterm elections that same year, ostensibly working together behind closed doors while also digging in on the campaign trail in public. Pepper, for example, caused problems when he became the face of the Democrats’ efforts to paint Republicans as the Grim Reapers of Social Security. Pepper would campaign for Democrats in more than forty House races that cycle, and the tagline of “Save Social Security – Vote Democratic” became a rallying cry for the left.257

			After the shellacking Republicans took in the 1982 elections, any kind of consensus looked to be hopelessly out of reach, and it seemed the committee would be just another bipartisan victim drowned in the proverbial swamp that is our nation’s capital. Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed in an attempt to reverse course on the commission’s negotiations and put it back on track.

			A large part of this success has to do with the fact that both O’Neill and Reagan had chosen extremely intelligent and sensible people to work on the issue.

			Two of these men were Senator Dole and Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-NY). After the elections, Moynihan approached Dole with the proposal to give the commission one more go before throwing in the towel. Ever the diplomat, Dole agreed to try and salvage the commission’s work, and together they organized a “gang of five” within the commission’s ranks to try and hammer out a deal. The five included Dole and Moynihan, along with Greenspan, Rep. Barber Conable (R-NY), and Democrat Robert Ball, a veteran Social Security administrator and O’Neill’s most trusted man on the commission.258

			Together, these five men began secret meetings at the home of White House Chief of Staff James Baker, who also joined the negotiations, with the intent to break through the deadlock.

			And breakthrough they did, finally crafting a deal that would benefit both sides. Baker and Ball determined that Democrats would perceive taxing benefits for high earners as a tax increase, while Republicans would view the move as a reduction of benefits.259

			Moreover, while Ball made it clear that Democrats would never support a reduction of benefits before the age of sixty-five, Conable in turn underscored the fact that Republicans wouldn’t budge unless they were guaranteed a premium for those who retired after the age of sixty-five.260 In the end, the Democrats agreed to this, and a compromise was reached that balanced cutting the budget and increasing taxes.261 Democrats, whose voters were mostly blue-collar and tended to retire earlier, got what they wanted while Republicans, whose voters were mostly white-collar and retired later in life, got what they wanted too. Other stipulations included in the compromise were to extend the solvency of Social Security by raising the retirement age to sixty-seven and, for the first time, requiring government employees to pay into the fund.262

			Most important was the fact that, despite their rivalry, both O’Neill and Reagan insisted that the commission find recommendations that were supported by the majority of the negotiators. As Greenspan would say later on, “The commission wouldn’t agree without Tip and Reagan, and Tip and Reagan wouldn’t agree without the commission.”

			They wanted a majority of the commission to approve the plan so that it would leave no doubts in anyone’s mind that the consensus had been broad and bipartisan. In the end, the plan passed the commission by an overwhelming vote of twelve yays, the only dissents being three conservative hardliners.263

			– – –

			Reagan and O’Neill’s aversion to a budgetary disaster came not just because of their own skills as negotiators, although that certainly played a part. It was also their skill in recognizing who on their respective sides would be the most likely to come to a bipartisan agreement as well and their good sense to let their appointed men do their work unimpeded. As Reagan himself once said: “Surround yourself with the best people you can find, delegate authority, and don’t interfere as long as the policy you’ve decided on is being carried out.”264

			– – –

			Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill were diametrically opposed ideologically.

			Reagan was a stalwart conservative who stood for small government and capitalism until his dying day. O’Neill likewise fought to expand the role of government zealously and used his role as speaker to thwart Reagan at every turn. They disagreed, disputed, and fought each other with an enmity that only a place like Washington can breed. The myth that they were secretly parlor buddies who sipped bourbon behind closed doors together after a pantomime rivalry is just that, a myth.

			But at the end of the day, O’Neill and Reagan were also pragmatists, and on the rarest of occasions, they still made room to work together. Neither of them were moderates, and neither of them were pretending when their convictions led them into years of heated debates and policy disagreements. They were not friends, but even the strongest willed of ideologues can set aside their differences if something dire (like Social Security) is at stake.

			So, if Reagan and O’Neill proved anything, it is that compromise can be achieved without friendship, and that being strong enough to set aside blind faith in ideology is the greatest American force.

			
			
		

	
		
			AIDS

			“We will continue, as a high priority, the fight against Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome.”265

			—Ronald Reagan

			Napoleon Bonaparte once quipped that “history is a set of lies agreed upon,” and so it has been with Ronald Reagan and the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) crisis in America.

			The false narrative—promulgated by his political enemies—was that Ronald Reagan did nothing in the face of the AIDS crisis and coldly let hundreds of thousands of gay men die needlessly.

			First, it is untrue. A fabrication made up out of whole cloth. Second, a cure was never discovered—despite the best efforts—during the tenure of his presidency or indeed, in his lifetime. The only way not to get AIDS during his presidency was not to engage in risky behavior. And at Reagan’s direction, the government spent untold amounts of money communicating with the American people generally and gay men specifically how to practice safe sex.

			“Ronald Reagan’s supposed malign neglect on AIDS and hostility to gays are twin pillars of the left’s anti-Reaganism.”266

			The lie was promulgated, in large part, by a lousy docudrama that aired on Showtime, the minor cable station, after CBS first ordered it and then ordered it off their network again. It featured a false narrative of a Reagan scene in which Nancy Reagan is portrayed falsely nagging her husband to say something about AIDS and a false Reagan saying, “No.”

			It was written by teleplaywright Elizabeth Egloff, even though she admitted she had no evidence on which to base a terrible comment supposedly from Reagan that was blatantly disregarding gay people and AIDS by falsely saying, “Those who live in sin will die in sin.” Reagan never said it, and she had no evidence he ever said it. The liar, in truth, was Egloff.

			In fact, in City Journal, Peter Huber wrote, “In dealing with AIDS, Reagan did what he did so often did well—he appointed people who shared his political convictions…based on apolitical facts and solid science. These appointees framed and announced such decisions in ways that would not result in politically polarizing efforts—in this case efforts to fight a disease that disproportionately afflicted the gay community.”267

			AIDS first appeared on the scene in 1981, but it was years before the danger of the infliction and the victims were realized. The at-risk group was a small part of the American populace, and people and the government just didn’t know where it had come from.

			AIDS is a miserable disease, affecting its victims horribly. One can recover from colds, the flu, and broken bones, but it was soon discovered that contracting AIDS was terminal. And it was an awful, painful, and premature death. The first report of patients suffering from what would be called AIDS appeared in June 1981, when the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported five cases, two fatal, of a rare pneumonia-like affliction.

			First, it was thought that Haitians got it. Second, it was thought it could be transmitted by mosquitoes. “Initially, the CDC coined the phrase ‘the 4H disease,’ for the syndrome seems to affect heroin users, homosexuals, hemophiliacs, and Haitians. The media initially used the term GRID, which stood for gay-related immune deficiency, but after determining that AIDS was not isolated to the gay community, the term AIDS was introduced in July 1982. By September 1982 the CDC started referring to the disease as AIDS.”268

			In June 1982, NBC Nightly News first reported about AIDS when reporter Robert Bazell recounted that “the best guess is some infectious agent is causing it.”269

			Then, there were hair-brained cures such as boiling a person’s blood. AIDS didn’t really reach the consciousness of the American people until it was revealed that movie star Rock Hudson had become a victim, thus revealing his homosexuality as well. And that was 1985.

			“A second CDC report described clusters of Kaposi’s sarcoma—a rare, aggressive form of skin cancer caused by a strain of herpes virus. At the time, no FDA-approved treatments existed for the viral infection itself, or for fungal pneumonia, [or] Kaposi’s sarcoma.”270 Nothing existed to treat the long list of infections that attacked patients when their immune systems collapsed and bacteria, protozoa, and viruses invaded the body to feast on brains, hearts, bone marrow, eyes, and lungs.

			– – –

			Thus, it is finally time to correct the record about Reagan and AIDS. America was understandably slow in recognizing the threat and that included Ronald Reagan and others. But as soon as he became more knowledgeable, he acted quickly. “To begin with, Reagan appointed Dr. C. Everett Koop as surgeon general. When Koop addressed the public about AIDS, he declared: ‘This is a battle against the disease, not our fellow Americans.’ And as the Washington Post noted shortly after his death in 2013, Koop was an ‘unsung hero’ and a ‘pivotal figure’ who saved many lives by persuading key members of Congress to set aside their hostility to the gay community and focus on the broader threat that the contagious disease presented.”271

			The Ronald Reagan haters have been at it for a long time; distorting things about the man and his legacies. This is not minor. These are revisions of history that are arguably dangerous. This time, the left-wingers are rewriting the history of Reagan and AIDS. They know that in order to destroy conservatism, they must destroy American conservatism’s favorite hero.

			In an article published recently in the New York Times, left-winger James Kirchick wrote a questionable piece in which he says Reagan did nothing about the AIDS crisis during his presidency.

			Nothing could be further from the truth.

			– – –

			As early as 1985, in response to a reporter’s question, Reagan said, “Including what we have in the budget for ’86, it will amount to over a half a billion dollars that we have provided for research on AIDS, in addition to what I’m sure other medical groups are doing. And we have $100 million in the budget this year; it’ll be 126 million next year. So, this is a top priority with us. Yes, there’s no question about the seriousness of this and the need to find an answer.”272

			He went even further in his 1986 State of the Union address, mentioning AIDS five times in his speech:

			We will continue, as a high priority, the fight against Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). An unprecedented research effort is underway to deal with this major epidemic public health threat. The number of AIDS cases is expected to increase. While there are hopes for drugs and vaccines against AIDS, none are immediately available. Consequently, efforts should be focused on prevention, to inform and to lower risks of further transmission of the AIDS virus. To this end, I am asking the Surgeon General to prepare a report to the American people on AIDS.273

			Partially distracting to the Reagans at the time was their daughter Patti posing nude for Playboy. Reagan was so embarrassed; he didn’t even mention it in his diaries. He also didn’t mention her at all in his autobiography. Nor did Nancy.

			– – –

			So much for not caring about AIDS and those suffering from its ravaging, deadly effects. Contrary to the liberal narrative, Reagan had a long history of championing the rights and privacy of all individuals. For example, in the 1940s, he was friends with many gay men during the time he spent in Hollywood, also known as “Babylon,” for its nonjudgmental attitude towards personal behavior.

			Having placed his presidential ambitions aside, in 1978, he had campaigned loud and long against the Briggs Initiative targeting gays. When it went down to a crushing defeat, Briggs was asked why, and he simply said “Ronald Reagan.”

			Subsequently, Reagan was applauded in the gay community for his political courage and integrity. Post-presidency, he fundraised for the Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation. When actor Paul Glaser’s wife contracted AIDS, two of the first people they heard from were Ron and Nancy Reagan. Reagan’s commitment to people’s personal rights and privacy included a commitment to fighting AIDS and respecting the rights of the individual.

			Reagan once said, “Freedom and the dignity of the individual have been more available and assured here than in any other place on earth.”274 It was in the supposedly sophisticated Bush White House that rubber gloves were awkwardly and insultingly donned while a group of gay activists visited the White House.

			Also during his presidency, Reagan had appointed two of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) commissioners who were doctors and extremely accurate, many said at the time, in leading the assault on the deadly disease. “As the policies they implemented would demonstrate, both understood that doctors could play an invaluable role in getting the right drugs into patients to beat this dreadful new disease.”275

			“The future of molecular medicine now depends largely on our willingness to give today’s doctors as much flexibility and responsibility as was given to doctors engaged in the early battle against AIDS.… As the gravity of the AIDS threat became clear, the Reagan FDA began writing new rules that spelled out when significant parts of the old rules wouldn’t be fully or rigorously enforced,” according to Huber.276

			Even though, at one point, in 1994, a computer-generated picture for a European magazine was made of Reagan’s face covered with lesions. It was repulsive.

			One well familiar with the situation at hand was Reagan’s close friend and counselor to the president, Ed Meese:

			I can remember numerous sessions where the domestic policy council where the surgeon general provided information to us, and the questions were not whether the federal government would get involved, but what would be the best way. There was support for research through the NIH.

			There also were questions about the extent to which public warnings should be sent out. It was a question of how the public would respond to fairly explicit warnings about fairly explicit warnings about fairly explicit things. Ultimately, warnings were sent out.277

			Reagan’s FDA also found a substantial number of doctors with the skills to recommend drugs productively, even if those drugs had not first been evaluated in protracted FDA-strategized trials.

			As not widely reported, every Reagan budget included a larger and larger sum for AIDS research.

			As Reagan’s 1986 budget request stated, this “budget provides for funds for maintaining—and in some cases expanding—a high priority in crucial areas of national interest…including drug enforcement, AIDS research, the space program, nonmilitary research interest and national security.”278 The budget request by Reagan added that AIDS “remains the highest public health priority of the Department of Health and Human Services.” As was declared by columnist Deroy Murdock, “No one justifiably can regard Reagan’s request and actual AIDS spending as a gleefully applied death sentence for AIDS sufferers. Besides, could much have been done with an even larger cash infusion during the infancy of AIDS?”279

			– – –

			“You could have poured half the national budget into AIDS in 1983, and it would have gone down a rathole.” This was stated by Michael Fumento, who wrote BioEvolution: How Biotechnology Is Changing Our World. And as Steven Hayward’s research shows, the Gipper talked about AIDS early in the 1980s.

			He also visited the Department of Health and Human Services on February 5, 1986, and said, “One of our highest public health priorities is going to be continuing to find a cure for AIDS.”

			Reagan told his assistants over the years that he knew many gay people in Hollywood and never had any problem with any of them. It was surmised that a lot of gay people worked for and supported Reagan in 1980 and 1984. But of course, no one knew the exact numbers. “We never kept track,” said a key Reagan aide, Martin Anderson.280

			It made sense as it did to other minorities. A buck was just as green to a gay man as it was to a straight man.

			“As much as Reagan evidently…exhibited tolerance of homosexuality in his private life, when it comes to public policy, he opposed the persecution of gays and devotee considerable taxpayer resources to AIDS research and treatment.”281

			The Reagan Administration’s AIDS funding requests went from $8 million in 1982 to $26.5 million in 1983. The Congress raised it to $44 million and then it essentially doubled each year of the Reagan presidency.

			So, it is now crystal clear that Reagan was a man with an open heart, an open wallet, and an open mind when it came to toleration for gay people and support for AIDS research, anything else is nothing more than a lie promulgated by his political opponents.

			Reagan experienced this often during his political career. Hurling the truth at Reagan could not work, so his enemies made up lies.

			Even a liberal such as Hillary Clinton went on national television to praise Nancy Reagan for helping to start a “national conversation” about the awful disease. “Because of both the President and Mrs. Reagan, in particular Mrs. Reagan, we started a national conversation where before nobody would talk about it. Nobody wanted anything to do with it.”282 She wasn’t resolute enough to stand by her principles, and when under pressure from liberal Reagan detractors, she recanted her comments.

			
			
		

	
		
			Reagan and Martin Luther King Jr. Day

			“It appears that Reagan got his answer.”

			On April 8, 1968, four days after Martin Luther King Jr. was murdered, the first resolution to make King’s birthday a federal holiday was introduced in the House of Representatives by Democratic Rep. John Conyers (MI-1), the longest-serving black member of Congress. The Associated Press (AP) wire, announcing resolution HR 16510 was published the next day in the New York Times on page 26. It was less than twenty-five words, above a cigarette ad and below a subway maintenance article.283 The measure would die in Congress.

			Senator Edward Brooke (R-MA) introduced legislation in the Senate at the same time; however, his differed from Rep. Conyers’ proposal. Conyers wanted a federal holiday while Brooke wanted January 15 to be designated a day of commemoration for Martin Luther King Jr. Senator Brooke was the only African-American senator, and his measure would also sadly die.

			Needless to say, the amount of coverage the resolution received was proportional to how seriously it was considered by the legislative branch at the time. A year later, the bill would be reintroduced only to be pushed back to page 30 of the New York Times, with an even briefer mention. Undaunted, Rep. Conyers would continue to introduce the same legislation in every single congressional session until its passage.284

			That congressional ambivalence towards King’s birthday was not shared with the country. On January 15, 1970, New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller and New York City Mayor John Lindsay attended multiple events across the city held in King’s honor, though both their offices remained open. Not all of King’s mourners were excited to see the men. According to the New York Times, “A small group of young whites jeered the Mayor, chanting ‘Free the Panther 21—jail Lindsay.’”285

			As the name suggests, the Panther 21 were twenty-one Black Panthers accused of planning a series of bombings, shootings, and terrorist attacks against New York Police officers. They were held on a combined 156 charges.286 Among the accused was Afeni Shakur, then eight months pregnant with her son, Tupac Amaru Shakur, who would become the famed rapper and social activist. In 1971, all charges were dropped after revelations that undercover police were actively planning and encouraging the contemplated trail of terror. Shakur was facing three hundred years in prison.287 The trial gave testament to just how near our country was to rejecting King’s nonviolent activism.

			– – –

			Black city leaders called for all businesses to voluntarily close in observance of the day. While all public schools were closed, New York’s leadership did not mandate closures, and most businesses remained open. Only in Harlem were a majority of shops closed.

			In near-freezing weather, thousands of New Yorkers attended memorial services, listened to public speeches, or simply stood outside and observed a city still raw and very much in mourning. In a speech that day, Reverend Wyatt Tee Walker of the Canaan Baptist Church said, “From this day forward, we will no longer work on January 15, with pay or without pay. We do not simply seek a day off; we insist that at least once a year this nation should pause in memory of that noble American, Martin Luther King Jr., and recommit itself to rid our land of all vestiges of racism, poverty and war.”288

			Governor Nelson Rockefeller spoke in an unheated auditorium before 2,500 attendees who were anxious to see Reverend Ralph Abernathy, King’s successor as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference head. They were adjourned after three hours of sitting and shivering in the cold. Abernathy had missed his flight after being swamped by crowds at the service in Atlanta.

			– – –

			Every year, veneration toward the reverend’s birthday grew. On January 11, 1971, the Times ran an article; “Most Major Cities Will Ignore Birthday of Dr. King on Friday.”289 Only one day later, the outpouring of nationwide observance would be so overwhelming that, on the 16th, the headline would read “Dr. King Honored All Over Country.”290 The article noted, “A principal theme of the solemn day was the rising demand that Jan. 15 be made a national holiday.” King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference had raised over three million signatures supporting the effort.291 Multiple cities nationwide closed public schools, and state legislatures honored King in resolutions. Labor unions began observing the day, and when renegotiating their contracts, many successfully added MLK Day to their list of demands.292,293

			In February 1971, the measure was introduced again by Senator George McGovern (D-SD) and Jacob Javits (R-NY). The bill was joined by a statement saying the day was needed “because of the greatness of the man, because his cause is paramount on the national agenda, and because he pursued his goals with the tactics of compassion.” The majority of Congress remained unmoved, and though the bill made it out of committee, it failed to advance once again.294

			As the widespread observance of the day grew nationwide, Congress found it more and more challenging to ignore Rep. Conyers’ proposed legislation. While much of the desire for King to be so recognized came from the earnest conviction that the man had earned it, it was far from the only motivation.

			While Dr. King was at his most active and visible in the ’60s, there were constant rumors that he was the target of a government conspiracy. After his assassination, these rumors exploded and have persisted to this day. While the theories vary, most contend that the FBI knew and was complicit in his killing.295 In the years that followed King’s death, a slow trickle of leaks, investigations, and reporting revealed that the FBI was explicitly involved in a series of operations and conspiracies to destroy King and his legacy. Then, in March 1971, the burglary of a tiny, two-person FBI satellite office changed everything.

			An activist group called the Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI staged one operation, disbanded immediately, and was never caught.296 The eight-member team raided the FBI’s Media, Pennsylvania office with the intent of finding proof that the FBI was actively working against the anti-war activists, thus ensuring that the Vietnam War would continue. Nixon had recently expanded the war into Cambodia. The press barely noted the burglary at the time, and the FBI seemed intent on keeping it that way.297

			After assessing the documents they stole, the burglars disseminated them to several major publications. Fearing the inevitable scandal, then-Attorney General John N. Mitchell publicly pleaded with journalists not to publish their stories. He said, “Disclosure of the information could endanger the lives or cause other serious harm to persons engaged in investigative activities on behalf of the United States.”298 Needless to say, the media declined his request.

			The trove of documents was damning. This was the first time Americans learned about the FBI’s Counterintelligence Program, known as COINTELPRO. The program was a series of illegal and clandestine operations that targeted “subversive” organizations. The operations ranged from discrediting groups by spreading false material to outright assassinations.

			Subsequent investigations revealed that Dr. King was the target of a six-year discrediting campaign by the FBI. Arguably the most unsettling attempt to discredit the man was the now-infamous FBI–King suicide letter. In 1964, the FBI anonymously sent Dr. King a tape recording of himself, allegedly engaging in “unsavory activities.”299 Along with the tape was an anonymous letter viciously attacking the civil rights leader. The document ended with an ultimatum and a suggestion:

			King, there is only one thing left for you to do. You know what it is. You have just 34 days in which to do it. (This exact number has been selected for a specific reason.) It has definite practical significance. You are done. There is but one way out for you…. You better take it before your filthy, abnormal, fraudulent self is bared to the nation.300,301

			The FBI never clarified whether this implied suicide or resignation, but most assumed the former.302 A former agent described the size and scope of the FBI operation against Dr. King as the second “only to the way they went after Jimmy Hoffa.” In a 1975 testimony, they would concede that there was a “‘dubious’ national security rationale” for such a massive operation.303 A New York Times editorial from that year said of the organization:

			“The revelation that the F.B.I. sent a communication to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. which he, not unreasonably, took as an attempt to push him to suicide, surely the most loathsome of a startling number of indications that Congress has long been negligent in its responsibility to bring the bureau under control.”304

			Dr. King was never once charged by the FBI.

			The revelations of COINTELPRO should have led to a national reckoning and complete reform of our intelligence communities. Regrettably, the agency largely escaped any major reforms despite a handful of executive orders and symbolic actions. Yet, it would take decades for the agency to rebuild its reputation with the American people in the public sphere. In many black communities, COINTELPRO to this day serves as a horrifying indictment of the American government. It is a bleak cautionary tale of how far the government was willing to go to deny civil rights to millions of Americans on no basis beyond the color of their skin.

			Perhaps it was some form of contrition or an earnest desire to right that wrong that, in 1979, almost a decade after King’s death, Congressman Conyers’ bill finally had its day in Congress.305 The bill was reported to the floor on October 23. To pass without amendment, Conyers would need two-thirds of the House to advance it under suspension of House rules.306 While many members of Congress supported the bill in principle, they found the practicalities a little more troublesome.

			A congressional assessment found that the bill would cost the federal government $27 million a year in overtime pay. A vocal opponent, Rep. Robert Michel (R-IL), suggested Congress forget the federal holiday and instead rename DC’s Robert F. Kennedy Stadium to Martin Luther King Stadium. He said: “A holiday passes and is gone, but the stadium would be a 365-day-a-year reminder.”307 While Dr. King’s contributions to the civil rights movement obviously outstripped Kennedy’s, the irony of replacing one civil rights leader with another civil rights leader was seemingly lost on Rep. Michel.

			On November 13, the vote was held; 252–133. It was just fourteen votes shy of the two-thirds majority. To see it pass that year, Conyers would have to reintroduce it under “normal” House rules. This meant the rest of Congress would have the chance to water it down or carve it up. That’s precisely what they did.

			The House immediately attempted to amend the bill so that the holiday would fall not on King’s January 15 birthday but on “the third Sunday in January.” To Rep. Conyers and the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), this was utterly unacceptable. The most evident problem was that it wouldn’t actually be Dr. King’s birthday. Secondly, shifting it to a Sunday would save the federal government $27 million a year, but it would shatter the gravity of the day, some thought. MLK Day would essentially become a symbolic observance that most people would likely forget or ignore within a few years.

			Nevertheless, the House voted 207–191 to move the holiday to a Sunday. Rep. Conyers and the black caucus immediately pulled the bill from the floor. They were infuriated with their colleagues, but most of all, they were outraged by then-President Jimmy Carter. Rep. Cardiss Collins (D-IL) said in a press conference following the bill’s withdrawal that Carter did “‘not do anything’ to help round up votes. ‘The administration pays a lot of lip service to what it’s doing for minorities.’” But that inactions like this “belie what he says he’s doing.” In response, the Carter White House expressed regret over the vote but little else.308

			In a powerful statement, Rep. Conyers explained precisely why the day was so important and why Carter’s failure to support its passage was so devastating: “It is an extension of the civil rights struggle. Is the nation willing to state that what Dr. King once stood for is what we as a government and people now stand for?”309

			The Carter White House declined to comment on the Congressional Black Caucus’ criticism.310 Carter had made an earlier promise to support the legislation in principle, yet his commitment clearly fell far short of what the CBC had hoped for.

			It’s not clear exactly why Carter didn’t more aggressively support the measure. At this point in his presidency, with a crippled economy and the ongoing Iranian hostage crisis, he was facing historically low approval numbers.311 He was fending off not only the Republican Party but a primary challenge from within the Democratic ranks. His 1976 victory heavily depended on his support in the Deep South; he won every state, save Virginia. It’s possible that he was fearful a full-throated push for a Dr. King holiday would wash away his already eroding support. Either way, his refusal, combined with several other racial factors, led to a split in the CBC. Four of the seventeen members switched their support from Carter to Senator Edward M. Kennedy for the Democratic primary.312 Carter fended off Kennedy for the primary but was no match for Reagan and the national momentum for change. After Reagan’s election in 1980, the ninety-seventh Congress yet again failed to advance the bill. Then, in 1983, on the fifteenth anniversary of King’s passing, “the arc of the moral universe”313 finally bent towards justice.

			– – –

			In 1980, only two men in history had a federal holiday named after them. Only one of those two men was an American. The first was the founder of our nation. The second was responsible for “discovering” our country. So singular an honor it is to have a day marked by a federal holiday that, for decades, critics of the latter have sought to revoke that reverence. While there’s credence to much of their arguments today, in 1980, there was almost none. Or, shall we say, there was no national interest in hearing those arguments. Thus, when Reagan took office, the only men to have their respective birthdays marked with a federal holiday were the founder and finder of our nation. Who could measure up to that?

			President Ronald Reagan had consistently opposed a federal holiday for Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. He opposed it for two straightforward points: cost and gravity. Reagan was elected for many reasons, and among those reasons was his inclination toward solid leadership and fiscal responsibility. He was the man to clean up Washington and make the bureaucrats who subsisted off taxpayer dollars earn every penny they made. So, immediately granting a tenth paid federal holiday seemed antithetical to everything he campaigned on. He was there to get the government back to work, not give them another day off.

			Reagan recognized deeply the gravity of granting a man a federal holiday. Of all the great men who sacrificed so much of themselves to build a better America, why did Dr. King deserve it more? Did he free more people than President Abraham Lincoln? Did he sacrifice more than Major General Joseph Warren did at the Battle of Bunker Hill? Did he lead a nation to victory as President Ulysses S. Grant did against the Confederacy? This was, in many ways, a blind spot of President Reagan’s. It wasn’t simply about the numbers or the overaction. It was about us, America. It was about what we chose to value.

			America is built on the affirmation and celebration of the individual. What greater poetry is there than to grant such a gift to a man who never held high office or wore stars on his collar? A man entitled to no great inheritance? A man who built his name not on industry but on the immortal words of Jesus Christ? Dr. King led no men in war. Instead, he consistently encouraged them to pursue the path of peace. A man whose own government monitored him so meticulously that, if he had stolen a stick of gum, they would have the wrapper on file. President Lincoln spoke of “the better angels of our nature,” and Dr. King lived by them.

			– – –

			The fifteenth anniversary of Dr. King’s assassination brought an unprecedented energy and enthusiasm to the MLK Day movement. The Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, a.k.a. the King Center, founded shortly after Dr. King’s death, organized events across the country to encourage legislators to finally act on the day. Legendary musical pioneer Stevie Wonder even released a single, “Happy Birthday,” in honor of King and in the hopes of seeing his day finally recognized.314

			Wonder would later join Coretta Scott King in presenting six million signatures to Speaker Tip O’Neill (D-MA), finally calling for the day to be recognized.

			– – –

			By the time Congress was convened in the summer of 1983, Rep. Conyers was already hard at work whipping up support for H.R. 800,315 the latest iteration of his fifteen-year crusade. Suddenly, he found himself outflanked by a first-year congresswoman from Indiana. Rep. Katie Hall introduced H.R. 3706316 on July 29, 1983. She had almost half as many Democratic cosponsors and a fraction of many Republicans; her bill gained traction over Conyers’. Most notably, Rep. Conyers’ bill was pegged to Dr. King’s January 15 birthday. Rep. Hall’s made the third Monday of every January Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Day. She also included a handful of additional provisions in her bill.

			Rep. Hall quickly took center stage. Some may have been sad that, after fifteen years of fighting, it was a first-term member of Congress, not Rep. Conyers, whose bill was moving forward. Yet Rep. Conyers quickly leapt in support of Rep. Hall’s legislation. For Rep. Conyers, this was not about the glory; it was about realizing a fifteen-year goal. When the bill came to a vote, it passed 338–90, well over the two-thirds necessary for rules suspension.317 Now it all came down to the Senate. While the bill seemed to be fast-tracked on golden rails, one senator was very content to derail it and, in the process, place Reagan in a very precarious position.

			– – –

			As the bill advanced to the Senate, passage appeared to be a foregone conclusion. While Democratic leadership was enthusiastically backing the bill, many Republicans, even those who voted against the bill in 1973, joined them in support.

			Then-Congressman Newt Gingrich (R-GA) had pledged to support the holiday in 1978 and was willing to go even further. As recorded in Citizen Newt, Gingrich told a black delegation, “There are 861 statues and paintings in the Capitol. There are zero black ones.”318 Gingrich would later be instrumental in having a statue of Dr. King placed in the US Capitol. He spoke to Dr. King’s importance: “The reality is that for black Americans…King is unequivocally the symbolic spokesman, the moment in history, the representation of that change from segregation to integration.”319 While the bill was likely to pass the Senate, the question now was whether or not the President would sign it.

			President Ronald Reagan was fundamentally an optimist. Like Reverend King, he shared a vital belief in the goodness of all people.320 Reagan believed the government had no right to intervene in the affairs of law-abiding citizens. Reagan believed in a clear and defined line between an individual’s moral compass and the government’s. So what was Reagan’s moral compass?

			To understand how he approached the issues, one must understand his childhood. Reagan wrote in his autobiography: “My parents constantly drummed into me the importance of judging people as individuals. A lot of it, I think, was because my dad had learned what discrimination was like firsthand. He’d grown up in an era when some stores still had signs at their door saying, ‘NO DOGS OR IRISHMEN ALLOWED.’”321

			In his hometown, the movie theater was segregated. Because of his parents’ influence, when he went to the movies with his black friends, he sat in the “black” section with them.322

			One of the football players whom Reagan took home with him when black people were not allowed in the hotel, William Franklin Burghardt, later became one of Reagan’s closest friends. In a 1981 interview, he was asked about Reagan’s views on race. Burghardt said, “I just don’t think he was conscious of race at all. You have listened to the Carter debate during the campaign. Reagan said that when he was growing up they didn’t know they had a racial problem. It was the dumbest thing a grown person could say, but he’d never seen it. I believe that hotel was his first experience of that sort.”323

			– – –

			Reagan believed in the individual over the state and believed individual acts could overcome the systems that had oppressed Americans for decades. But what about cities in which the people do not want to change? The notion that black Americans should simply suffer until their fellow Americans become cognizant enough of their suffering to do something about it seemed absurd. Throughout his presidency, this “blind spot” would recur and lead to many false accusations that Reagan himself was racist.

			In 1983, momentum was growing for the recognition of MLK Day. In a speech on January 15, Reagan said Dr. King “burned with the gospel of freedom, and that flame in his heart lit the way for millions…. Much of his dream has become a reality, but much is still to be achieved.” King’s widow, Coretta Scott King, wrote Reagan a letter thanking him for his kind words and encouraged him to support the legislation.324 Reagan wanted to see King so acknowledged but struggled with the notion of closing the government every year. On July 29, 1983, the White House released a Statement of Administration Policy regarding Congresswoman Hall’s proposed bill:

			The Administration believes Martin Luther King’s birthday should be nationally recognized to honor his memory. The Administration does not believe the commemoration should invoke closing down the government and creating an additional paid holiday for Federal employees. Therefore, the Administration would prefer that H.R. 3345 be removed from Suspension Calendar and amended so as to eliminate an additional paid holiday.325

			While this announcement was disappointing to some, it was becoming clear that a veto-proof majority would carry the day regardless. This placed Reagan in a very tough position.

			On October 4, Senator Jesse Helms (R-NC) furiously took to the Senate floor. The veteran legislator was infuriated that Congress would consider giving an honor to an “action-oriented Marxist”326 like Dr. King. He charged that King’s non-violent approach was a façade, and that he would use “nonviolence as a provocative act to disturb the peace of the state and to trigger, in many cases, overreaction by authorities.”327 He further claimed that Dr. King intentionally permitted Marxists to proliferate within his ranks despite being warned against them:

			I think most Americans would feel that the participation of Marxists in the planning and direction of any movement taints that movement at the outset.… Others may argue that Dr. King’s thought may have been merely Marxist in its orientation. But the trouble with that is that Marxism-Leninism, the official philosophy of communism, is an action-oriented revolutionary doctrine. And Dr. King’s action-oriented Marxism, about which he was cautioned by the leaders of this country, including the president at that time, is not compatible with the concepts of this country.328

			He also, less dramatically, claimed that the bill could end up costing taxpayers more than $12 billion every year. The Congressional Budget Office estimated $18 million.329

			Senator Helm’s central demand, and the crux of his accusations, was the unsealing of the FBI’s Martin Luther King–surveillance tapes. In the years following King’s assassination and the revelation of COINTELPRO, King’s own Southern Christian Leadership Conference was anxious that illegally obtained audio recordings or documents would be tampered with and released to the public with the intent of discrediting King. To that end, they sued the FBI and demanded all documents be permanently destroyed. The presiding District Judge John Lewis Smith declined to have them destroyed. Instead, he ordered the FBI to hand over all documents pertaining to Dr. King to the National Archives. There, they would be sealed for fifty years: until 2027.330 Senator Helms felt that if these documents were released to the public, the people would see King as a “fraud” and turn against the holiday.

			Helms had his supporters, but they were few in number and falling fast. His obstruction lasted sixteen days, and some people on the fence may have turned into full-throated supporters. Conversely, his gamble made many enemies within the party. Most prominently, Senator Robert J. Dole (R-KS) said of Helm’s fiscal concerns: “Since when did a dollar sign take its place atop our moral code?… To those who would worry about cost, I would suggest they hurry back to their pocket calculators and estimate the cost of 300 years of slavery, followed by a century or more of economic, political, and social exclusion and discrimination.”331

			Similarly, Senators Arlen Specter (R-PA) and Strom Thurmond (R-SC) also condemned Helm’s accusations. Republican Senator Jack Kemp stated, “If we lose sight of the fact that the Republican Party was founded by Mr. Lincoln as a party of civil rights, freedom, and hope, and opportunity, and dreams, and a place where all people could be free—if we turn our backs we are not going to the be the party of human dignity we want, as Republicans, to be known for.”332

			Despite all the last-minute theatrics, on October 19, the Senate finally held their vote. It was recorded that not only were all one hundred senators present for the vote, but even Vice President George Bush made a rare appearance in the chamber so he could sit in on the historic moment. The bill passed 78–22.333 Starting in 1986, the third Monday of January would be the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Day federal holiday. That is, if Reagan signed it.334

			That evening, Reagan held a press conference to discuss the historic day and his intentions for the bill. He was asked by a reporter what he thought of Helm’s assertion that Dr. King was a communist sympathizer. Reagan replied, “We’ll know in about thirty-five years,” referring to the sealed FBI documents. He continued, “No, I don’t fault Senator Helms’ sincerity with regard to wanting the records opened up. I think that he’s motivated by a feeling that if we’re going to have a national holiday named for any American, it’s only been named for one American in all our history up until this time, that he feels we should know everything there is to know about an individual.”335

			According to Lou Cannon, he made a similar comment earlier in the day privately to his aides. They laughed, assuming Reagan was being lighthearted. They never thought he would say it in the press briefing.

			Almost immediately, critics pounced. Most vociferous of all was Senator Kennedy. He said the words were “unworthy of the President of the United States.”336 Though few went that far, Reagan was roundly criticized.

			The comments overshadowed the fact that Reagan announced that he would sign the bill. His expressed reasoning was that he would support it “since they seem bent on making it a national holiday.” To this, Senator Kennedy stated his approval but snidely added, “I only wish he felt in heart what he will write with his hand.”337

			On Capitol Hill, Helms’s opposition had seemingly made him a pariah; beyond DC, things were far less straightforward. On October 21, it was reported that the Conservative Caucus had “delivered 43,700 signatures to the White House on Thursday in a last-gasp effort to persuade President Reagan”338 to veto the bill. This was far short of their total four hundred thousand members and supporters but still significant. Additionally, the press learned that Reagan had received a shocking letter from a former governor demanding that he veto the bill.

			Former New Hampshire Governor Meldrim Thomson Jr. sent a message to Reagan in which he made it clear just how displeased the state was with Reagan’s willingness to sign the legislation. He stated, “Here in New Hampshire, it is expected that you will again seek the first-in-the-nation Republican presidential nomination. This time, you could fail in that quest.” He then listed a series of action items that, if Reagan pursued, would be disastrous for his future. Among them was refusing to veto the King bill. He concluded:

			If you sign the bill, thousands of your supporters here in New Hampshire will perceive your action as they do that of conservative congressmen and senators who voted for the bill. Namely, that you, like they, sacrificed principle for the political expediency of anticipated votes next year…. There’s no sound reason to make a memorial to a man who, it’s generally conceded by FBI papers and books on the subject that, he was manipulated by the communists and had very close associations with them, particularly in the last few years of his life.339

			Even though the veto-proof majority guaranteed that the bill would pass no matter what Reagan did, his actions would still have severe ramifications for his future.

			As Thomson revealed, if he signed the bill, Reagan would be potentially losing a large faction of voters. The Conservative Caucus could back a primary challenger, and if Thomson’s threat held true, that challenger would all but be guaranteed the early primary state of New Hampshire. Lastly, he would be reversing his initial position that he held only months earlier. This perception of “fickleness” could cost him as well.340

			If he vetoed the bill, he would be drawing the wrath and ire of much of Congress while still seeing the bill ratified by an overriding majority. Yet, if he vociferously opposed the measure, he might turn enough votes to kill it outright. Either way, the Gipper had two options, and neither was politically ideal.

			Thankfully, Reagan based his final decision on his own moral compass and instincts. He still had reservations about giving any American, especially one who had never held public office, a federal holiday. Ultimately, knowing full well it could cost him, Reagan signed the bill on November 2, 1983.

			Reagan would still wonder about the gravity of having a federal holiday named after one man. As of that day, three men, only two of which were American, would have days named after them: George Washington, Christopher Columbus, and Martin Luther King Jr. Several years later, Washington’s birthday, the third Monday in February, would cease to be called “Washington’s birthday” and instead became Presidents Day. (Though it is still legally known as Washington’s birthday). Not long after, an ongoing campaign began to have Columbus Day, the second Monday in October, renamed Indigenous Peoples Day. So in a twist of irony, Martin Luther King ended up being the only man, American or otherwise, to have a day undisputedly named after him.

			It appears that Reagan got his answer.341

			
			
			
		

	
		
			Rosty

			“Write Rosty.”342

			—Dan Rostenkowski

			About the only thing you could say that Democratic Congressman Dan Rostenkowski and Republican President Ronald Reagan had in common was that they were both from Illinois, the “Land of Lincoln.” But whereas Rostenkowski chose to forge a political career in Illinois, Reagan had left the state in his rear-view mirror as soon as he was done with his studies at tiny Eureka College in Tampico—near his home in Dixon—for a radio broadcasting opportunity in Iowa, and then for glam and glory and an acting career in Hollywood. And later, California politics.

			Rostenkowski was from the mean streets of poet Carl Sandburg’s Chicago, and Reagan was from the small towns of rural Illinois that novelist Sinclair Lewis used to mock in his books such as Elmer Gantry and Main Street.

			Even so, they would come together to forge one of the finest compromises in recent American history, an agreement so durable, it is still in effect. They wrought together nothing less than the Tax Reform Act of 1986.

			When Reagan became president, he chose as his inspiration Calvin “Silent Cal” Coolidge. His manner was such that it frustrated the best of reporters, and he was utterly indifferent to what they said or wrote. So was Reagan. When he became president, Reagan took down Harry Truman’s portrait and replaced it with Coolidge’s, and Washington gossip was sent atwitter.

			But it should have spoken volumes to Washingtonians. First, Coolidge was resolute. Second, Coolidge was a cool and shrewd negotiator. Third, it was impossible to intimidate Coolidge. Years later, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 would serve as an excellent example of how this American formulation of government can actually get things done—but not without its bumps along the way. It was an amazing event not even contemplated at the dawn of 1986. Washington Post writer Lou Cannon called it “arguably the most important domestic accomplishment of Reagan’s second term.”343

			– – –

			Rostenkowski—nicknamed “Rosty”—was an old school product of the machine politics of Chicago, a scion of “Hizzoner,” none other than Richard J. Daley, the last of the big city “boss” mayors. Daley may have been corrupt, but many in politics were also corrupt. At least you could say the city ran on time. The trash was picked up on time. The snow was removed on time. The cops showed up on time. The fire department showed up on time, and the teachers taught on time. All for a little honest graft.

			Rosty was not a regular reformer—indeed, he was right out of the “all politics is local” political school of his other mentor, Tip O’Neill, boss of the US House. He was also a wizard at collecting the honoraria bestowed on choice members of Congress. At the time, congressmen could gather as much payola as humanly possible in the form of college lectures, guest appearances, writing, whatever.

			Rosty was round, tough in a sort of old-football style with the map of Chicago all over his kisser. But he also had an infectious smile and a bearish, back-alley style in the old ward heeler, Windy City way. Also, he was as crooked as the day is long, again in the old Chicago style. This would unfortunately be his undoing.

			– – –

			He had crossed swords earlier with Reagan—and had lost—when he proposed a tax cut smaller than the Gipper’s in 1981. It was the Reagan plan that had passed. But Rosty was a master at the arcane art of political nitty-gritty, which, along with the fine art of political backscratching, is why he ascended to the power position of chairman of the Ways and Means Committee. He had a history of favorably working across the aisle with Reagan.

			In 1983, he worked out the details with Reagan to save Social Security. A bit of tax increases and a lot of changes to the regs, including how soon and how much each Social Security recipient got, and presto, there was a White House bill signing ceremony. The passage was seen as a measurement of Rosty’s political powers of persuasion.

			But then, Rosty reasoned if he could save Social Security, he could reform the tax code as well. Social Security had often been referred to as the “third rail” of American politics, a marvelous metaphor about the dangerous line for electrical cars and buses.

			– – –

			The White House let it leak that Reagan liked Rostenkowski after the Social Security deal. “Indeed, presidential intimates confide that their boss feels more comfortable with the lanky, broad-shouldered Illinois moderate than with other top Democrats in the House.”344 And if you looked deeper, they had some similarities.

			Both Reagan and Rostenkowski were hardscrabble kids more comfortable in a union hall than a corporate board room. They both had smart political savvy. And they both liked to win.

			Sometimes that meant forging alliances with the opposite party. For Rostenkowski, it was at times a difficult bridge to cross. He had his own often fractious party members to consider. For Reagan, it was a bit easier. First, he had once been a Democrat. For nearly thirty years, he’d been a rip-roaring supporter of FDR and later Harry Truman. The first vote he ever cast in 1932 was for Franklin Roosevelt. Second, he was a natural dealmaker, going back to his days as president of the Screen Actors Guild.

			– – –

			But now came the issue of true tax reform and a chance at really making a mark on public policy while truly helping Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Citizen. Reagan had cut taxes in 1981, and the economy responded enthusiastically. The economy was growing, jobs were growing, interest rates were coming down, inflation was coming down; in essence, the negative things that were supposed to come down, came down, and the positive things that were supposed to go up, went up.

			To quote economist Douglas Holtz-Eakin from a white paper he wrote on the Tax Reform Act of 1986, “Taxes have three effects on the economic activity of the nation. First, economic life is more complicated. Tax records must be maintained, returns filed, and the tax consequences of each transaction considered. Second, the distribution of taxes paid in part determines the allocation of well-being across individuals, income classes, industries and geographic areas. Finally, taxes interfere with the efficiency (in a technical sense to be made precise below) of a market economy. The correct measure of success of TRA86 is the degree to which it satisfies the tripartite criteria of simplicity, equity, and efficiency.”345

			Tax reform had been on the menu of the public policy debate for years, going back to World War II when FDR and the Democratic Congress ratcheted up taxes as high as 95 percent. After the war and FDR’s death, Republicans took control of Congress and together with the new president, Harry Truman, cut taxes. The economy exploded, dodging the post-war recession or depression some foretold. Reagan, a new student of public policy, took note.

			At the time, Reagan was making good money in Hollywood but was also paying top dollar in taxes. Personally offended, it began his historical move to the right. He read everything under the sun about tax policy. On those long train trips across the country when he was on the meat-and-potatoes tour for General Electric, he did not spend his time in the club car knocking back highballs with the other businessman; instead, he rented a private club car and took along a steamer trunk filled with books and articles on public policy.

			The 1960s saw major and minor tax reforms. The educated and smart John F. Kennedy was nonetheless unschooled in the ways of economics, so his economic advisor, Walter Heller, literally brought a blackboard into the Oval Office and taught the young president economics, including cutting taxes as a means of getting the country to move again. While selling his tax cut plan to the American public, it was the sailor president who proved that a rising tide would lift all boats.

			JFK’s tax plan did not pass Congress until after his assassination, but the 1960s economy took off—leading to a boom in jobs and low inflation.

			– – –

			Reagan spoke first, ahead of Rostenkowski. Actually, Reagan spoke twice. In his 1984 State of the Union address, Reagan called for major tax reform. The clever man knew if he went first, it would most likely take it off the table as an issue, thus making it his own issue in the 1984 presidential election. And it did. He said he wanted “to simplify the entire tax code so all taxpayers, big and small, are treated more fairly.”346

			The only flare-up about taxes in the 1984 campaign was when Democratic nominee Walter Mondale said, in his acceptance speech at their San Francisco convention, that he would raise taxes on the American people. It took the Reagan White House several days to respond, but Reagan finally issued a statement and said, “No.” In the fall election, Reagan waxed the old New Dealer by twenty points and forty-nine out of fifty states.

			Having won a huge landslide for his second term, Reagan had a mandate and room to maneuver, so once again, he called for major tax reform in his 1985 State of the Union remarks; he wanted to reduce rates and abolish nearly all the business tax breaks that had been on the books for years. The American people were dissatisfied with the tax code as it was, and why not? By 1985, the tax code had become a Rube Goldberg—like mishmash of rules and strange deductions. No one could figure it out. It was a bureaucrat’s love nest, but to the average American, it was a tangled mess.

			Two smart, young Democrats, Senator Bill Bradley of New Jersey and Congressman Richard Gephardt of Missouri, had been fiddling around with their own tax reform plan (Mondale deep-sixed it), so it eventually came for naught.

			Tax reform had been bandied about for years, going back to the JFK tax cuts, the Revenue Act of 1964, the Tax Adjustment Act of 1966, the Revenue and Expenditure Control Act of 1968, and to another Tax Reform Act of 1969. Each time, bureaucrats and congressmen gummed up the works. This time, the goal was to do away with all that and simplify the system, once and for all. What they planned was quite revolutionary, comfortable ground for Reagan but frightening for Rostenkowski, the get along, go along, street-smart pol. Reagan had always been open to new ideas.

			– – –

			The notion of tax reform had a tendency to make some people mad. Special interest groups looking after their golden ox dug in their collective heels. And it was doomed without bipartisan consensus. This dance of legislation would be especially delicate for the cynical city. But fortunately, this had a chance with the Great Communicator selling it to the American people. And both Reagan and Rostenkowski intuitively understood the realizations of tax reform— what it meant for their reputations and how it would help the American people.

			– – –

			They first had to agree on how taxes would be collected under the new arrangement. Also, there was a mutual agreement that the new plan had to be revenue neutral. Neither less, nor more taxes would be collected, so no bragging rights for both sides. They knew it would not be perfect, but it was hoped to be an improvement or at least less ugly than it looked before. Washington had raised and lowered taxes many times in the past years.

			In 1964, taxes had been lowered to 70 percent from 91 percent. Business taxes were cut, but by 1968, it was all added back. In 1969, Congress cut taxes again.

			The 1986 deal lowered taxes on domestic oil, but it also increased taxes on gasoline by one tenth of one cent. There were also a lot of little changes that only accountants could find pleasing when dealing with Social Security, alcohol, tobacco, and other seemingly unimportant little details.

			But the big proposal was about the reduction of individual taxes, business taxes, and capital gains. It also included increasing the personal exemption to $2,000, and increasing the earned income tax credit. It repealed the two-earner deduction, the state and local tax deduction, and income averaging, but increased the standard deduction for married couples to $5,000, the deductibility of passive losses, and the medical expense deductions, as well as enacting other various and sundry adjustments.

			The issue was so hot in Washington by 1985, Reagan mentioned it first, ahead of other domestic issues and ahead of any issue dealing with the Soviets. In the backdrop of the usual parlor game of Washington politics, White House Chief of Staff James A. Baker III and Treasury Secretary Donald T. Regan switched jobs, a switch in time. The tax issue already had good forward momentum, so this backdrop story did nothing to deter the issue at hand. But Baker and Regan didn’t get along. Hell, no one got along with Regan. At one point, he and Baker had an ugly phone call. “Regan angrily telephoned Baker and accused him of leaking the story [about the switch before it was officially announced]. Baker heatedly denied it. Regan told Baker to ‘f— yourself and the horse you rode in on,’ one of his favorite phrases, and hung up.”347

			Reagan also mentioned the issue first in his inaugural address in mid-January of 1985.

			Several months later, Reagan took to the airwaves again in an address to the American people asking for their support for real tax reform. He called for transforming a basically “unAmerican” system into something else that was clear, simple, and fair to all. As usual, all pundits called Reagan’s speech “superb.”

			Immediately following Reagan, Rostenkowski gave what was arguably the best political speech of his life, and editorials across the country were favorable. In his nationally televised speech, he urged viewers to “write Rosty” in Washington to signal their support for Reagan’s and Rostenkowski’s plan.

			Following his Oval Office speech, Reagan winged off on a tour of the nation to drum up support for tax reform, including a stop in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. Initially, the tax proposal whipped up little support. That plus Reagan’s untimely cancer surgery in 1985 slowed the campaign for tax relief, so other trips around the country had to be canceled.

			Nonetheless, a prairie fire had been touched off, and the passions of that fire moved across America in 1985. Most people were unified—if sometimes passive—and only the business community was split.

			– – –

			Everybody had to come to the deal with clean hands, and everybody had to give up something. Reagan had to agree to a small increase in capital gains, and while reluctant, he also believed earned wealth was more important than inherited wealth. In exchange, Rostenkowski agreed to no tax increases on small things, such as health insurance premiums paid for by employers.

			The Tax Reform Act of 1986 added just one more story to the already congested tale of tax reform in the 1980s. It really was astonishing once one thought about it. A whole army of lobbyists was working overtime in opposition, and yet a small miracle occurred.

			The first consideration (and really the only one) was how it affected the individual. Oliver Wendell Holmes once said that taxes are what we pay for a civilized society. True enough, but how much do you pay for that cultivated and polite society versus how much to cripple the freedom and independence of the individual? That was the delicate balance for which they were looking.

			There were also the real political considerations. Tax cuts had once been the ownership of the Democratic Party. The GOP for years had been the “green eyeshade,” “balance the budget,” and “eat your spinach” party. The Democrats had been the “happy days are here again” and “let’s get this country moving again” political party. For years, the Democrats had been the party of the future, which is why they dominated national politics for years, from 1932 right up until 1980.

			Jimmy Carter was a weird amalgamation of a foot-washing Baptist who didn’t smoke, drink, dance, or engage in card playing. Suffering was good for the soul. But he was also a devotee of a dark future and dystopia-like culture, reading books like The Culture of Narcissism and others predicting a bleak and sparse tomorrow—a society of limitations and scarcity. Carter had melded his religion and his fervor into a cranky governing philosophy. He was forever preaching a future of limitations, a shrinking pie.

			No election in recent memory pitted two men so diametrically opposed in temperament, ideology, and outlook. Carter was the lecturing schoolmarm, and Reagan was the indulgent grandfather giving his grandchildren the keys to the car. Reagan was the eternal optimist, and Carter forever the pessimist. Carter only saw the setting sun while Reagan believed it was morning again for America.

			Unfortunately, for the Georgian, the Carter way was not the way Americans saw their lives. Americans, by their nature, had always been an optimistic race, going back to the American Revolution and even before then. Hope for the future had always been a part of the American fabric and belief system, so had self-reliance. So by 1980, Ronald Reagan had honed a message and style that many Americans not only agreed with but found irresistible. Even years later as a former president, he was speaking at a GOP convention and talked about living for the future. He was eighty-one years old at the time.

			So naturally, in the late ’70s, he became intrigued by Jack Kemp’s 33 percent tax cut across the board. Kemp was a physical education major in college and had played well in pro football for the San Diego Chargers and the Buffalo Bills. But when it came to economics, he was a self-taught wiz.

			Kemp read everything on economics and listened to every economist under the sun. He was especially taken with Nobel Prize–winner Milton Freidman and Jude Wanniski, a bon vivant, all-around fun guy, and the author of The Way the World Works. Conservatives, especially of Reagan’s stripe, loved the book.

			It preached wealth and opportunity for all. This was radical thinking for a country coming out of seventeen years of bad news piled atop more bad news since the assassination of John Kennedy. Of course, the House of Representatives is only one side of Capitol Hill. Tax reform had to pass the Senate too, and that meant it first had to pass muster with the formidable head of the Senate Finance Committee, Senator Bob Packwood of Oregon. This posed yet another problem. Packwood was an inveterate Reagan hater, the last of a dying breed of liberal Republicans. Nonetheless, after a fashion, Packwood signed on. Speaking of the rest of Washington, he said, “‘By and large, they like the bill as we have drafted it and will support it when we introduce it next week…’ Packwood said Reagan told him, ‘Bob, from what I know of the outline, I like the bill and congratulate you on a good job in producing it.’”348

			Packwood was smart, tough, and able. Unfortunately, as it came to light years later, he was also a heavy wine drinker who, when in his cups, tried to seduce women. A lot of women as it turned out. But that was years off. Right now, the issue on the table was tax reform, not women.

			Eventually, Packwood engineered the near total approval of the Senate Finance Committee for Reagan’s tax reform package. But it was still tenuous in the Senate, where unlimited amendments could be offered and unlimited debate could take place. It was an intentional minefield designed by the Founding Fathers to slow the process to protect the nation from harebrained ideas taking hold. As George Washington said, the Senate was the saucer to cool the tea.

			Then, if it passed, it had to go through Rosty’s House Ways and Means Committee, and Rosty wanted to make sure the small taxpayer was protected first and foremost, among other things.

			If possible, Reagan had even less in common with Bob Packwood. Packwood was at best a liberal Republican who was in favor of big spending, abortion, and government regulations—in other words, everything Reagan was against. Packwood also had a nasty habit of making jokes about Reagan behind his back.

			But Reagan’s support was crucial. Without the support of the president, tax reform would never happen.

			After a fashion, the bill passed in the Senate Finance Committee with an overwhelming vote, and the postmortems about Rosty’s speech were still buzzing around Capitol Hill. Included was this classic: “the kind of beef eating, ward-heeling machine politician who considered the blow-dried world of TV to be sissy stuff.”349

			“There were just enough benefits for lower-income groups for the idea to be attractive to Democrats, and if tax reform was popular, they hoped to share in the credit.”350 For the Democrats, embracing tax reform was better than picking a fight with the Gipper.

			Slowly, they were all falling in line. But it was still a messy process. Rosty laid down a smoke screen as cover for Reagan. “It’s a Republican president who’s bucking his party’s tradition as protectors of big business and the wealthy. His words and feelings go back to Roosevelt and Truman and Kennedy. But the commitment comes from Ronald Reagan. And that is so important and welcome.… If the president’s plan is everything he says it is, he’ll have a great deal of Democratic support.”351

			“Rostenkowski was not wrong to hint that some Republicans might not be enthusiastic about a tax plan that increased taxes on business and eliminated so many special-interest tax breaks,” wrote Reagan.352

			Hence, the Ways and Means markup method changed the coalitions created to actually preserve the development, or in a few cases, grow existing tax breaks.

			As the committee hearings ground on through the summer and into the fall, lobbyists for banking, oil and gas, timber, insurance, labor, restaurants, municipal bonds, and everything in between rolled over Rostenkowski. The deduction for state and local taxes was restored. The White House was not happy with the erosion of the process, and though it maintained a public silence about the process of the bill, behind the scenes [White House aides] were working closely with Rostenkowski to try to keep the measure alive and intact. Rostenkowski went to Reagan in early November to say that he couldn’t hold the line on the 35 percent top rate; would Reagan accept 37 percent? Reagan delivered a flat no, saying that “we need the kind of tax reform we originally proposed, and not some of the waterings-down that are taking place as they discuss it up there.”353

			And then the bill passed out of the Ways and Means Committee, which contained a 38 percent top rate, fewer “family-friendly deductions”354 and a higher capital gains tax.

			As always, the “Inside the Beltway gang” had their own opinions. Some liked tax reform, some didn’t like tax reform, and the rest could not make up their minds. Same old Washington.

			At one point, the snarky, creepy, and repugnant Don Regan, then the treasury secretary, was talking to Reagan about the taxes he paid when he replied, “Sucker! With the right lawyer and the right accountant and the right tax shelters, you needn’t have paid a penny in taxes even if you made more than a million dollars a year—and it would have been perfectly legal and proper. The tax system we have now is designed to make the avoidance of taxes easy for the rich and has the effect of making it almost impossible for people who work for wages and salaries to do the same.”355

			That Regan talked like that to the president of the United States was understandable. Regan was a self-inflating stuffed shirt. A pompous ass.

			As mentioned previously, Regan and Jim Baker had switched jobs. Jim Baker had the temperament to do either job. But Regan was an elitist. The things he did as chief of staff for Reagan were legendary. His pomposity knew no bounds.

			He also disregarded women, including unfortunately, Nancy Reagan. It was the unmovable force versus the irresistible force. But all knew who was going to win. It was the person who shared the same bedroom with Dutch. Jim Baker always dutifully took her calls and listened to her gripes. Don Regan actually once hung up on Mrs. Reagan. From then on, his playing days were numbered.

			Reagan hated that sort of elitism and did his best to hold it an arm’s length.

			The tax rate was heading for a huge cut, but conservative economists were still not satisfied. Having passed the Senate, the bill proceeded over to the House’s Ways and Means Committee and then the full House.

			Meanwhile, the White House was more and more skeptical of the bill, but hoped the Senate could make the necessary changes to make the bill more palatable. By this time, the White House had backed away a bit and refused to send a letter of support to Congress, though they still backed tax reform. Still, Republicans on the Hill were skeptical, and on a procedural early vote, banded with some liberal Democrats to defeat the bill. It took Reagan riding over the Hill to come to the rescue. The bill was alive again. Reagan had just come from a memorial service for 248 servicemen who had been killed in a plane accident. The room was somber, as was the president. Previously, the GOP House members had been ready to take on Reagan, but in true fashion, he melted them with love. It would go back to the Senate but with low expectations.

			One of the most effective and funniest men in the House, Congressman Bill Frenzel, Republican of Minnesota quipped “The phrase, ‘the senate will fix it up’ is the moral equivalent of ‘I’ll respect you in the morning.’”356 “This was a tall order,” said one knowledgeable source.357

			The Gipper agreed that there were shortcomings in the bill but promised to get the Senate to fix it or he’d just veto the whole thing. He was always for tax cuts in any shape, size, or form. Not long after he was elected, he was speaking to a young group of conservatives and was queried about tax cuts. He replied that yes, tax cuts helped stimulate the economy and yada, yada, yada, but they were really about the individual and restoring power to the individual. Since 1933 and the advent of the New Deal, there had been a back-and-forth struggle over taxation and what it meant to be an American. Were we simply wards of the state or free and independent individuals?

			– – –

			Finally, Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill called tax reform up for a voice vote. It passed overwhelmingly. Substantial tax reform—which is still in effect today—passed for America by voice vote.

			There was a Rose Garden signing ceremony with a lot of hoopla and hype and all the congressional leadership—both Republicans and Democrats were there—so substantial tax reform that closed loopholes, raised the corporate rate by a small amount, raised capital gains by a tiny amount, and lowered individual taxes by a big amount became the law of the land.

			Besides Rostenkowski and Packwood, the most critical participant in tax reform was Ronald Reagan. Journalists Jeffrey Birnbaum and Alan Murray wrote, “Without his backing, tax reform never would have happened.”358

			“The political effects of the 1986 tax reform act were profound. Cutting the top individual rate to 28 percent cemented in place Reagan’s fundamental victory in reorienting tax policy, and as such can be understood as the last act in the tax revolt that had begun in earnest with the passage of California’s Proposition 13 in 1978.”359

			And it has been, more or less, the law of the land since 1986.

			
			
		

	
		
			Collectivism, Reagan, and Gorbachev

			“How am I supposed to get anyplace with the Russians if they keep dying on me?”360

			—Ronald Reagan

			By the time of his Hollywood years, Ronald Reagan had a fully formed and developed hatred of collectivism as expressed by communism, socialism, and the leftward movement of the Democratic Party. He walked away from the Democrats as a result and never looked back, more comfortable with the GOP than his old party. True, the Republican Party had its share of “Police State” Republicans, “Big Government” Republicans, “Insider” Republicans, “Wilsonian” Republicans, “Neocon” Republicans, and others who wanted to “make the world safe for democracy.”

			Reagan had already fired Al Haig as his Secretary of State, who was nothing more than Henry Kissinger’s cat’s-paw. The night he fired Haig, Reagan wrote in his private diaries that his only disagreement with Haig was “whether I made policy or the Sec. of State did.”361

			Reagan hated Soviet communism. He told the annual gathering of the 1977 Conservative Political Action Conference, “When a conservative says that totalitarian Communism is an absolute enemy of human freedom, he is not theorizing—he is reporting the ugly reality captured so unforgettably in the writings of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.”362

			Following Reagan’s reelection, the diplomatic tags on Soviet cars at their legation in Washington DC were altered to begin with the letters “FC.” “No one needed to guess what it stood for.”363 Reagan came to the presidency armed with defensive knowledge. He believed he could learn and profit from the diplomatic mistakes of the past. Evil, as in Nazi Germany and Tojo Hideki’s Japan, cannot be negotiated with. To Reagan, under accommodationist and détente policies, they gave up far too much to the Soviets.

			On March 11, 1985, President Ronald Reagan was awakened at 4 a.m. to distressing news. General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Konstantin Chernenko had died. The seventy-three-year-old leader had died from health complications stemming from his heavy smoking for most of his life. He had led his country for just over thirteen months. He was the third Soviet leader in three years to die in office. Upon hearing the news and after making the necessary arrangements, a frustrated Reagan turned to Nancy and said, “How am I supposed to get anyplace with the Russians if they keep dying on me?”364

			– – –

			Since the 1960s, America’s policy of détente, the focus on reduced tension via treaties and talks, had purchased America a deeply fragile peace with the Soviet Union. Arguably, the earliest substantive manifestation of this spirit was the Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963 (PTBT). A New York Times feature compared “The East-West Détente—As Western Cartoonists See It,” versus “The East-West Détente—As Russian Cartoonists See It.” The American comics had a pensive devil being offered Cupid’s bow and arrow, labeled “Nuclear Know-How,” with the caption “You, too, can be a Cupid.” One of the Russian cartoons had two women, one wearing a mushroom cloud as a hat, the other wearing an air raid helmet with atomic bombs on either side. The caption read: “Hats out of season.”365 Needless to say, in 1963, the promise of peace left both countries hopeful.

			– – –

			In the years that followed, this direct peace would be purchased with heavy indirect costs. The Cuban Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War, and an endless list of blood coups, insurrections, and government overthrows were just a handful of the direct byproducts of this “peace” between East and West. These “proxy wars” and “crises” were dangerous and deadly events that would bring the human race closer to complete annihilation than anyone ever thought possible.

			The burden of fighting these wars was largely shouldered by tens of thousands of enlisted men and women in both spheres of influence. These soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen were sent to fight vague and endless wars by leaders who would later disavow the causes for which they had sent those same warriors to fight. This is to say nothing of the millions of indigenous persons whose sovereign nations were invaded, bombed, traded, and/or divided by greater forces who saw them not as sovereign lands but as pawns and rooks to be shifted around in an endless game of global chess.

			President Reagan didn’t enjoy this game and had no intention of seeing it continue. In his autobiography, Reagan described “détente” as:

			A French word the Russians had interpreted as a freedom to pursue whatever policies of subversion, aggression, and expansionism they wanted anywhere in the world. Every Soviet leader since Lenin, up to and including the present one…had said the goal of the Soviet Union was to Communize the world. Except for a brief time-out during World War II, the Russians had been our de facto enemies for almost sixty-five years; all this while, their policies had been consistently and religiously devoted to the single purpose of destroying democracy and imposing Communism.366

			This was accurate. In almost every major speech by a Soviet Union leader, they positioned themselves not as a nation but as a social collective comprised of all of the world’s workers. Their intention was to see communist revolutions overtake the world until there was only the working class. Or, as their motto, the words of Karl Marx himself, clearly stated, “Workers of the world, unite!”

			Reagan’s opinion of the Cold War had been formed many years earlier. Reagan’s experiences in Hollywood, and having read Witness by Whittaker Chambers, led him to fault American liberals for having been so naïve with regard to the political progresses of communism. Chambers said at one point, “Every move against Communism was felt by liberals to be a move against themselves.”367 But he hated the thought of nuclear war. Some wondered if Reagan would ever push the button if directly challenged. “The President, we hear, detests nuclear weapons and is uncomfortable discussing doomsday scenarios with his inner circle. What is ultimately revealed by these exchanges, however, is that the intuition of Ronald Reagan was superior to that of the sophisticates, in both the conservative and the liberal worlds.”368

			– – –

			In the late 1970s and early 1980s, just as Americans felt their nation was withdrawing into its borders, the Soviet Union seemed intent on advancing beyond theirs. They had directly invaded Afghanistan and were indirectly invading “El Salvador, Angola, Ethiopia, Cambodia, and elsewhere”369 via “campaigns of subversion and terrorism.” Even in their own satellite states, secret police and KGB agents were ruthlessly crushing dissent and eliminating democratic movements.

			From his earliest political days campaigning for Goldwater, Reagan perceived the US and the Soviet Union not as two individual nations attempting a reconciliation, but as two incompatible realities attempting an impossible reconciliation. To Reagan, détente was “two cowboys with guns pointed at each other’s heads.”370 No matter how many times they shook hands, exchanged pleasantries, or signed treaties, the guns were always pointed at each other’s heads. Critics would say Reagan wanted to pull the trigger. He didn’t, but he knew that unless something was done, someone would eventually do it. The only way for the standoff to end peacefully was for one cowboy to surrender his weapon, and Reagan had no intention of surrendering.

			Reagan’s confrontational rhetoric concerning the Soviet Union was controversial from the earliest days of his campaign. While many Americans supported the more radical approach, others were terrified he would start World War III.371 Most vociferous of all was President Carter himself. In the waning days of the 1980 campaign, he told Americans that Reagan’s plan to challenge the Soviet Union via an increase of defense spending would set off “‘a massive nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union’ that would break a tradition of arms control negotiations dating back to President Dwight D. Eisenhower.”372 He defined this, above all else, as “one of the sharpest differences between myself and Gov. Reagan.” He claimed that Reagan’s policies were one of the “most serious threats to the safety and the security and the peace of our nation and of the world that is being dramatized in this 1980 election.”373

			Reagan’s rhetoric against Soviet tyranny did not abate after his 1980 election. In his first press conference, he ripped that “the only morality they recognize is what will further their cause, meaning they reserve unto themselves the right to commit any crime, to lie, to cheat, in order to attain that, and that is moral, not immoral, and we operate on a different set of standards.”374 He blasted the Soviets even further. The Nixon-Ford-Carter era of appeasement was over, and it was the beginning of the Reagan Doctrine. No longer would America be the world’s pushover. We would begin the process of spreading freedom, but the beginning of the end had actually begun some months earlier.

			– – –

			Though Carter was fearful a Reagan presidency would end détente, most historians considered it long over before Reagan ever took office. On December 27, 1979, the United States government announced that the Soviet Union had airlifted as many as six thousand soldiers deep into Afghanistan. Officials noted that “This is the first time, Administration officials said, that the Soviet Union has deployed ground troops outside the Soviet bloc or Cuba since World War II.”375 Carter and the West condemned the invasion in the most vociferous terms. As a direct result, President Carter withdrew the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty II (SALT II) from consideration and withdrew America’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, Thomas J. Watson Jr., from the country. The treaty would never formally be passed. This combined with various embargos, trade restrictions, and boycotts in 1980 formed what is generally considered the be the end of détente. For all his criticism of Reagan, Carter failed to realize that he was fighting tomorrow’s war with yesterday’s tactics.

			For all his aggressive talk against the Soviet Union, Reagan’s first ultimatum to then-Soviet Union leader Leonid Brezhnev was a cordial and polite personal letter.

			– – –

			Reagan was sent a formal and impersonal letter from Brezhnev, and Reagan wanted his reply to set the tone for a more personal relationship. On April 24, 1981, he sent the Soviet leader two letters: one a generic retelling of America’s formal stances and grievances against the Soviet power. The second was a handwritten letter (accompanied, of course, by a typed version to ensure Brezhnev could understand Reagan’s occasionally challenging penmanship). He appealed to Brezhnev as a man, defending American values while expressing respect for the Soviet people. Reagan told the Soviet leader that he had lifted the grain embargo in the spirit of “helping both our nations…perhaps this decision will contribute to creating the circumstances which will lead to the meaningful and constructive dialogue which will assist us in fulfilling our joint obligation to find lasting peace.”376 He wrote the letter to Brezhnev as he was recovering from the assassination attempt.

			Not long after, Reagan received an “icy”377 response that blamed the ongoing hostilities of the Cold War squarely on the US while generally telling Reagan to pound salt. They exchanged several other letters in which Brezhnev’s demeanor remained largely the same. After Brezhnev’s death on November 10, 1982, Reagan hoped for a “clean slate” with incoming General Secretary Yuri Andropov. Unsurprisingly, Reagan described the former head of the KGB’s letters “as cold as a Siberian winter.”378 After Andropov’s death on February 9, 1984, Reagan once again hoped for renewed relations with the new general secretary, Konstantin Chernenko. Reagan wrote him a similar letter in the hope of forming a meaningful dialogue. Though Chernenko was initially a bit more receptive, it soon became clear he was very much cut from the same cloth as Andropov and Brezhnev. Thirteen months and a day after assuming control of the Soviet Union, he too was dead. This time, a frustrated and deflated Reagan “decided not to waste any time in getting to know the new Soviet leader.” He would once again write a personal letter, hoping to forge something mimetic to a personal relationship with the incoming general secretary, but had no illusions of success. He would lead by strength, and let the chips fall where they may. After all, what were the odds that Mikhail Gorbachev would be any different from the rest of them?

			– – –

			Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev was the child of peasant farmers in the early days of Stalin’s Soviet Union. Unlike previous Soviet leaders, Gorbachev was the first general secretary of the Soviet Union to have been born into Communist Russia. Every other leader was born in pre-revolution Tsarist Russia and had some concept of or involvement in the world before the rise of Stalinism. For Gorbachev, the Soviet Union was the only world he knew. In his youth, he saw much of his family die from starvation during famines caused by communist central planning initiatives. Other family members were tortured and imprisoned during the “Great Purge,” a period in which the state ruthlessly prosecuted, raped, tortured, and killed any and all individuals who were considered “enemies of the state.” Despite witnessing firsthand the toll these horrors took on his family, Gorbachev was a devoted communist and actively participated in the Komsomol, also known as the All-Union Leninist Young Communist League, and formally joined the communist party in his early twenties.

			Despite being a full-throated communist, when Soviet General Secretary Nikita Khrushchev began his campaign of de-Stalinization, Gorbachev became an enthusiastic reformer of the Russian system. De-Stalinization was a deliberate attack to destroy the “cult of personality” that Stalin had engineered for himself by revealing to the world the horrific extent of his cruelty and malice.379 Years later, in 1987 as general secretary, he would accuse Stalin of “enormous and unforgivable” crimes.380 Gorbachev’s star significantly rose during Khrushchev’s tenure, and he distinguished himself as a loyal party member with a bright future.

			– – –

			In early March 1985, Gorbachev was formally appointed the new general secretary of the Soviet Union. He ascended unanimously, in no small part, due to the hope that his youth would ensure longevity and stability to his tenure, which was critically denied over the preceding several years. Ostensibly a loyal party member, the senior Soviet leadership had no reason to assume that Gorbachev had such fierce, if any, inclination at all towards the radical reforms he would undertake.

			There is no evidence to suggest that Gorbachev believed that the reform efforts he would undertake would lead to the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Quite the contrary—at every turn, he expressed the hope that his reforms would lead to the salvation of Marxist-Leninist style communism. This was, and remains, the heart of the Cold War. Ronald Reagan believed truly and unabashedly that, when given the opportunity, free of intimidation, pressure, or outside influence, individuals would choose their respective ways of life.

			Some activist scholars implicitly postulate that Gorbachev knew the game was up and embarked on his campaign of reforms in an effort to perform a soft demolition of the failed Soviet state and bring it in for a soft landing. Nonsense.

			In reality, quite the opposite was true. By all measures of his private and public statements, Gorbachev believed earnestly that, if he could shed communism of its most heinous and indefensible extremities, it would flourish. Yet, Marxist-Leninist style socialism was an ideology that, at its core, resisted reform. In fact, like many failed ideologies, the more individuals attempted to reform it, the more they heralded its destruction. Gorbachev didn’t intend to be the savior of destruction for the Soviet Union but, with the help of Reagan, that is precisely what he would become.

			– – –

			When Reagan wrote his letter to Gorbachev, largely not dissimilar from the letters he wrote to Chernenko, Andropov, and Brezhnev, he had no expectations of a productive dialogue. At this point, it was more about the principle than it was any attempt at the foundation of a pragmatic and mutually beneficial relationship. Yet, within two weeks of his message, Reagan received a surprising reply:

			Our countries are different by their social systems, by the ideologies dominant in them—but we believe that this should not be a reason for animosity. Each social system has the right to life, and it should prove its advantages not by force, not by military means, but on the path of peaceful competition with the other system. And all people have the right to go the way they have chosen themselves, without anybody imposing his will on them from the outside, interfering in their internal affairs. We believe that this is the only just and healthy basis for relations among states.381

			Critically, despite the clear difference in tone from his correspondence with previous Soviet leaders, Reagan held no illusions that Gorbachev was any different from the men who had preceded him. In his diary, he wrote: “Met with our Ambassador to the Soviet Union, Art Hartman. He confirms what I believe, that Gorbachev will be as tough as any of their leaders. If he wasn’t a confirmed ideologue, he never would have been chosen by the Politburo.”382 It would take time and consistency for Reagan to believe Gorbachev was any different from the men who preceded him.

			One could argue that, in a surprising way, the deaths of so many Soviet general secretaries actually reinforced Reagan’s beliefs. Should Reagan have made more substantive diplomatic progress with Brezhnev, Andropov, or Chernenko, his view of a détente with the Soviet Union may have softened. To return to the metaphor of “two cowboys” with guns pointed at each other’s heads: seeing so many different men with their hand on the trigger likely reinforced for Reagan that it wasn’t simply about forging a strong and amenable relationship with any one man but to set forth a series of policies that would ensure it didn’t matter whose hand was on the trigger. When Reagan recognized that Gorbachev was the first Soviet leader to relax his hand from that trigger, he saw it for the once-in-a-lifetime chance that it was, and was intent on not wasting it. Or, as Reagan wrote to Gorbachev; “I believe that new opportunities are now opening up in U.S.-Soviet relations. We must take advantage of them.”383

			Just as Reagan was implementing the “Reagan Doctrine”—a campaign to indirectly support sovereign nations around the world in their respective struggles against communism—Gorbachev was attempting to reconcile the dark history of the Soviet Union with “perestroika.” The Soviet economy was in disastrous shape, and Gorbachev had hoped that, by decentralizing the Soviet economy, he could pave the way for more “market-based” solutions to the ongoing food and resource shortages across the Soviet Union. This was a clear example of another Gorbachev policy intended to reform and reinvigorate the Soviet system, yet it largely served to accelerate its destruction. But the measure did catch the notice of the West. Reagan clearly recognized that, through an effective relationship with Gorbachev, victory over the Cold War might finally be realized.

			From 1985 to the time he left office in 1988, the president and Gorbachev would engage in no less than five separate summits, all aimed at bringing about an end to the Cold War. For as ambitious as the meetings were, they had humble beginnings. At Geneva, the first of the summits, both leaders agreed on very little. They neither reached a consensus nor signed any treaty; however, they had succeeded in forming the basis of an understanding and mutual respect that would serve them in the meetings to come.

			In an odd note of history, at one point during the summit, both men took a one-on-one walk to more candidly discuss the challenges facing their countries. According to Gorbachev, in a somewhat peculiar moment, Reagan leaned over to the career politician and said, “What would you do if the United States were suddenly attacked by someone from outer space? Would you help us?” Gorbachev earnestly replied, “No doubt about it.” Reagan concurred, “We too.” Gorbachev replied, “So that’s interesting,” before both men burst out laughing.384 The question was clearly absurd and hypothetical, but it established an important point. The media, in true fashion, mocked Reagan: they did not understand the depth of his intellect. Should outrageous misfortune befall either nation, the other would act in its defense. It was a small and good-humored step yet nevertheless an important move forward in laying the groundwork of trust between two nations that were so nominally predisposed towards mistrust and war.

			While this initial meeting succeeded in laying the groundwork for future relations, it was at the next meeting that both powers would face their greatest test. By October 1986, both sides had succeeded in reaching an amicable accord and some form of normalized relations. Yet, amicability was not the stated goal nor the ultimate desire of Ronald Reagan. He wasn’t seeking peace with the Soviet Union; he was seeking the defeat of the Soviet Union.

			So much of Reagan’s rhetoric coalesced around the notion that peace was only achievable from a position of peace and power. This belief was put to the test in Iceland. In the years preceding the meeting, the United States had dramatically increased its military strength; its nuclear arsenal, and announced the development of a new defense system that stood to render all nuclear weapons obsolete.

			The Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was a proposed network of satellites and missiles. There were also lasers that would work in tandem with one another to destroy nuclear missiles long before they reached American shores. In the 1980s, the program was years, if not decades, from being functional and effective. Yet Reagan prominently touted it as a tool by which America would achieve an unassailable advantage that would finally bring the Cold War to an end.

			The proposal deeply rattled the Soviet Union. The possibility of America achieving such an unassailable tactical and strategic advantage over the Soviet Union would mean defeat. The Soviet Union would either have to use their warheads before the SDI network became operational or face unconditional surrender. They were terrified of American technology.

			Recognizing the gravity of SDI, Gorbachev entered Reykjavik with the intent of doing whatever it took to end SDI. In service of that goal, Gorbachev and Reagan almost reached a compromise that would have eliminated all nuclear weapons in both countries within the next decade. This moment was a critical test for Reagan. Should both sides reach a compromise, the threat of nuclear war—an omnipresent horror that lived in the minds of billions of global citizens—would finally be over. Yet, this is where Reagan’s early experience resurfaced. Even if Reagan could get Gorbachev to agree to these new standards, there was no assurance that the next Soviet premier wouldn’t come along and simply reverse the progress that had been made. Gorbachev demanded that nuclear disarmament also come with the abandonment of large-scale SDI deployment. Reagan refused. For decades, critics would attack Reagan for refusing the compromise, yet time would vindicate the Gipper.

			If Reagan acceded and made too many accommodations with the Soviet Union, it might have brought about a more short-term peace that would have easily eroded once a more hard-lined leader assumed power. Reagan noted that the SDI held too much potential for the security of mankind to be traded away at the negotiating table. There was no guarantee these treaties would stand in the face of a more belligerent Soviet general secretary. As mentioned earlier, Reagan did not seek to make peace with the Soviet Union; he sought to end the Soviet Union. Though Reagan walked away from Reykjavik without a treaty, the willingness of the Soviets to come to the table on nuclear weapons was so significant a breakthrough that senior American officials began to see, for the first time in decades, a path that might finally eliminate the specter of nuclear war once and for all.

			Unbeknownst to Reagan, forces in the USSR and beyond were already conspiring against Gorbachev. Most notably, in April 1986, the nuclear disaster at the Chernobyl power plant proved a crippling blow for the Soviet Union. Yet the blow came not from financial costs or energy output deterioration—the true cost of Chernobyl came from the Soviet Union’s aggressive and failed attempts to downplay and cover up the extent of the fallout caused by the reactor. Once Soviet citizens realized the extent to which their political officials had deceived them, the damage was irreparable.

			– – –

			The ultimate vindication of Reagan’s approach would come almost a year and a half after Reykjavik. On October 8, 1987, Gorbachev came to Washington DC for their third summit. Here, they formalized and signed the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty). The treaty banned almost all short medium-range and intermediate-range ballistic missiles from either nation. While longer-range missiles were still permitted, the elimination of the short to medium-range missiles was a massive step forward toward peace and vindication in the Cold War.

			Academics and revisions often like to portray the relationship between Gorbachev and Reagan as a kind of mutual “controlled demolition” of the Soviet Union. The notion that Gorbachev was elected to “wind down” the Cold War with Reagan’s passive support is implicitly suggested by more leftist historians. Nothing could be further from the truth.

			Reagan was not at war with any one Soviet leader; he was at war with an entire system. He sought to destroy the communist sphere of influence once and for all. Should Reagan have compromised in Iceland, it is likely that Gorbachev could have reduced the Soviet Union’s military spending and diverted those means towards the production of more essential resources, thus potentially preserving the Soviet Union. Reagan sought every opportunity to compromise and work with Gorbachev. But ultimately, he recognized that Gorbachev was not a weak man but merely a man attempting to play a weak hand. The systemic failures of the Marxist-Leninist-Socialist-style government were finally catching up with the beleaguered superpower. Rather than ease off the pressure and allow the Soviets time to recover in the hope of reaching a more amenable “two-sphere solution,” Reagan instead turned up the heat. He maintained diplomacy and good nature with Gorbachev for as often as he could while ensuring he was always negotiating from a position of strength. And of course, there were the wives, Nancy Reagan and Raisa Gorbachev. They detested each other, and the media made much of their fashion a contest, but Nancy won that, hands down. And Nancy was urging her husband to make a deal with the Soviets.

			Reagan was ready, willing, and able to negotiate with the Soviets from the first day he took office. Yet he insisted on doing so on his, and only his, terms. He would maintain a good nature and warm friendship with Gorbachev for years after they both left office.

			Yet it was one that was always secondary to Reagan’s intent of seeing the world once and for all be liberated from the specter of Soviet communism. And at this, he succeeded beyond his and the world’s wildest imagination.

			
			
		

	
		
			The Ashes of the World

			“For here we admit a wrong; here we reaffirm our commitment as a nation to equal justice under the law.”385

			—Ronald Reagan

			America is a great country. That much is certain.

			It is the oldest continuing republic in the history of the world. We are a republic, not a democracy. After the final meeting of the Constitutional Congress in Philadelphia in 1787, Benjamin Franklin was walking along the street when the mayor’s wife nearly accosted him and, after a fashion, demanded to know what kind of government was produced by the Founding Fathers. He replied, somewhat testily, “A republic, madam. If you can keep it.”386

			But when countries are great, errors are also often great. We have grown and matured over the years, often through trial and error and eventually, compromise. And sometimes, an apology.

			– – –

			Good examples are the issues of slavery and women’s suffrage. We had to learn these wrongs before we could right them. After all, slavery had been going on throughout the world for thousands of years. Just take a look at the Barbary pirates of North Africa. They forcibly took thousands of Northern Europeans as slaves while they were sailing in the Atlantic and Mediterranean.

			And one of the blackest periods in our nation’s history is when the Roosevelt administration—including the FBI—arbitrarily imprisoned some 150,000 Japanese Americans in internment camps, simply because they were Japanese-Americans and we were at war with Japan. It could have been much worse. At the time, the government estimated that there were some three million and early on, the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover was advocating that the US government imprison every Japanese-American for the duration of the war. But it was thought impractical, so it was decided just to hold the Japanese citizens they thought were potentially dangerous to American security in internment camps, as well as Japanese citizens on the West Coast. Those interned had everything taken away from them, especially their rights. They had no right of habeas corpus, no civil rights, no freedom of speech, and did not know who their accusers were, other than the US government—no constitutional rights at all. They had cameras taken away, recording devices taken away—anything that could be used to record or photograph anything. And then they were shipped off.

			“Just two months later, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed an executive order that authorized incarcerating people of Japanese descent, based on the widespread suspicion that they were acting as espionage agents. The belief was baseless, but that didn’t stop the War Relocation Authority from rounding up more than 100,000 people—two-thirds of whom were US citizens.”387

			There were dozens of internment campaigns across the West, from Nevada to Montana to New Mexico. They were also in Hawaii, but since two-thirds of the population on that island were Japanese, the camp itself contained only a few people.

			Lordsburg, New Mexico, had the dubious honor of being the easternmost city to have a Japanese internment camp while also being the westernmost city to have a German POW prison. It also had a very progressive history. For years, African-Americans from the east marked Lordsburg on their maps and in their Green Books as hospitable to them in restaurants and motels. They knew that, in Lordsburg, they could get a seat at a lunch counter without harassment.

			Lordsburg is a nondescript town near the border of Arizona, but it stands firmly affixed in the crossroads of American history. Many of the German POWs chose to stay in America as there was nothing for them now in war-torn Germany. They joined American society and culture. The Japanese didn’t have to make that choice. They were already home, even if they weren’t entirely welcomed. The camps were uniformly awful: high fencing to keep them in, guard towers complete with machine guns, communal showers, cold rooms without heat, and little space for gardens.

			Gradually and sluggishly, the restrictions that were passed during the war were reversed. In 1945, four years after the administration took control of the banks and froze the assets and financial records of Japanese-Americans utilizing a new law, the Trading with the Enemy Act, Congress voted finally to unfreeze their money and also set aside $10 million for refunds. “But because the Office of Alien Property Custodian offered low exchange rates and erected additional hurdles, less than half of the 7,500 Japanese-American depositors redeemed their certificates.”388

			After the war, Japanese Americans went home, often without their possessions, and got on with their lives without an apology, without recourse. Their injuries, humiliation, and the injustice of it all for Japanese-Americans went largely unaddressed for decades.

			As America was settling into an uneasy peace, survivors of some of the camps congregated in Salt Lake City to outline a program of damages for camp survivors or their heirs. When Republicans took control of both houses of Congress, the feeling toward reparations had warmed, but a big difficulty arose in that documents and records had not been kept.

			While Congress deliberated reparations, they danced around the legality of the whole matter. Meanwhile, the House Judiciary Committee had to admit that there was no guilt among the interred. They were not guilty of sabotage, but they did declare it had been a necessity. “Even still, the House clearly viewed the evacuees as victims of government overreach.”389

			Following the war, in 1948, the new president, Harry Truman, declared that race was the reason for the humiliation the Japanese-Americans had suffered. He later signed the Japanese-American Evacuation Claims Act into law, but it was of meager use.

			Maybe the greatest tragedy was that these Japanese-Americans were dragged off to camps, stripped of their rights and possessions, and not a peep was uttered by any political leader so far as can be detected, no citizen wrote a letter to the editor, there were no protests, no editorials, no Hollywood starlets taking up a cause against the policy—nothing. How alone these poor people must have felt. The Roosevelt administration up and dragged them off, and no one protested. As the war was drawing to a close, there were the first inklings of movement towards some form of compensation to Japanese Americans, even as they were still being held in internment camps. While some enlisted and served honorably in the war, others renounced their American citizenship.

			The US government was taken to court, and it ended up in the Supreme Court. In an abominable opinion, the court ruled in favor of the government’s actions. Civilian Order No. 34, “which called for the detainment of American citizens of Japanese ancestry during WWII…was promulgated under the authority of Executive Order No. 9066 and the Act of March 21, 1942 as a protectionist means against espionage and sabotage while at war with Japan.”390

			– – –

			Even in the face of the Supreme Court’s decision to imprison helpless Japanese Americans, Justice Hugo Black wrote in his majority opinion, “It should be noted, to begin with, that all legal restrictions which curtail civil rights of a single racial group are immediately suspect. This is not to say that all such restrictions are unconstitutional. It is not to say that courts must subject them to the most rigid scrutiny. Pressing public necessity may sometimes justify the existence of such restrictions; racial antagonism never can.”391

			– – –

			Even before the detainment by their own government, life was not easy for Japanese-Americans. Not that they all suffered overt discrimination, but they often ended up with many menial jobs. The growing fields were dotted with Japanese workers, so too were many fishing vessels. They suffered confusion with the Chinese, which both races deeply resented. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, many Chinese Americans took to wearing large buttons emblazoned with “I Am Chinese.”

			Of the behavior and attitude of most Japanese-Americans immediately after their release from the camps, author John Tateishi wrote, “The Japanese Zen philosophy is one that seeks harmony in the world. You don’t air your grievances because it makes others uncomfortable. One metaphor is a trickle of water coming down the hillside will always take the easiest route. We took that route. There was an enormous wall of silence in the Japanese American community.”392

			– – –

			The old wounds of World War II had healed, or mostly so. But the allies of America and much of the West who wanted to defeat Nazism and the Empire of Japan were now mostly enemies of America. The Soviet Union had once made a pact with Adolf Hitler, but then Hitler broke it to invade the Soviet Union. In short order, Joseph Stalin became an ally of convenience.

			China, once a trusted ally under Chiang Kai-shek, became an enemy of America.

			Britain was Britain. As strong as the alliance was between Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt, the partnership between Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and President Ronald Reagan was even stronger. They really never doubted each other as FDR and Churchill sometimes did.

			America’s tolerance and understanding of race and creed had grown and developed. But it was also time for some fence mending. Ironically, the father of the New Deal, one of the most left-of-center presidents in American history, had violated the constitutional rights of hundreds of thousands of Americans, simply because of the color of their skin and now, it fell to one of the most conservative presidents to clean up the mess. It had been festering, unresolved since the end of World War II.

			Ronald Reagan was one of the most nonjudgmental of men. So, it stood to reason he would be the one to apologize on the part of the United States government to the survivors of the Japanese internment camps. For Reagan, it was a moral and spiritual decision. A good Christian owns up, confesses his sins, and asks for forgiveness.

			Once the ball started rolling, things moved pretty quickly. Younger Japanese citizens had created an organization to address the issue. They did not understand the injustice in America: “Their children, the Sansei generation, grew up in the shadow of the Civil Rights Movement. They came to see the internment camps as another form of racial oppression that needed to be spoken out against. By 1978 the…redress campaign was officially launched—even as intergenerational disputes persisted.”393

			The Justice Department first set up a 1-800 line for surviving Japanese Americans to call and identify themselves. They also had hearings in twenty cities around the country. In the early 1980s, they received testimonies from 750 different individuals that gave the government ample data, both factually and emotionally, to lay the foundation for financial compensation.

			Getting to this point was not easy. There was some disagreement among various Japanese groups and ages. “The conflict most often occurred between generations; the Nisei generation, who were born between 1910 and 1930 to immigrant parents and the Sansei, who were either incarcerated at a very young age or born after the war. To process the trauma of the camps…the Nisei generation embraced traditional values that encouraged them to put the past behind them.”394

			“Assistant Attorney General Bradford Reynolds, head of the department’s civil rights division, said an Office of Reparations Administration has been established in the division and will handle the identification, location, verification and payment to individuals.”395

			Congress came up with a new law, the Civil Liberties Act of 1988. In it, they wrote, “Congress recognizes that…a grave injustice was done to both civilians and permanent aliens of Japanese ancestry by the evacuation, relocation, and internment of civilians during World War II.” The act also said, “These actions were carried out without adequate security reasons and without any acts of espionage or sabotage and were motivated largely by racial prejudice, wartime hysteria, and a failure of political leadership.”396 Reagan gladly signed it into law in a big Rose Garden ceremony featuring senators and congressmen from Hawaii and the West Coast.

			– – –

			Still, these were proud Americans. Even after their rights were taken away, many enlisted in World War II anyway. Despite being barred from service in the Pacific theater of operations, an estimated thirty-three thousand young Japanese men and women enlisted in the US military and served with distinction. The 100th Infantry Battalion and the 442nd Regimental Combat Team—made up entirely of Japanese Americans—became the most decorated units in US military history. They were mostly made up of Japanese citizens residing in Hawaii. Another group of Japanese soldiers liberated Dachau, one of Adolf Hitler’s dozens of death camps.

			The Civil Liberties Act of 1988 denoted the surviving immigrants of Japanese ancestry would receive $20,000 as well as an apology from President Ronald Reagan. “Yesterday, 48 years after being uprooted from their homes and ‘relocated’ to World War II internment camps, Yuge, Kiriyama and seven other elderly Japanese Americans sat stoically as Attorney General Dick Thornburgh, dropping to his knees to reach those in wheelchairs, handed each of them a U.S. government check for $20,000. They were the first payments under the 1988 Civil Liberties Act—the landmark law in which the nation formally apologized for the internment of Japanese Americans and pledged to pay $1.25 billion to more than 60,000 survivors and their heirs.”397

			– – –

			There was little debate inside the Reagan White House, the only questions were about the timing—was it too late—and the efficacy of the whole matter. Would it show weakness to the Democrats? Would it show weakness to the Soviets?

			In the Old Executive Office Building bill-signing ceremony, Reagan said:

			The Members of Congress and distinguished guests, my fellow Americans, we gather here today to right a grave wrong. More than 40 years ago shortly after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, 120,000 persons of Japanese ancestry living in the United States were forcibly removed from their homes and placed in makeshift internment camps. This action was taken without trial, without a jury. It was based solely on race, for these 120,000 were Americans of Japanese descent.

			Yes, the Nation was then at war, struggling for its survival, and it’s not for us today to pass judgment upon those who may have made mistakes while engaging in that great struggle. Yet we must recognize that the internment of Japanese-Americans was just that: a mistake. For throughout the war, Japanese-Americans in the tens of thousands remained utterly loyal to the United States. Indeed, scores of Japanese-Americans volunteered for our Armed Forces, many stepping forward in the internment camps themselves. The 442nd Regimental Combat Team, made up entirely of Japanese-Americans, served with immense distinction to defend this nation, their nation. Yet back at home, the soldiers’ families were being denied the very freedom for which so many of the soldiers themselves were laying down their lives.

			Congressman Norman Mineta, with us today, was 10 years old when his family was interned. In the Congressman’s words: ‘My own family was sent first to Santa Anita Racetrack. We showered in the horse paddocks. Some families lived in converted stables, others in hastily thrown together barracks. We were then moved to Heart Mountain, Wyoming, where our entire family lived in one small room of a rude tar paper barrack.

			The legislation that I am about to sign provides for a restitution payment to each of the 60,000 surviving Japanese-Americans of the 120,000 who were relocated or detained. Yet no payment can make up for those lost years. So, what is most important in this bill has less to do with property than with honor. For here we admit a wrong; here we reaffirm our commitment as a nation to equal justice under the law.’398

			The apology mechanism started under Reagan and was finished under George Bush. On October 10, 1990, columnist Michael Isikoff wrote, “The event culminated years of lobbying by Japanese Americans and debate in Congress over how the country should redress one of the most glaring lapses in civil liberties. Amid the anti-Japanese sentiment that followed Pearl Harbor, more than 120,000 Japanese Americans—70 percent of them U.S. citizens—were herded onto trains guarded by soldiers and sent off to 10 camps scattered over six western states and Arkansas.”399

			The legislation Reagan signed into law was H.R. 442, named in honor of the Japanese Americans of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team who served so bravely and won more awards than any other combat unit in World War ll.

			
			
		

	
		
			Deathshead Revisited

			“We should profane the service of the dead…”

			Washington had been one big networking cocktail party and movable feast since the days of Garret Augustus Hobart, William McKinley’s first vice president, who tried to set a new land speed record by showing up at every free buffet and availing himself of every open bar. When he died prematurely, it was said he was the first victim of the Washington party scene, having eaten and imbibed himself to death. However, this opened the path for Teddy Roosevelt to move onto the national—and eventually international—stage when he was picked as McKinley’s running mate in 1900. Given the aggressively progressive policies of Roosevelt, some around McKinley cursed Hobart for not being able to hold his booze better. Rough Rider indeed.

			During the week of Reagan’s funeral, Reagan aide Fred Ryan and Nancy Reagan noted several times with bemusement that some of the people who appeared on television shows would proclaim how they advised Reagan on this or that, or how they single-handedly saved Reagan’s presidency or otherwise took responsibility for things which they were not responsible. It left many wondering how such low-level operatives had such easy access to and influence in the Reagan Oval Office for apparently every moment of all eight years. Inflation, as it turned out, came in many forms. Indeed, one of those men who really did have a hand in effectively helping Reagan over the years, Lyn Nofziger, once observed, “Some people come to Washington and grow—others just swell.”

			During the Reagan funeral, “At 10 a.m., the U.S. Marine Corps Chamber Orchestra began playing Bach, but the crowd kept talking, glad-handing, back-slapping old friends, strange bedfellows and would-be allies. Many people fell naturally into the capital’s distinctive conversational pose: side by side but facing slightly apart, talking to one another while scanning the room for bigger fish.” Back in 1989, the Reagans couldn’t wait to get out of Washington and back to the contrasting solitude of sanity in the Southern California mountains.

			It has been said that everything in the town was about contacts, networking, and self-promotion. Modus operandi was modus vivendi. In the 1980s, there was a bomb threat at the Heritage Foundation, which necessitated all of the staff and tenants to evacuate the building. All complied with the order to leave, including one of the occupants and city’s devoted denizens, but only after grabbing his Rolodex and taking it outside with him to ensure its survival. People quite literally sold access and some their souls to get ahead. Many more made millions for simply picking up phones or dropping dimes.

			Washingtonians met for breakfast for business, met for lunch for business, and gathered at bars and restaurants after work to discuss business. Talk, talk, talk. So much talk and so little walk. Never in the history of humanity had so much effort been devoted to so little product. Unless of course one counted hot air and endless memos—later e-mails and tweets—as substantive product or achievement. The town was mostly populated by bloviating parasites and pilot fish, feeding off the host animal or shark. A joke going around the town was that a lawyer was once deep-sea fishing off the coast of Florida and accidently hooked a small shark, but the K Street huckster chortled, he tossed it back out of professional courtesy. Everybody got the lame witticism. Yuck, yuck, yuck.

			Someone once said the city was too small to be a state and too large to be an insane asylum, which may have been good for a standard laugh, but like most things in the city, the humor was neither novel nor indigenous. It had been first said over a hundred years earlier about South Carolina in the days leading up to the Civil War. The last thing Washington was known for was originality.

			Author Tom Wolfe once said that at a Washington cocktail party, it was not enough that one was drunk; one must feel important and drunk. Wolfe might have been describing the besotted and sodden suits and skirts at the annual White House Correspondents’ Dinner, where the press and political elites meet in a low-rent feast of mutual admiration. As much of the rest of the country worshiped the Holy Trinity of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, Washington worshiped its own trinity of the id, ego, and superego.

			Washingtonians were of course seen networking at Redskins games (where stadium skyboxes were filled with nothing more than pasty, pudgy, and unathletic lobbyists, most of whom didn’t know a first down from first base). They knew even less about baseball. During the inaugural season of the Nationals baseball season, a writer said he overheard two lobbyists talking about the rules of the game and one patiently explaining to the other that if the ball was hit into the infield, it was a single but if hit into the outfield, it was a double. Childish, yes. But definitely not the “Boys of Summer.”

			They networked at their children’s politically correct house soccer games in the Maryland and Virginia suburbs (where children were not allowed to keep score and parents were not allowed to cheer—deep irony as they climbed into their Mercedes and high-end SUVs and went home to their multi–million-dollar McMansions), and yes, they networked at funerals. Following the funeral for Barbara Olson—a Washington attorney and conservative activist who was murdered on September 11, 2001 when the plane, on which she was a passenger, was crashed into the Pentagon by terrorists—a clutch of reporters, columnists, and politicos was observed outside the church, talking business, exchanging business cards. Many could be seen rubbernecking seeking out someone more important than the poor schlub standing in front of them—someone they should make contact with. The very reason for attending such funerals was not to pay last respects but to see and be seen. Rubbernecking was a favored sport engaged in year-round and in all climates in the nation’s capital.

			The deep irony is that they were sycophants, knew they were sycophants, joked about getting out of Washington to a better life and to make an honest living but few actually did anything about it. Once in Washington, they stayed in Washington.

			What happened in Washington stayed in Washington.

			All in all, Washington mostly resembled the last days of Rome, where bread and circuses ruled. The only thing missing was the massacre of Christians but many in the city were cannibals.

			In the rest of the country, when two people had a conversation, they looked into each other’s eyes, showing interest and respect. They listened, and they learned. Good manners. In Washington, those manners only held if there was no one else in the room. The highest art form was being able to dislodge from the current conversation without being too rude (although being mildly rude was acceptable and even prized) and to then effortlessly refocus one’s energy on the hunt for a more important personage.

			The more one appeared on television, the better. A criminal record, being indicted, being unfaithful, or being otherwise unsavory were no barriers to Washington celebrityhood. Book parties hosted in Georgetown for convicted and imprisoned celebrity felons such as Jack Abramoff, and it somehow seemed so perfectly normal for the town to capitalize off of criminality. Criminals, adulterers, and other moral scofflaws were not judged too harshly, if at all, in the nation’s capital. A GOP consultant once admitted at a cocktail reception that, yes, he was married but no, he was “not a fanatic about it.”

			The only thing that mattered was power, the perception of power, wealth, and access to media power. Over the years, chattering-cleavage-commentator chicks and coiffed men appeared more and more as eye candy on the contentless cable shows where legs were more important than legations. Media, money, and skin trumped knowledge.

			Standing off by oneself with no one to converse was proof that an individual was radioactive or a social outcast and thus utterly unimportant. In the Washington caste system, it was the equivalent of being an untouchable. They had nothing to offer and nothing anyone wanted.

			On the other hand, succor was synonymous with suck up.

			Over the years, more and more money flowed to the city-state as class and style were washed out of town. Oh, there were a few “classy” hosts and hostesses in Chevy Chase, Georgetown, and McLean, but, for the most part, all the money in the world could not conceal the fact that many in the town ate like pigs, talking and masticating at the same time, using the wrong cutlery, and blowing their noses at a meal table. Indeed, oddly and grotesquely Washington men (and some women) were observed with elbows on tables, touching their faces and body parts in public, putting their hats on a dinner table and combing their hair. They wore dinner jackets at the wrong time of year, were often underdressed (but rarely overdressed), and didn’t think twice about making passes at—or sleeping with—the spouses of friends. Power was a narcotic, and many arrived in the city, drank deeply from many bottles, and then arrived at two conclusions: first, the rules did not apply to them and second, Washington was one giant theme park for adults. Indeed, one wise Reaganite who got out before becoming corrupted had once said that working in politics was like running away and joining the circus.

			Reagan naturally despised the city, had run against it for years—even as president—and could not wait to depart in January of 1989. During his eight years in the White House, nearly one year was spent at the ranch, and he and Nancy went to Camp David most weekends. After January of 1989, the times he returned could be counted on one hand and only then reluctantly. Time away during his presidency also included overseas trips, campaigning, visiting Americans in their hometowns, whatever. When not entertaining, he and Nancy rarely went out to dinner in the city, preferring instead to stay in and have dinner on TV tray tables.

			Robert Higdon, a family friend who was brought in by Mike Deaver to help get the presidential library off the ground—and who later became close friends with Nancy—said he never believed that leaving Washington or leaving the White House was hard on the Reagans. He said it was much harder on the staff. “They’re the ones to get hit the hardest with it.”

			Still, he noted that while Nancy had made friends in Washington and was sad to leave them, what inspired the most regret was being robbed of a long and golden retirement with her husband. Reagan was more than ready to go back to California than Nancy was, but she was ready as well, according to Higdon.

			– – –

			Politics were never far away, especially in this presidential year, twenty years after Reagan had won in a landslide. On top of all the Reagan funeral news were the hot dispatches that Senator John McCain was going to tell Senator John Kerry that he would not go on the ticket with him and form a fusion coalition. Kerry had been chasing after McCain to become his running mate but much of it was also being fed by rumors of people around McCain who despised Bush and liked the idea of tormenting him by constantly floating the “Kerry–McCain” team. However, there was real benefit too for the Bay State Democrat; a ticket of Kerry–McCain would crush Bush–Cheney according to all the polling. But many Democrats felt that in the end, the best choice for Kerry would be the young and handsome senator from North Carolina, John Edwards, who had a reputation for great integrity. As Associated Press reporter Ron Fournier described him, Edwards was a “smooth-talking populist,” and the team of Kerry–Edwards was polling ahead of Bush–Cheney.

			Even this day, a long story ran in the New York Times on how the Bush campaign was studying the polls for any blips in their man’s favor. In most cases, self-interest ruled the day in Washington, from politics to lobbyists. And power. The Internal Revenue Service was under investigation for agents glaring at jurors in a trial of a Nevada couple, a practice many saw as being an attempt to intimidate the men and women of the jury into a guilty verdict. During the trial, anywhere between a dozen and nearly two dozen clearly identified agents and officials sat, day after day, staring threateningly at the jury. For years, rational people had regarded the IRS as nothing more than a criminal enterprise, populated by thugs and villains. However, the investigation into the criminal behavior of the IRS halted for the day of the Reagan funeral. If even only for one day, Reagan had finally succeeded in shutting down the vile agency as he and his conservative supporters had always wanted to do.

			Lobbyists had been crawling in the nation’s capital since the time of Alexander Hamilton, when the big distilleries successfully convinced the Treasury secretary to levy tougher taxes on the small distilleries rather than themselves as means of paying the debts left over from the Revolutionary War. Self-interest and Washington went together like peas and carrots. And the town gave the phrase “social-light” new meaning.

			So it was with funerals and calling hours in the city. A political factotum who’d worked in the federal bureaucracy during the 1980s was attending the funeral of columnist Bob Novak in Washington several years later, when he observed the man in the pew in front of him sending and receiving messages on a BlackBerry. After the funeral, standing in the back in the narthex, was Chris Matthews, holding forth in his usual posture, making sure everyone saw him. He wanted to be seen at Novak’s funeral, even though Novak despised him and said so several times in his book, The Prince of Darkness. Novak noted that he would not speak to Matthews because he so thoroughly disliked him. Politico magazine, an inconsequential left-wing tabloid written by Washington insiders about Washington insiders and for Washington insiders, had at least once actually written about Washington “celebrities” spotted at a Washington funeral for a Washington political operative. It was all so sordid, so repugnant, so déclassé.

			Ground zero for the annual parade of Washington bottom feeders was the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, where anybody who was nobody clamored to go. Speaking of that giant sucking sound…

			Ronald Reagan had put in lighthearted appearances before the sodden scribes during his presidency, but it went downhill from there. George W. Bush made tasteless jokes about not being able to find weapons of mass destruction, and Barack Obama made tasteless jokes about lost commercial airliners and even used the phrase “piss off” in public. Some thought the “DC” in Washington stood for “déclassé.”

			One observer said he stopped going to the correspondents’ dinner years earlier because he was afraid of “turning into a pillar of salt.” At the bottom of the heap was a chintzy website of no consequence fed on by Washington insiders.

			– – –

			Of course, everyone remembered the funeral of Ron Brown, secretary of commerce in the Clinton administration, who was killed tragically in a plane crash. At the Washington funeral, Bill Clinton was observed by television cameras laughing afterwards when decorum dictated a modicum of grief and remembrance. Instead, Clinton was having a “heigh-ho” time, right up until he spotted the cameras spotting him, immediately turned his smile into a frown, and instantly went into his act, pretending to be sad and thoughtful.

			More recently, the funeral of longtime Post editor Ben Bradlee was actually the social event of the season. Eight hundred of Ben’s and Sally Quinn’s closest friends were invited to a swank party under a tent over their tennis courts in the tony section of Georgetown. In Washington, free association included the words “swank” and “tony.”

			Ben was not present, unfortunately, but never let it be said that the deceased stopped a party of the “beautiful people” from going forward in Washington. Sally and her guests were seen laughing and drinking and having generally a terrific time. The Post Style section covered the party with self-interested enthusiasm. It afforded similar treatment to the church service at the National Cathedral, when many of the eulogists used profanities and talked about themselves in the sacred building. The Post naturally reported that the church was filled but upon closer inspection, there were hundreds of empty seats. The paper seemed to taunt those not invited. “The uninvited—who not only wanted to pay their respects to the family but also wanted the world to see them paying those respects—sulked at home and complained to friends.” In other words, the Post writer was mocking those who were not invited simply because they were not part of the elite class who gathered for the equally simple joy of boot-licking. Roxanne Roberts, the rare perceptive reporter of the Post Style section, covering the event of “media heavyweights” (far be it from the paper to cover an event of “media lightweights”) herself said that the funeral party was anything but funereal and “complete with the requisite…sucking up.”

			– – –

			It was routinely observed that the high and mighty would appear on Washington public affairs programming just days after the loss of a loved one. People grieve and people need in different ways.

			– – –

			Fortunately for the Reagan funeral and his memory, only intermittent ignoble behavior was observed at the National Cathedral. Shockingly for the city-state, the attendees had really come to mourn Reagan and not bury their political opponents and enemies. The high and the mighty did not need to network as they had already arrived at the heady heights of political power and the rest who attended, Reaganites all, were simply there to remember the man who had changed their lives, changed America. They came to acknowledge how he had changed the world and to pray, weep, and remember. Throughout the day, gentle laughter through tears was often observed. And no one was observed tapping out messages on their BlackBerrys. Few were observed looking around as most heads were bowed. All the usual Washington power games somehow seemed gauche this day—or should have but not all got the memo. It was a surprise to hear the front section of the National Cathedral—before the arrival of Mrs. Reagan and her family and the casket bearing the body of Ronald Reagan—described as being “like one giant cocktail party” by a senior official of the Reagan funeral staff. The rich and famous were milling about, chatting and mingling, men clasping arms, women air kissing. And, they said, the biggest pain in the neck was Tim Russert, host of Meet the Press. The show was a must-watch on Sunday for the rich and famous though Russert was not seated in the front row with the world leaders—presidents and former presidents, prime ministers and potentates—but rather just behind that section in another one reserved for Washington royalty of which Russert was most definitely a prince in the city. But he kept glad-handing, introducing his son to all including Caroline Kennedy and had to be not-so-gently reminded that this was a funeral at the National Cathedral and not an elite skybox at Nationals Park. Even more cheap and tawdry was the sight of members of Congress—seated in the Lesser Antilles behind the Washington royalty—milling about at the front of the church, tackily asking the high and mighty for their autographs on their funeral programs. Even more revolting, one or more of them had taken the programs off of the chairs reserved for Nancy Reagan, her children, and the Reagan family. One Reagan aide shook her head and thought to herself, “this town.”

			“The service drew twenty-five heads of state, eleven former leaders, and more than one hundred eighty ambassadors in addition to scores of senators, representatives, government officials, and former first ladies.” Of course, the nation’s newspapers were chock full of stories but due to costs and other factors, most had dropped their “five star” editions, which signaled to the reader the latest and most up-to-date version of the paper, also known as the “final.” In newsroom terminology, the first edition out, the “one star,” was also called the “bulldog.” It often came out in the middle of the night, moving the first stories that would be later updated if needed. But on this day, June 11, 2004, many papers published special “commemorative” pull-out sections for Americans to keep as souvenirs.

			– – –

			No doubt Ronald Reagan would have blushed and resisted some of the tributes being paid to him this week. He would have been proud and was indeed proud of his many accomplishments, but he rarely stuck his chest out.

			In his farewell address in January of 1989, he did show off a bit of his pride. And again, in his speech at the 1992 Houston GOP convention, did he let his modesty slip a bit. But this week, there was praise and then again there was silliness. Congressman Tom Feeney of Florida showed his silly side—which apparently was evident from all angles—when he said Reagan was “our Plato, he was our Moses. He was our Washington and our Churchill, too.”

			Feeney did not compare Reagan to Diogenes, which might have been appropriate as the conservative House member from the Sunshine State was constantly embroiled in ethics problems and mean-spirited campaigns, such as depicting political opponents incarcerated in mental institutions or as pornographers. Feeney himself eventually became embroiled in the Jack Abramoff crime spree and lost decisively in 2008.

			– – –

			On the day of the funeral, not many corporate ads were found in American newspapers that dedicated most of their ink to tributes to the fallen president. The exception was Verizon, which did pay for full-page ads honoring Reagan. There was another ad, this one in the New York Times, featuring a close-up of Ed Koch, smiling. The caption said, “The Republicans are coming. Make nice.” It was an ad sponsored by the city of NYC in anticipation of the hostility the left-wing city might extend the Republican Convention at the end of August. In the long history of the GOP, they’d never held a gathering in the Big Apple and many expected the professional left there to bare their teeth. New York was known to be so dismally liberal; the running joke was that there were more communists on the Upper West Side than there had been in the politburo.

			The phrase “mourning in America” had been used and used again in America’s media and by the end of the week, it was still being used to play off of the 1984 campaign slogan, “Morning in America.”

			As far as the high and mighty of Washington were concerned, when it came to funerals, their Hamlet-like mantra was usually, “We should profane the service of the dead…”

			Shakespeare knew this corruption, however. “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

			 

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			“The time is now for Reagan.”400

			The Great Communicator got this nickname from somewhat of a bad joke. It was during the 1980 campaign when the Washington Star—never a friend of Reagan’s—bestowed the moniker on the Gipper. It was coined by a long-forgotten reporter, in jest.

			Reaganites took it to heart, and it stuck, much like “Yankee Doodle,” which was sung as a joke by British soldiers but immediately embraced by American colonists and revolutionaries.

			After 1980, he was always “The Great Communicator,” just as Lincoln was “The Great Liberator” and Bill Clinton was “The Great Prevaricator.” In fact, Reagan had many nicknames, including Ron, Ronnie, Dutch, The Gipper, and “The Teflon President.” Again, some were hung on him derisively, but they backfired and became a compliment. Problems just supernaturally bounced off of him.

			“Reagan was a powerful speaker. He wrote legibly and had a soothing, captivating radio voice. But it wasn’t his penmanship or his voice that drove him up this path—it was the ideas about which he wrote and spoke.”401

			His 1970s radio broadcasts cannot be underestimated in his drive to the White House. They were five minutes long and heard on hundreds of radio stations each week. All told, there were 1,027 radio commentaries with at least 673 written in his own hand. And they were recorded on Hollywood and Vine in Harry O’Connor’s own studio. As they were sent out to stations on reel-to-reel tape or in some instances, on records, he and the staff had to have a keen idea about what news was topical or on the horizon as they were often recorded weeks ahead of a forthcoming issue. Each ended with his signature signoff, “This is Ron Reagan. Thanks for listening.” Five days a week.

			There was a time, in the years before being elected president, when Reagan was offered a deal by CBS. He would be paid to make two TV commentaries a week, but Reagan said no. He later told aide Mike Deaver that people would get tired of seeing him so often but would not get tired of listening to him on the radio. At the time, Cronkite’s evening news show was drawing tens of millions of viewers each evening, unlike the network and cable shows today. Indeed, a cable show which gathers four million viewers is proclaimed a success in a nation of 340 million people.

			On March 7, 1979, the “Reagan for President” committee was declared and on November 13, 1979, he officially announced his intention to seek the presidency.

			And the rest is history.

			– – –

			Reagan always handled politics from the standpoint of the citizen, not as a politician or a member of the elites. He called himself a “citizen-politician.” His speeches were often littered with the phrase, “my fellow citizens,” his campaigns were called “Citizens for Reagan,” and his PAC was called, “Citizens for the Republic.” The phrase “citizen” had great meaning for Ronald Reagan.

			In one of his speeches, he once said, “I don’t believe my speeches took me as far as they did merely because of my rhetoric or delivery, but because there were certain basic truths in them that the average American citizen recognized. When I first began speaking of political things, I could feel that people were as frustrated about the government as I was. What I said simply made sense to the guy on the street, and it’s the guy on the street who elects presidents of the United States.”402

			He was a quote machine, rattling off one memorable phrase after another, far too numerous to mention here, and all of them extraordinary, just like his speeches. The reader can easily find one to suit any occasion.

			“If Americans were to accept Reagan’s message, they would also have to accept what Alexis de Tocqueville called the burden of freedom: Every individual would have to wrestle with the large philosophical questions of life and do whatever possible to prove that every life has purpose, despite its disappointments and failures. Every person would have to take personal responsibility for his or her fate and not depend on the state for protection.”403

			Most chief executives arrive at the White House as fresh as a daisy but leave as wilted flowers. As George F. Will so eloquently put it, “To govern is to choose and choosing produces disagreements, disappointments, even enemies. Furthermore, the modern president is omnipresent in the public’s consciousness and the public confuses prominence with power. Therefore, too much is expected of presidents. However, Reagan is leaving Washington more popular than when he arrived.”404

			Most presidents leave office with diminished ratings. Harry Truman left office with only a 22 percent approval ranking. LBJ, Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter, and both George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush were not much higher. Not Reagan. In fact, a Zogby poll made public on Presidents’ Day in 2011—also the one-hundredth anniversary of Reagan’s birth—asked Americans to rate the greatest president, and they chose Reagan, with FDR second and JFK third. A June 2005 survey of 2.4 million people said Reagan was the greatest president of all time, greater than both Lincoln and Washington.405

			Significantly, in a hypothetical match with Barack Obama, Reagan cleans his clock, with Reagan gaining 58 percent of the vote—a landslide. Reagan even won the significant under-thirty-four age vote.406

			– – –

			Uppermost in Reagan’s mind at all times over the years was individual freedom and the threat of the Soviet communist state. He once said, “We can lose our freedom all at once by succumbing to Russian aggression, or we can lose it gradually by installments. The end result is slavery.”407 Reagan’s view of the world and the Cold War had not altered his outlook from a prairie populist to some militarist. He saw political and governmental institutions’ lust for power as the enemy of freedom. The bureaucracy was dangerous to human liberty, expression, and aspirations.

			Reagan had read everything under the sun on political philosophy, as well as the writings of John Locke and soon came to recognize, as did all thinking conservatives, that Locke was the true father of American conservatism. Locke, a Scotsman, was one of the intellectual progenitors of the Enlightenment. He “argued that in the state of nature, people are free and equal: ‘Man being, as has been said, by nature all free, equal and independent, no one can be put out of his estate and subject to the political power of another without his consent, which is done by agreeing with other men…’”408

			The Enlightenment arrived in Philadelphia around 1781, courtesy of Locke and Isaac Newton and then James Madison, Father of the Constitution. “The Enlightenment climaxed in eighteenth-century France, but its roots lie in late seventeenth-century England, with Newton’s friend John Locke. Locke analyzed how human beings existed in the state of nature, bereft of all external and cultural influences. By arguing that the mind is a blank state, Locke suggested that there are no innate differences among men in the state of nature; rather all differences are merely the result of experiences. Locke insisted that all men are by nature free and equal, governed by the universal law of reason.”409

			Reagan did not come to his philosophy late, having once told Hollywood reporter Hedda Hopper, “Our highest aim should be the cultivation of freedom of the individual, for therein lies the highest dignity of man.”410

			– – –

			Reagan had several campaign slogans in 1980, including “Let’s Make America Great Again,” “Together, A New Beginning,” and “The Time Is Now for Reagan,” which were favored by many in the campaign.

			It said, in essence, maybe you, the voter, weren’t ready for Reagan before, but you are now. And we were in a crisis. We needed a hero.

			And he won in a landslide over Jimmy Carter, a success some liberals even today blame on some sort of conspiracy. They never could accept that the vast majority of Americans preferred Reagan’s ideas to Carter’s ideas. He also won in a landslide in part because he took control of his own destiny, as demonstrated at the now famous Nashua debate with George H. W. Bush and in his debate with incumbent Jimmy Carter, just one week before the election. He closed the debate with these historic words:

			Are you better off than you were four years ago? Is it easier for you to go and buy things in the stores than it was four years ago?… Is America as respected throughout the world as it was? Do you feel that our security is safe, that we’re as strong as we were four years ago?

			And if you answer all of these questions yes, why then, I think your choice is very obvious as to who you’ll vote for. If you don’t agree, if you don’t think this course that we’ve been on for the last four years is what you would like to see us follow for the next four, then I could suggest another choice you have.411

			Reagan had no mentors, contrary to rumor. He had friends like Bill Buckley, Lemuel Boulware at GE, Jack Warner in Hollywood, Ed Meese in Sacramento and Washington, but never any mentors. He was too inner directed to ever lean on any one man.

			Reagan’s presidency was so ridiculed by his pseudo-intellectual critics that it bears review and rejection by those leftist deconstructionists. And he knew his first task was to raise the morale of the American people. He did so in his first inaugural address, telling his audience, “Why shouldn’t we believe that? We are Americans.” He continued in his remarks, “Those who say that we’re in a time when there are no heroes, they just don’t know where to look. You can see heroes every day going in and out of factory gates. Others, a handful in number, produce enough food to feed us all and then the world beyond. You meet heroes across a counter—and they’re on both sides of that counter. There are entrepreneurs with faith in themselves and faith in an idea who create new jobs, new wealth and opportunity. They’re individuals and families whose taxes support the government and whose voluntary gifts support church, charity, culture, art, and education. Their patriotism is quiet, but deep. Their values sustain our national life.”412

			And despite the derision, a Gallup poll in 2011 asked participants who they thought was the greatest president, and Gallup put out a press release that said, “Americans Say Reagan Is the Greatest US President.” He also finished first in 2001 and 2005.413 Also, in a 2018 poll, Reagan rated only second to the now deceased Billy Graham among those Americans most admired, with Bill Clinton and Barack Obama trailing far behind.414

			One reason why so many respect him was how he worked to reduce the nuclear stockpile. When he took office, the Soviet Union had 30,062 nuclear weapons and America had 24,104. When he left office, America and the Soviets had significantly less weapons and a Reagan-inspired treaty to reduce the stockpile even more.

			Reagan reduced the nuclear nightmare more than any one single man. He was governing as Lao Tzu warned how to cook a fish: don’t overdo it. He did not overdo it, he did it just right, and yet, Gorbachev received the Nobel Peace Prize. Reagan did not. Everyone knows why: the Nobel Committee is made up of left-wing snowflakes who will not give credit to a conservative even when credit is due.

			He was said to have a private side, and that’s true, he relished tending the horses at the ranch, clearing brush, and so forth. But he was also the most public of men, what with him running for office, being a movie star, host of the GE Theater, after dinner speaker, governor of California, and a president who gave more than forty press conferences, including innumerable interviews and hundreds of speeches, plus several books.

			Reagan knew, as Alexis de Tocqueville once wrote, “There exists…in the human heart a…sense for equality, which impels the weak to attempt to lower the powerful to their own their own level and reduces men to prefer equality in slavery to inequality with freedom.”415

			In “Wealth,” Ralph Waldo Emerson called upon all Americans—especially those of the intellectual classes—to think again about their revulsion toward acquisition and achievement and see gain and conspicuous consumption as a happy and spiritual exercise, a simple point of human will over inert matter. Emerson said, “Wealth has its source in applications of the mind to nature, from the rudest strokes of spade and ax up to the last secrets of art.”416 The reason this is mentioned is that Reagan was one of the few presidents who told the American people they could worship God and not feel guilty about acquiring wealth and property, and in fact, there was no contradiction.

			Charles Hobbs penned these essential words after several interviews with Reagan: “Reagan’s philosophy was founded on the sacredness of the individual. Understanding that about Reagan is essential to understanding anything else he believes in.”417 Reagan’s first belief was in the inviolability of the rights of all to do what they want without infringing on the rights of others. Or as he said in his 1964 speech for Goldwater, “maximum of individual freedom consistent with law and order.”418 And Reagan truly believed in American exceptionalism because he personified it.

			“According to Ronald Reagan, to be an American in the 1980s—his era, his time, his presidency, his time for choosing—was to stand for one thing in particular: freedom.”419

			– – –

			A casual survey of the Washington Post editorials, when it came to the eight years of the Reagan presidency, found few—if any—editorials in support of Reagan, even when it came to the murderous Soviets. The Post almost always took the side of the despicable Soviet thugs over that of their own president. The shallow and superficial Post was always pathetically locked into its own left-wing ideology.

			In fact, Reagan always had to contend with a hostile media, despite his White House’s best efforts to make nice with the knights of the keyboard. The biased left-wing editor of the Washington Post, Ben Bradlee, at one point did not deny that the paper was, in general, Democrat-leaning (to no one’s surprise).

			Reagan had several nicknames throughout his life, but he never said he expressed a preference for one over the other: Dutch, The Gipper, The Great Communicator—he enjoyed them all. He even mentioned The Great Communicator in his farewell address to the nation, but it was as a segue to a new thought. As always, he thought ideas were more important than personalities.

			Reagan may not have had mentors, but he was inspired by the writings of great thinkers like Locke and Plato. “In the Platonist tradition, Reagan believed in the power of ideas.”420 He even said so in his farewell remarks to the nation, saying he only “communicated great things.”421 The famed historian Jon Meacham once said that Reagan’s farewell remarks ranked up there with George Washington’s and Dwight Eisenhower’s. One of Reagan’s most endearing portions of the speech was about the boat people escaping Indochina and the young sailor who spotted a small craft on the big sea. The man on the boat yelled, “Hello American Sailor. Hello Freedom Man.” He knew that America stood for freedom and it was worth embarking on a dangerous voyage.

			An informal search of his many presidential speeches finds few personal pronouns or personal references. He spoke like a Catholic, and why not? His father was Catholic and gave his son a parish perspective.

			Later in life, he got a letter from John Kennedy, Jr. saying he’d heard some people charge Reagan with giving speeches like his father and the young Kennedy urged Reagan to go on doing so. Reagan once quoted JFK saying, “We are by destiny, rather than by choice, the watchmen on the walls of world freedom.”422 As Kennedy the elder and Reagan were of the same generation, it made sense. Political speech was important to both of them and to their generations as was great political writing such as the memoirs of Winston Churchill.

			Both were fans of the great prime minister.

			It is hard to find in the history books either Reagan or Kennedy giving bad speeches. They both mesmerized their audiences. Makes sense. They were from an era in which political speech was a form of entertainment. Politicians spoke with verve at the local gazebo on the Fourth of July. You’d better bone up on your McGuffey’s Readers. Coincidentally, neither was ever found to take a bad picture. Both were Irish, and Sigmund Freud was rumored to have said the Irish cannot be psychoanalyzed.

			“He learned from his stories and also used them to help others learn. He enjoyed the negotiating process and considered himself to be a skilled negotiator (as anyone of the Soviet side can attest.)”423 As a result of his time as SAG president, he was the most qualified negotiator as president. His brand of conservatism was flavored with the libertarianism found in the wide open spaces of the West, as enunciated by Barry Goldwater and of course Reagan himself. Reagan once told Reason magazine that libertarianism was the fundamental basis for American conservatism. Once, in a long interview with Mike Wallace of CBS’s 60 Minutes, he described himself as a “libertarian-conservative.”

			– – –

			It is now known that he was a prodigious writer, but he also kept many notes to refer to in a file in a desk. Of course, there was the tale of John Winthrop and the story of the “city on a hill,” many FDR stories, Winston Churchill stories, and a story on why Nazism—national socialism—was a left-wing ideology: “Our Nat. can only achieve permanent well-being from within on the principles of common interest before self-interest.”424 He also wrote about the Founders and the Framers, ancient philosophers, and many others.

			“Ronald Reagan was a writer, and we cannot really know him without delving into what he himself wrote over the years. His written work encompassed serious school essays, a sports column in the Des Moines Register on becoming a Hollywood actor. He wrote his own speeches and an autobiography published in 1965, in addition to the radio commentaries, letters and diary, plus his extensive remarks and statements in NSC meetings. Many of these writings did not become available a dozen or more years after he left the presidency, and thus were not available to early biographers.”425

			– – –

			Reagan developed his political consciousness during the Cold War in his Hollywood years. Previously, he’d been a huge supporter of the New Deal, having voted for FDR four times beginning in 1932, just in time for his first vote. He remembered that both his father and his brother got work in the dark days of the Depression from the WPA. Still, he was a handsome, virile young man in Hollywood Babylon with beautiful starlets who were a dime a dozen. He dated many and had a good time. Who wouldn’t under those circumstances? He was making as much as $2,000 a week, having the time of his life. He drove a sporty convertible.

			But his movie career waned, and he turned to television to make his income, especially as host and traveling corporate spokesman—but sometimes actor—running GE Theater on CBS. It was a highly rated show that won many awards. And it was vitally important to Reagan’s ideological growth and development.

			“For eight years [1954–1962], I hopscotched around the country by train and automobile for GE and visited every one of its 139 plants, some of them several times. Along the way, I met more than 250,000 employees of GE.… Looking back now I realize that it wasn’t a bad apprenticeship for someone who’d enter public life…”426 “Those GE tours became almost a post-graduate course in political science for me…by 1960 I had completed the process of self-conversion.”427

			He once discussed the switch from movie actor to political leader: “Let me begin by telling you how an actor like myself started giving speeches in the first place. If you didn’t sing or dance in the Hollywood of my day, you wound up as an after-dinner speaker. Personal appearances were part of a performer’s life. People wanted to see and hear the actors and actresses of the screen in the flesh.”428

			The themes of freedom and accountability continued with the Gipper throughout his lifetime. Reagan worked as a lifeguard during the summer in his hometown of Dixon. He would make a notch on a log for every life he saved, seventy-seven in all. He was good looking, tall, athletic, and the days before the Great Depression were a good time with possibilities galore for a teenage boy in the Midwest.

			Reagan appreciated every stage of his youth. “In the fall of 1928, Reagan enrolled at Eureka College, working his way through the school year as a janitor, dishwasher, and laborer on construction sites.”429 Eureka was about one hundred miles south of Dixon. But it was at Eureka College—then with about 250 undergraduate students—that he grew and flourished. And as president, he returned several times and once remarked that all that happened in his life, all that was good, happened at Eureka. Over the years, he would periodically donate personal items and money to the school.

			In his college years—where he earned a double major in economics and sociology—he read the economic theories of Frédéric Bastiat, who criticized dirigisme, which was a government-managed economy. He wrote an essay on British romanticism after taking a course on it, and his paper included an examination of the poet William Wordsworth, who rebelled against classicism and who valued impulsiveness and the freedom of the individual in society and sentiment—not in a lawbreaking sense, but in the sense of the utter freedom of man.

			– – –

			Henry Adams, the nineteenth-century philosopher, posed the question long ago: could the occupant of the executive mansion make a difference in the country’s destiny? Reagan firmly answered that question with a resounding “Yes!” When he took office in 1981, he was confronted with problems as troublesome as those which confronted FDR at the onset of his administration. But he got the phrase “Rendezvous with Destiny” from FDR’s second acceptance speech and used it often in his life. He was a young radio employee in Des Moines, Iowa when he first heard it.

			The Carter recession, high interest rates, high inflation, Soviet advances around the world, declining American morale, gas lines—Reagan faced all these problems and more. And yet he conquered each with aplomb, style, and eloquence, for he had that special gift of ingenuity to peer into the future based on the understandings of the past. George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt all had this gift, which made them the four greatest presidents of America, as author John Patrick Diggins wrote in his landmark book, Ronald Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of History. Reagan left office with a 73 percent approval rating, rare for presidents.

			He was more popular leaving office than the day he took office. One of his first actions as president was to order the federal decontrol of oil. Prices at the pump plummeted immediately. “Like Emerson, Reagan was determined to rid America of the fear of selfishness, since the self itself was sacred.”430 William F. Buckley had his own take on Reagan’s presidency and departure saying, “Mr. Reagan has accomplished a great deal, but perhaps he will be remembered by our great-grandchildren for two reasons: the first, that he presided over the counterrevolution against the creeping idea that the state has a pre-emptive right to the production of its citizens; and, second, that he is almost certainly the nicest man who ever occupied the White House.”431

			Reagan was one of our more spiritual presidents, especially after the assassination attempt. Cardinal Terence Cooke of the New York Archdiocese remarked to Reagan, while he was recovering, “God’s hand was on your shoulder that day,” and Reagan replied, “Yes, and whatever time I have left is his.”432

			As Diggins observed, “But the genius of Reagan was, like that of Emerson, to persuade us that we please God by pleasing ourselves and that to believe in the self is to live within the divine soul.”433 He believed, as Tocqueville did in Democracy in America, that religion was “the first of American political institutions.”434 In fact, after the assassin’s attempt, he wrote in his own diary, “Whatever happens now I owe my life to God and will try to serve him in every way I can.”435

			Reagan thought about death and life a lot, even as a young man. In his college yearbook, he wrote a poem entitled “Killed in Action.” It was about the Lost Generation, the defilement and waste of World War I, and the generation as a whole. It faintly echoed Ernest Hemingway’s lamentations in his famous For Whom the Bell Tolls. But Hemingway wrote of despising America while Reagan wrote of loving his country. Reagan never would have fit in with the Lost Generation crowd, although he would have appreciated Dorothy Parker’s wit and humor.

			He laughed easily and loudly. As favored speechwriter Aram Bakshian once noted, he used to spend a considerable amount of time putting humorous lines in only to see Reagan take them out in preference to better lines Reagan had written. He once joshed, “I was a little disappointed in that movie, The Little Emperor. I thought it was going to be about Don Regan.”436

			– – –

			Winning the presidency did not come easily to Reagan. He had only won on the third time, after a late starting drive in 1968 and a whisper-thin loss to the incumbent Gerald Ford in 1976. But he mastered it better than most while restoring dignity and hope to a country, which had been mostly lost during the Carter years.

			He lost in 1976. Nonetheless, Reagan had several fruitful years, which turned out to be a proving ground for the presidency. He led the fight against the Panama Canal Treaties, he developed his economic message that included tax cuts, and he honed his anti-Soviet Union broadsides. And his eight years in the White House were as fruitful for the American people as any eight years in the history of the United States.

			Most men reach a time in their forties when their worldview becomes settled. Not Reagan. He was developing and refining a political philosophy that was based on the rights of the individual and our government truly was beneath us. One of his aides, Robert McFarlane, once foolishly said of Reagan, “He knows so little and accomplishes so much.”437 The Chauncey Gardiner–elitist view of Reagan is silly and wrong, simplistic, and ill thought out. Those who knew Reagan always admired his desire to read widely and work hard to determine clear positions on virtually every major policy issue, both domestic and foreign.438

			Speaking of humor, Reagan had the best sense of humor in the White House since Jack Kennedy. He loved a good joke and loved telling jokes about himself. Once, impressionist Rich Little was entertaining in the White House, making everyone roar with laughter. Afterward, he sat down with the Reagans and almost immediately, Reagan said to Little, “You know I do impressions!” At this point, Nancy Reagan was rolling her eyes. To which Little says, “Oh yeah? Let’s hear them.” And with that Reagan started into a very bad John Wayne impression: “Pilgrim, I called for you yesterday, and you showed up today.” By this point, Mrs. Reagan is kicking her husband under the table to get him to stop. He instead ploughed on with a very bad Jimmy Stewart and now both Little and Mrs. Reagan were losing interest until Reagan performed a fair Truman Capote, but it was just a word salad. Little said, “That’s fine, Mr. President. But you have to make it funny.” With that, Little wrote down something on a cocktail napkin and handed it to Reagan. Reagan’s eyes brightened and he read in a Capote-type whiny voice, “They said I wrote ‘In Cold Blood’ but actually I wrote in ink.’” Mrs. Reagan and Little fell over themselves in gales of laughter.439

			– – –

			As he was about to leave the White House in 1989, a reporter had asked Reagan if he learned anything in his Hollywood days that would later help him be president. Without missing a beat, Reagan responded, “I don’t know how you can do this job and not be an actor.”440 Of course, Reagan was one of those men who was constantly learning, evolving, and improving. He probably didn’t become a fully-formed John Locke conservative until he reached his sixties.

			He had a caustic relationship with American liberalism, as opposed to classical liberalism, often jokingly referred to as “The L word.”

			“Reagan’s relation to liberalism may illuminate modern America more than his relation to conservatism. What Reagan sought to do for America has been the goal of liberalism since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment: to get rid of authority, the meddlesome intrusions of controlling institutions, whether church or state. Reagan quoted Emerson to remind America that it is ‘the land of tomorrow’ unburdened by the authority of the past.”441 What attracted Reagan to Emerson might be found in one phrase in his essay, “Self-Reliance:” when Emerson wrote that if Americans would simply reject government and politics, that “Power ceases in the instant of repose.”442

			“Reaganism” is defined in the Oxford dictionary as a consistent and coherent American philosophy. Reagan is the only American president to receive such an honorific from this kind of reference. There is no “Bushism” or “Kennedyism” or “Rooseveltism.” That in and of itself is significant. It codifies Reagan’s philosophy as a hard fact, like New Dealers or New Frontiersmen.

			And so it was from the late ’70s up until the late ’80s. Reagan, a commonsense conservative, prevailed. He used the term “common sense” and in fact, lived and governed under the words of Thomas Paine, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”443

			– – –

			Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Paine preached and wrote about the rights, dignity, and privacy of the individual. Solzhenitsyn suffered in a gulag, was beaten and starved. But after The Gulag Archipelago, he’d become an international cause and had too much sunlight on him, so the Soviets reluctantly released him to the West. He immediately stirred up a hornet’s nest when he gave the commencement address at Harvard, blaming the American left for creating so much carnage and suffering in the world, which drove some liberals bonkers. Paine and Reagan knew we were not passive individuals but masters of our own universe.

			When Reagan died, Solzhenitsyn wrote, “May the soft Earth be a comfort in his present rest.”444

			Winston Churchill, also a writer like Solzhenitsyn before entering politics once said, “It’s better to be making the news than taking the news, to be an actor rather than a critic.”445 Reagan understood this innately. He wanted to make a difference. “To many people, Reagan was an enigma. He did not seem to work hard. He seemed never to question himself or his policies. Yet his presidency was one of the most significant in the twentieth century. And his standing with the American people continues to rise. The man and his political career cannot be explained entirely by his political philosophy or his specific policies.”446

			In William F. Buckley’s The Reagan I Knew, admiration abounded. “He is always confident about the most important matter, the virtue of the American character, big-hearted and open, hard-working and determined. The portrait we get here reveals a warm and captivating soul, a loyal friend, and a loving husband.”447 Reagan himself was a writer who had a marvelous sense of humor and knew how to use it.

			Of his own philosophy of life, he once said that change does not mean to deny the past. “Like a tree growing strong through the seasons, rooted in the earth and drawing life from the sun, so, too, positive change must be rooted in traditional values—in the land, in culture, in family and community—and it must take its life from the eternal things, from the source of all life, which is faith. Such change will lead to new understandings, new opportunities, to a broader future in which the tradition is not supplanted but finds its full flowering. That is the future beckoning to your generation.”448

			Reagan may have barely lost the 1976 GOP presidential nomination, but his campaign signaled an end to Nixonism—which was nothing more than “Me too” New Dealism—and began the era of New Federalism.

			– – –

			It was a halcyon time in the ’70s and ’80s when new ideas flourished, much as they had two hundred years earlier. Ideas on national defense, foreign policy, economic policy, family policy, government, federalism, privacy, and more sprung from the think tanks and institutions of the conservative movement, all brought to fruition by the political activity of the same.

			America had been on a slow, steady decline since the untimely assassination of President John F. Kennedy. The United States went downwards with one failed president after another—LBJ, Nixon, Ford, Carter. Historians began to write that the presidency was too big for one man—it was seriously suggested that the Constitution be amended so the US would have two presidents, one for foreign policy and one for domestic policy—until Reagan. All the mindless prattling about the job being too big for any one man stopped when Reagan became president.

			He came to the presidency with three great goals in mind: the revival of the American economy, the defeat of Soviet communism, and most importantly, the restoration of American morale. He knew this to be the most important, for a happy people are a productive people. And a productive people can rebuild a sick economy, create jobs, and manufacture the arms needed to aid indigenous freedom movements around the globe while creating a stout economy that can outperform and outspend, driving the Soviet economy into the ground.

			“When Reagan became president in 1981, American conservatives’ great fear was that communism would overrun what was then called the third world. The State Department and the CIA responded by undertaking clandestine and often brutal counterinsurgency initiatives in Angola, Afghanistan, El Salvador, Iraq, and elsewhere.”449

			Reagan’s quest to destroy Soviet communism and win the Cold War had been depicted as a sort of morality play. Simply put, we were the good guys, and they were the bad guys. There was no moral ambiguity. He was out to win, or as he once told aide Dick Allen, “We win, they lose.”450

			Reagan held firm despite the fanciful rumor that Nikita Khrushchev once said that the Soviet Union would collapse when “shrimps learn to whistle.”451

			“Admirers point to the president’s political language on the assumption that words are the equivalent of deeds and the rhetoric of the ‘evil empire’ was meant to bring about the fall of communism and did indeed do so.”452 Conservatives were thrilled at Reagan’s speech, which also blamed liberals for the nonspiritual glide downward in America.

			“The decay of the Soviet experiment should come as no surprise to us. Wherever the comparisons have been made between free and closed societies—West Germany and East Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia, Malaysia and Vietnam—it is the democratic countries that are prosperous and responsive to the needs of their people. And one of the simple but overwhelming facts of our time is this: Of all the millions of refugees we’ve seen in the modern world, their flight is always away from, not toward the Communist world. Today on the NATO line, our military forces face east to prevent a possible invasion. On the other side of the line, the Soviet forces also face east to prevent their people from leaving,” said Reagan in an address to Britain’s parliament in June 1982.453

			Reagan was out to destroy Soviet communism, not contain it. Containment had been the bipartisan policy of both Republicans and Democrats since the end of World War II. Sometimes it was called containment, sometimes it was called détente. Both failed to control the Soviet threat. By the time of Reagan’s death, the Cold War was long over. We won, due to Reagan’s policies. They lost.

			For many, by the time of Reagan’s death, the Soviet threat had faded. The Cold War was becoming a relic. The end of history in a phrase. The terrors of the Soviet Union had nearly been forgotten. But not by everybody. Columnist John Kass wrote of his own father’s experiences in the “old world” though it wasn’t so long ago. “They repeatedly tried to kill him.… They shot up the village and stole food from starving people at gunpoint and killed those who disagreed with them, including teachers, and used their politics as cover to settle disputes by gutting those they stole from.”454 The Washington establishment and Jimmy Carter came in for some good head knocking from Kass.

			Then he wrote, “But then came Reagan. He didn’t care about satisfying the establishment by waxing on about shades of gray. He understood that there was good and evil in the world and that we weren’t evil. The Soviets were evil because they squashed the individual in the name of the collective. Big central governments everywhere are determined to maintain themselves at the cost of the individual. This is the nature, the danger, of bureaucracies. Reagan understood this. He rebuilt the military, confronted the communists and broke them.… This outraged the handwringers and the shades-of-gray crowd. It enrages them still, which is why they are so eager to diminish him, to peel him, even in death. And what happened in the world? They call it freedom. They call it the American Century. They don’t call it the Soviet Century. Thank you, President Reagan.”455

			Reagan ran into opposition from the Democrats, of course. They had been lurching more and more left since the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, a noble anti-communist. By 1972, they were almost completely collectivist. Indeed, their 1972 platform said that each individual could only inherit $100,000, and the rest must revert to the state. That year, they nominated uber collectivist Senator George McGovern of South Dakota, whose convention speech was goofily themed “Come home, America.” It might as well have been called “Come home, little Sheba” as McGovern was waxed that year by Richard Nixon, 61 to 39 percent. During the Vietnamese boat evacuation, many prominent left-wingers like Jane Fonda actually sided with their tormentors, including Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge, instead of the freedom-seeking “boat people.” Pol Pot murdered six million of his own Cambodian countrymen.

			– – –

			Reagan believed in the upward mobility of America and knew of the “natural aristocracy” of American society: anyone could rise to their highest ambition without the heavy hand of nobility or government interference.

			Once, in a radio address, he signaled his disdain for government by quoting de Tocqueville and stating how the French philosopher “spoke of government covering the face of society with a network of small, complicated rules until the nation is reduced to a flock of timid and industrious animals of which government is the shepherd.”456 De Tocqueville once also noted the difference between how church and state operated in his native France and how uniquely different it was in America. In France, they were polar operatives when it came to freedom, but in America, the government and the church, while separate, both worked to expand human freedom.

			Reagan’s hostility toward government can be traced back to Thomas Jefferson and the election of 1800 against John Adams and how the power of the state was becoming dangerous and treacherous. Adams supported the passage of the Sedition Acts, which actually made it illegal to criticize the government. These laws were essentially far worse than any conceived by King George II or King George III. When Jefferson was elected, they were wisely removed.

			Reagan changed the course of American history in ways that are just beginning to be understood.

			Reagan was reminiscent of the hero in Sidney Hook’s book, The Hero in History. Hook wrote of the “event-making man in history” in which the course of history changes because of the presence of such a man on the world stage. Churchill and FDR certainly qualify. So does Ronald Reagan. We used to say of such men that they “tipped the field.” “Reagan may be admired not only for what did but also for who he was, a thoughtful, determined man of character and vision.”457 Few other chief executives had such a belief in the future or were so confident that the United States could mold the future favorably.

			– – –

			“Some liberal historians were typically blinded to the facts by their own ideology. In contrast, in 1951, Hanna Arendt wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism, and in it she audaciously compared Stalin and Hitler and their respective countries. The Left in America went nuts even in the face of the fact that communism and National Socialism were both forms of collectivism. Some American liberals could never accept that Hitler was a leftist.”458

			Still, he broke with the bipartisan containment policies towards the Soviet Union stretching back to Harry Truman. And of course, he took pleasure in splintering Henry Kissinger’s détente into a million pieces, confronting the Soviet Union and crushing it under his cowboy heel.

			He called the Soviet Union an “Evil Empire” in a speech before the National Association of Evangelicals in March of 1983. It pushed buttons. It was written to push buttons.

			Kissinger never understood the concept of freedom or the lengths people would go to achieve it. During the evacuation of South Vietnam, as the communists from the North were closing in, he coldly remarked about the poor and innocent South Vietnamese, “Why don’t these people die fast? The worst thing that could happen would be for them to linger on.”459 It is easy to understand why Kissinger has always been Reagan’s bête noire. Leaving no doubt of his neocon cynicism, he also remarked on the fall of South Vietnam, “Give me another title and I will lose another country.”460

			– – –

			Nancy Reagan had always been a boon, Reagan’s best friend and confidant. She gave him advice of all sorts, especially about personnel. And fashion.

			It was just a couple of years after the assassination attempt that he was on Air Force One. He was about to wear the purple plaid suit he loved. Mrs. Reagan hated the suit. It caused comments in Washington. But he loved it. As such, Nancy, in frustration, commented on her dislike of the suit—again—finally turning to aide Mike Deaver to enlist his help. He told her, no he wasn’t going to go there again. “I’m not arguing with him again about the suit. I’ve had enough of it!” With that, Mrs. Reagan urged Mike to tell the president what his staff said about the suit. Reagan, looking at Deaver, said, “Mike, what does the staff say about this suit?” Mike, the eternal truth teller, replied, “Mr. President, the staff say if you were going to be shot, why couldn’t you have been shot wearing that suit?”461

			There was also a time when Reagan was getting a new official photo and was wearing a tie that charitably had seen better days. Deaver was there in the Oval Office and proudly showed Reagan the new Hermès tie he was wearing. Reagan leaned in and sniffed to Deaver, “But Mike, I don’t like your damn tie!”

			Nancy learned a lot about being a wife and a myriad of other things from her mother Edith Luckett Davis as well as Dr. Loyal Davis, her adoptive father.

			– – –

			Reagan’s faith was always important to him, more so after John Hinckley tried to assassinate him.

			Reagan had always been a man of faith, going to church often in Illinois with his mother and in California, but less so as president because he knew his presence would cause a disturbance to the congregants and Secret Service. He carried his faith within him, however, having become “born again” years earlier. He also saw to it that Camp David had a place to worship.

			“At a conference on religious liberty in 1985, President Reagan spoke of the distinction between the ‘City of God’ and the ‘City of Man,’ and one might have expected him to refer to the author of these concepts. St. Augustine would surely have muddied things by making us aware that since God is good, the ‘evil empire’ behind the Iron Curtain would not exist unless it were good that it did exist. However, a political speech is no time for Christianity’s enigmas. The point Reagan sought to make is more revealing. In the speech he cited Nicaragua and Russia as evidence that the ‘machinery of the state is being used as never before against religious freedom.’ Reagan looked to religion less as a source of divine guidance than as a bulwark against the power of the state.”462

			After he was shot, he told many he lived as part of a “divine plan” involving Pope John Paul II, Margaret Thatcher, Mikhail Gorbachev, and himself. And so it was, though Reagan’s yeoman’s service did not completely bear fruit until George Bush’s administration. Befuddled at the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, Bush said nothing, missing the chance to make this history-altering event meaningful. His missed the chance to tell the American people how and why almost forty thousand died in Korea, why fifty-eight thousand Americans died in South Vietnam, how an untold number of people died in the Warsaw Pact countries and in the Soviet republics, why we spent billions winning the Cold War, and why we originally went into space and won the moon. He missed the chance to make the most significant event of our lifetime eventful. He never gave the speech he should have given to the American people—a speech that Franklin Roosevelt, John Kennedy, or Ronald Reagan could have given in their sleep.

			Reagan wrote in his memoirs that he “invited Christ into his life.”463 He also, at an early age, told himself that God was dedicated to human freedom. Sophisticated thinking for a young man.

			It was said Reagan was cold and distant, but nothing could be further from the truth. During his presidency, a plane went down filled with US troops, killing them all, almost three hundred people in total. At the memorial service for the GIs, the Reagans tenderly embraced many of the mourners. It wasn’t virtue signaling. It was genuine. The Reagans were sharing their pain.

			During the 1976 campaign, Reagan was at a stop in North Carolina. Backstage, a teacher showed up with seven or eight kids, about eight or nine years old. There was one problem. The kids were blind, and their teacher was a specialist in teaching blind children. Reagan’s aide Mike Deaver was trying to facilitate a meeting between Reagan and the kids after he spoke. Reagan gladly agreed but under one condition. Reagan wanted no photographers. He bent down to the kids, introduced himself, and then said he’d often heard that blind people like to know who they are addressing, and one way to determine such a thing was to gently touch the face of the person to whom they are speaking. And with that, Reagan knelt down and one by one, the little blind kids came forward to gingerly run their hands over his face. Having done so, the kids pronounced themselves pleased and satisfied.464

			– – –

			After a long struggle with Alzheimer’s (no, he only started to suffer from the disease six years after leaving the White House, contrary to the leftist narrative) in which his eyes were closed for the last six days, he succumbed, at age ninety-three. His funeral was splendid as Americans poured out by the millions, despairing to liberals. This fulfilled a jokey prophecy of his. At the 1992 GOP convention in Houston, Reagan was attempting to pull the party together after George H. W. Bush had made a hash of things. “Indeed, according to the experts, I have exceeded my life expectancy by quite a few years. Now this is a source of great annoyance to some, especially those in the Democratic party.”465

			His funeral dominated the media for days and came off without a hitch. First, he was laid for viewing in his own presidential library. Thousands came. Then he was flown to Washington to lie in state in the US Capitol Rotunda where hundreds of thousands came. The service at the National Cathedral was packed with rubbernecking congregants, including the rich and famous, the heads of many countries, senators, congressmen, Reagan White House staffers, and congressional staffers. Everyone who was anyone was at the Washington National Cathedral, which was broadcast live on cable and all three networks. His slow-moving funeral cortege bearing his body to lie in state at the US Capitol was wall-to-wall people paying their respects. “For most Reaganites, the memories of the revolution filled them with wistful joy, a smile through tears.”466 At the National Cathedral, as his remains were exiting the church, a remarkable thing happened. It had been cloudy all morning, but at the last moment the clouds parted, and a shaft of sunlight broke through to shine on Reagan. The same thing had happened at Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address at the east façade at the US Capitol.

			When Reagan won the presidency in 1980, it was noted that his most stinging criticism of Jimmy Carter was that he tried to make the populace feel ashamed. Carter wanted Americans to believe that they were insignificant, powerless, and to grow up to an era of small things. The Gipper said he was going to rescue the country from such small thinking.

			“Even Adam Smith, who recognized that the fate of morality in a market economy rested on moral sentiments, honestly acknowledged that he had no success in resolving the dualism and that ethics may be at odds with the pursuit of self-interest.”467 Smith hoped and wrote that the need for respect caused most people to behave normally, that civilization came from self-worth, even conceit. Ayn Rand once wrote a book on this topic called The Virtue of Selfishness, and while Reagan was not a practicing objectivist, he believed in the individual. Just look at his presidential speeches. They are studded with references to the individual. “Yes, Ronald Reagan was a great communicator, a skillful user of stories with a real point. But the deeper point is the depth and content he was forever putting before us.”468

			Reagan set about his work immediately to show Americans they had much to be proud of. In a commencement speech at Notre Dame in early 1981, he said, “The time has come to dare to show to the world that our civilized ideas, our traditions, our values, are not—like the ideology and war machine of totalitarian societies—just a facade of strength. It is time for the world to know our intellectual and spiritual values are rooted in the source of all strength, a belief in a Supreme Being, and a law higher than our own.”469

			The speech was delivered just months after the assassination attempt that almost killed him, and this in and of itself was important. If Reagan could recover and grow stronger, then so could America.

			He once said at a State of the Union address that America was not getting older and weaker but younger and stronger. Hence, his 1984 campaign was themed “Morning in America.” There was a belief of a spiritual rebirth in the country. To give power back to the citizenry, to give back their love of their own decision-making process—such a belief structure may well be the working definition of Reaganism.

			It was after the presidency, at the Houston convention in 1992, when former president Reagan delivered one of his finest speeches. In part, he said, “Emerson was right. We are the country of tomorrow. Our revolution did not end at Yorktown. More than two centuries later, America remains on the voyage of discovery, a land that has never become, but is always in the act of becoming.”470

			Many in the audience wept. Some thought this would be the last time they would ever see him, and they were right.

			Few other American chief executives had so enthusiastic a commitment to the future or were so sure that the country could mold the “bright morning in the future,” so certain that the “city on a hill” would hold fast to the right. Our lives of course are not easy, but Jesus taught us to be good, and yes, we could flourish.

			“He wanted to be president of the United States, and Carl Jung’s synchronicity—that events are interrelated, connected—lent him a hand. And for conservatives, it was their Camelot.”471 Of all the events in Reagan’s public life, the Cold War must rank as the most striking event, even as liberals foolishly dismiss it. “Too many of the treatments of Reagan try to abstract from his ideology, which is like, to borrow G. K. Chesterton’s phrase, trying ‘to tell the story of a saint without God.’”472

			He always had his doubters, even among those near him on a regular basis. “Reagan’s deputy national security advisor Robert McFarland and his speechwriter Peggy Noonan acknowledge that they questioned Reagan’s intellectual abilities.”473 But he shouldered on, letting critics fall by the wayside. His thoughts were elsewhere. He was thinking, as always, about freedom and how to expand it. As he said in one speech, “Since the exodus from Egypt, historians have written of those who sacrificed and struggled for Freedom—the stand at Thermopylae, the revolt of Spartacus, the storming of the Bastille, the Warsaw uprising in World War II. More recently we’ve seen evidence of this same human impulse in one of the developing nations in Central America.”474 But as much as his mind was on the world, he still had time for his family.

			– – –

			Reagan was once asked by his young daughter Patti, “If I reach up high enough, can I touch God?” Pure transcendentalism. To which the Gipper replied, “‘God is…all around us.’ Perfect Emersonianism.”475 Many years later, his office in Century City was quietly closed, and he went to his house in Bel-Air to await God’s final command to come home.
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