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Praise for Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan, by Edmund Morris


“As you read on—and such is the force and fascination of Mr. Morris’s narrative that you can’t help reading on—you begin to see the benefits of his highly unorthodox technique.… Is Dutch then finally flawed by Mr. Morris’s technique? To judge from the book’s extensive notes, it in no way distorts the record of Mr. Reagan’s life, only the viewpoint from which it is told. It’s difficult to approve the technique in theory; in less skilled hands it will doubtless prove a disaster. But it certainly succeeds in this case.”

—CHRISTOPHER LEHMANN-HAUPT, The New York Times




“A compelling, richly informative, conceptually courageous book that constitutes a relentless pursuit of truth … the most insightful book in print about Ronald Reagan and the meaning of his presidency, and it may very well remain so for many years.”

—MICHAEL PAKENHAM, Baltimore Sun




“Dutch paints a powerful and surprising portrait of a great world leader—the greatest American president since Harry Truman.”

—DEIRDRE DONAHUE, USA Today




“As Morris accompanied the President to meetings in the Oval Office, summits with Mikhail Gorbachev and political events around America, he must have realized that his experience would give unusual depth and richness to his overall portrait of Reagan. Nor was he wrong.… [He] gets the Big Picture triumphantly right.”

—JOHN O’SULLIVAN, National Review




“Morris can write beautifully, especially when he is limning action or sense impressions; his account of the 1981 attempt on Reagan’s life, for example, is a marvel of muscular description.”

—HENDRIK HERTZBERG, The New Yorker




“I read and read, with increasing fascination and enjoyment.… I also found myself living the book, enjoying the book, loving the book in places and putting it down, finally, feeling wistful about Reagan and thinking that he would understand Morris’s approach.… Dutch is Edmund Morris’s Citizen Kane.… A compulsively readable book—and one that strikes me as fundamentally true and fair.”

—RICHARD COHEN, The Washington Post




“Now, ten years after the end of [Reagan’s] term, we have a biography that makes exceptional efforts to explain him.… I read the book not at the wasting pace you ordinarily read large biographies but in a thrall.… Dutch rocks.”

—MICHAEL WOLFF, New York magazine




“A superlative read, a page-turner.… Dozens of historians and biographers in the coming decades will work over the Reagan years. Many will be policy wonks, well-equipped to interpret what happened and why. None will come closer than Morris to the man himself.… This is a wonderful book.”

—DAVID WARSH, The Boston Globe




“An absolute page-turner.… It takes as its model what is generally regarded as the greatest biography in the English language, James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson.”

—JOSEPH ELLIS, The Washington Post Book World




“A reader who surrenders to Morris’s … blend of scholarship and imagination will be led through a riveting story to a transcendent conclusion with a surprise twist. If there is a ‘higher truth’ justifying the book’s technique, it is that Ronald Reagan lived in a world of his own fictions, far more extensive than the fictions of Edmund Morris.… Dutch never fails to evoke the power and mystery of its subject.”

—STEVEN R. WEISMAN, The New York Times Book Review




“The perspectives with regard to Reagan are neither damaged nor diminished by his technique. Indeed, they are enhanced.… The book is well-written, copiously documented, and a delight to read.”

—THOMAS V. DIBACCO, Orlando Sentinel




“Morris is a master prose stylist and leaves the reader in awe of his powers.… Dutch is a major work, one that approaches Reagan’s persona as closely as may be possible.”

—JAY STRAFFORD, Richmond Times-Dispatch




“Plausible, dramatic, literary, and lit with dazzling flashes of insight.”

—Amazon.com delivers Politics and Current Events (“Bestsellers”)




“The author has done the considerable research that the biography of a major figure requires.… Morris’s many-faceted mirrors give us vivid, varied impressions of Dutch.”

—WILLIAM S. MCFEELY, The Boston Globe




“It contains astonishing observations and insights, wonderful stories and incomparable story-telling.”

—TERRY GOLWAY, New York Observer




“Controversial in form, and monumental, complex, and imaginative in substance.”

—JOHN MERONY, The American Enterprise




“Morris has observed power in action more closely than anyone who wasn’t actually employed by the administration.… He has written an authorized presidential biography in a wildly unconventional and idiosyncratic form, and Dutch is compelling, vastly readable and extraordinarily well written.”

—SARA WHEELER, The Weekend Telegraph




“Reagan’s stature makes it more, not less, imperative for his biography to be imaginative, … to do whatever it can to explain the man behind the polite smile.… Readers will decide if Morris created a plausible image of the beloved and mysterious Reagan.… The biographer, however, broke no rules because there are no rules to break.”

—JULIA KELLER, Chicago Tribune




“What [Morris] produced was something like a Picasso. It was both more and less than people bargained for, and so it seems like an anomaly in the gallery. He stepped over the limits assigned to him, trying to explore the unexplorable, to express the inexpressible. The result has all the hallmarks of a great creative work, not the least of which is that its greatness is not apparent at first glance.”

—JOAN GIVNER, The Toronto Star
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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The publication of the original hardback edition of Edmund Morris’s Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan in the fall of 1999 caused one of the biggest literary sensations in years. Even before The New York Times, in a front-page scoop, trumpeted advance details of its method, the book had become the subject of intense anticipation. Fourteen years in the making, it was the first biography ever authorized by a sitting President and, even more remarkably, had been written under conditions of complete interpretive freedom.

Little was known of Edmund Morris, whose Pulitzer Prize–winning biography The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt had attracted Ronald Reagan’s attention in 1981, except that he was a naturalized American citizen, born in Kenya in 1940, and married to the biographer Sylvia Jukes Morris. It was assumed that Reagan had chosen Morris because of the liveliness and impressive scholarship of his Roosevelt volume, and because he was, like most immigrants, likely to be politically conservative.

The author himself had assured Random House in the fall of 1985 that he was a writer, not an ideologue. “I want to make literature out of Ronald Reagan,” he said, emphasizing that what drew him was the complexity of the President’s character and the improbable—yet, in retrospect, logical—sequence of roles that Reagan had played to rise, in a long life, from provincial ordinariness to the height of world power.

Morris’s statement was taken seriously by his editor, Robert Loomis. But until that ambition was finally realized, little inkling of Dutch’s revolutionary nature seeped outside of Random House. As the years passed, and no book appeared (it was originally scheduled for publication in 1991), speculations mounted that Morris was in biographical difficulty, and was thinking of abandoning his project. He admitted to a closed circle of fellow historians at the University of Virginia that Ronald Reagan posed a formidable challenge to scholarship:


Ronald Reagan is a man of benign remoteness and no psychological curiosity, either about himself or others. He considers his life to have been unremarkable. He gives nothing of himself to intimates (if one can use such a noun in such a phrase), believing that he has no self to give. In the White House he wrote hundreds of personal letters, and obediently kept an eight-year diary, but the handwritten sentences, while graceful and grammatical (never an erasure, never a flaw of spelling or punctuation!), are about as revelatory of the man behind them as the calligraphy of a copyist.



This admission, unaccompanied by any hint that Morris had found a creative solution to the problem, leaked into the press and caused a flurry of comment. Particular attention was paid to a section of text Morris had shared with the historians, which compared Reagan’s advance (“an ever-thrusting, ever-deepening mass of chill purpose”) to that of a glacier:


Possessed of no inner warmth, with no apparent interest save in its own growth, it directed itself toward whatever declivities lay in its path. Inevitably, as the glacier grew, it collected rocks before it, and used them to flatten obstructions; when the rocks were worn smooth they rode up onto the glacier’s back, briefly enjoying high sunny views, then tumbled off to become part of the surrounding countryside. They lie where they fell, some cracked, some crumbled … lateral moraine. And the glacier sped slowly on.



The passage suggested to headline-writers that Morris—if he ever completed his book—was not likely to be as admiring a biographer as Reagan loyalists might wish. Yet Reagan himself sympathetically wrote the author, “Believe me, I understand a problem we both have. Our friends (???) in the media delight in giving our remarks a twist that changes the meaning to suit their prejudices.”

More years passed. Only Loomis was privy to the fact that Morris had had an epiphany of sorts, almost literally stumbling on a new way to write biography. He had visited Reagan’s alma mater, Eureka College, in the fall of 1992, regretting that he could not share the life of his subject, or at least have been able to witness the young “Dutch” Reagan walking those same lawns in the fall of 1928.

An acorn cracked under his shoe, Morris told Loomis, and at that moment he realized that he “had, in a sense, been there” in Reagan’s freshman year. After years of interviews and close scrutiny of diaries, letters, and old photographs, all biographers become doppelgängers of their subjects, vicariously living the very lives they tell. Why not make himself an actual, if imaginary, character in the story—in order to bring an extra sharpness of observation to events unquestionably authentic? Simply put, why not write a “memoir” of Ronald Reagan?

“After all,” Morris wrote, “I actually was the President’s doppelgänger from November 1985, shortly before the Geneva summit. I shadowed him in the White House, followed him when he traveled, freely interviewed him, and have been given access to his papers and diaries.”

This closeness, however, was preceded by seventy-four years during which the author was unavoidably not present at Reagan’s side. Morris believed that such an imbalance of viewpoints was bound to cause interpretive problems.


One might compare my task to that of a film editor who has to integrate a few hundred close-focus frames with twenty thousand feet of gauzy long shots. But biography is sometimes freer than film to rise to such challenges … providing the end result is honest and fully documented.

Reagan considers his life (quite wrongly) to have been unremarkable. He gives nothing of himself in private, believing that he has no self to give.

Any orthodox quest for the real “Dutch,” then, is bound to be an exercise in frustration. Hence the dullness of so many of the books written about him, their inability to capture his peculiar magic. Since Reagan has been primarily a phenomenon of the American imagination—a mythical apotheosis of the best and the worst in us—he can be re-created only by an extension of biographical technique.



And so the voluminous manuscript of Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan began to pile up, chapter by chapter, in the editor’s office. Seen by none except a few senior executives, and then only in part, it remained closely embargoed through 1998, when the author at last announced that it was ready for publication.

Random House duly put Dutch at the head of its fall list for that year, only to have Morris withdraw the manuscript for further rewriting.

Continuing rumors of writer’s block belied pretty good evidence, in the author’s own words, that he was increasingly inspired by the professed “glacier” of yesteryear. Morris, relaxing his code of silence, had published two Reagan-related essays in The New Yorker that in turn reported on the former President’s submission to Alzheimer’s disease and the efforts of the Ronald Reagan Library to “edit” his life story. Seen in retrospect, these articles, and a third, humorous one in Forbes FYI on the longueurs of biographical research, amounted to advance notices that Dutch, when it at last appeared, would be an unusual book—scholarly, affectionate, yet uncompromisingly frank.

[image: ]

Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan was again announced for publication on September 30, 1999. But the expectations of fourteen years, plus the provocation of the embargo, proved too much for reporters. Doreen Carvajal of The New York Times managed to glimpse enough of the book’s text to print the following bombshell on September 18, headlined WRITER AS CHARACTER IN REAGAN BIOGRAPHY.


[Dutch] is days away from publication.… But in the meantime its publisher, Random House, is guarding copies zealously, partly for fear of a controversy about Mr. Morris’s writing style, which employs an unconventional technique that disturbs historians and former Reagan officials who have heard about it.

Simply put, Mr. Morris has invented a character: himself. For literary purposes, the author, 59, has essentially transformed his own life … revised his age, birthplace, identity and résumé to become a Zeligesque narrator who is a Reagan contemporary, glimpsing the future President on a Dixon High School football field; bumping into him beneath the elms of his Illinois alma mater, Eureka College; reporting for duty to Lieutenant Reagan at the Army Air Force’s first motion picture unit.



Ms. Carvajal went on to quote the reactions, pro and con, of professional historians, from the “I think it will create … surprise and some chagrin” of Alan Brinkley at Columbia University to the “It is no different from the practice of those biographers who purport to see the world from the perspective of their subjects” of Stanford University’s Hayden White. Over the next ten days—a period in which Random House managed to keep all but a handful of copies from being begged, borrowed, or stolen by newshounds—Dutch became the number one subject of cultural conversation on both sides of the Atlantic. “I thought this was pretty smart,” Victoria Glendinning remarked on BBC Newsnight, and she praised the book’s “real scholarship.”

Richard Holmes, sitting next to her, agreed. “Morris is a serious biographer. The references are very exact.… The material, the quotes, are perfectly genuine. I think the importance of fact, of hard fact, in the end is absolutely crucial, but you need this play of ideas, this play of form.”

In the United States, initial comments were much more negative. Even before Newsweek ran its advance excerpts on September 27, the television talk shows were dominated by outraged Reaganauts complaining that Morris had written a snobbish and untrustworthy portrait of one of the great Presidents in history. They particularly protested his reported conclusion that Reagan was “an airhead” (for the actual passage, see this page), and that the assassination attempt of March 30, 1981, had had a permanent, debilitating effect. Their choler was in no way moderated when four of Reagan’s former aides—Michael Deaver, Edwin Meese III, David Gergen, and Lyn Nofziger—admitted, even as they attacked the book on Larry King Live, that none had actually read it yet.

The syndicated columnists Maureen Dowd and George Will, also showing scant acquaintance with the text, weighed in with vituperative advance notices, respectively accusing Morris of being “barking mad” in the use of his autobiographical device, and “dishonorable” in alleged manipulation of historical facts. Some of Will’s accusations were particularly damaging:


The conversation in the green tunic [with Dr. John Hutton, about Reagan’s 1985 colonoscopy] is make-believe.… Conscious distortion in history is necessarily dishonest. Morris’s majoritarian epistemology [sic] is a license to fabricate, and an invitation to the sort of self-glorification Morris practices.… [He] enjoyed, to a degree unprecedented in the annals of presidential biographies, the cooperation—access to the subject and his papers—implicit in an agreement to write an authorized biography, meaning not an uncritical study but one given every opportunity for an accurate rendering of reality. What he produced is an act of bad faith.



With several hundred thousand copies of Dutch waiting to be unboxed in bookstores across the country, and sixteen million television viewers primed by 60 Minutes’ documentary, aired on September 26, Random House braced for the influential first review on publication day in The New York Times. Written by Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, it proved to be an unqualified rave:


As you read on—and such is the force and fascination of Mr. Morris’s narrative that you can’t help reading on—you begin to see the benefits of his highly unorthodox technique.… Is Dutch then finally flawed by Mr. Morris’s technique? To judge from the book’s extensive notes, it in no way distorts the record of Mr. Reagan’s life, only the viewpoint from which it is told. It’s difficult to approve the technique in theory; in less skilled hands it will doubtless prove a disaster. But it certainly suceeds in this case.



Sanctioned thus by “the newspaper of record,” and further promoted by saturation television coverage, Dutch made its debut at number two on the New York Times bestseller list after only three days of sales. Edmund Morris appeared on the same talk shows as his early critics and addressed their claims that he had perverted the standards of honest biography. In an open letter to George Will, he further defended the scholarship that underlies Dutch’s high style:


This page–this page, drawn to your attention by Nancy Reagan, describe the colonoscopy that was conducted on the President in July 1985, climaxing in the shock discovery of a malignant tumor. The imagery of this passage derives directly from the eyewitness testimony of Dr. John Hutton, who later became the White House Physician, and who has for fourteen years been my most generous source of medical information about Ronald Reagan. Verbally, on occasions without number, he has told me about the “white, necrotic ridge” that loomed up ahead of the scope, beyond an undulating, plain-like foreground. The quoted phrase also appears in Dr. Hutton’s diary, which he allowed me to read in toto, during many days of research in his office at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences in Bethesda, Maryland.

You accuse me of fabricating a conversation with Dr. Hutton in which, gesturing and grimacing in his green surgical tunic, he referred to this white ridge and dramatically compared it to his first view of the Rockies, on a flight across the Great Plains many years ago. I did not fabricate a word of this transcribed conversation, which is documented on this page, along with references to other, almost identical interviews (Dr. Hutton tends to repeat himself), and the notes that you yourself mention. I am a close observer of visual detail, and every movement of the doctor’s hands, as he described the advancing scope, is imprinted in my memory, as are his facial expressions.

You say that Dr. Hutton “never wore” a green surgical tunic when he talked to me. He most certainly did. Our conversation took place just after he had been participating in a lecture-demonstration, in the university operating theater, of the impact of bullets on flesh (a subject in which Dr. Hutton is an expert), and his tunic was not only green, but spattered with blood. Medical universities are robust institutions, not subject to civilian restraints, and I thought it best not to enquire further into what he had been doing.



In the weeks following, Dutch fell victim to a proliferation of negative reviews. Written for the most part by political reporters, they found the book to be lacking in its coverage of Reagan’s presidential campaigns, not to mention many economic, social, and foreign-policy issues. Its literary virtuosity annoyed them (although some confessed that they admired Morris’s narrative skills) to the point of near abuse. “Strip away Morris’s pretentious bric-a-brac, and what would be left is still a grossly inadequate biography,” Robert Novak wrote in The Weekly Standard.

Perhaps the most important of these politically oriented reviews was that of Hendrik Hertzberg in The New Yorker.


In Dutch: A Memoir there is almost nothing about electoral politics, nothing at all about ideological politics, and not a word about political economy. About international politics there is narrative, some of it very strong, but no analysis.… Morris has told us more than we knew before about “Reagan’s own humanity” and about “the quality of his personality.” But it is fair to ask the question: So what?



A smaller segment of critical opinion was voiced by academe. The dismay of history professors, whose whole structure of scholarly procedure is challenged by Dutch’s innovations (particularly the imaginary footnotes the imaginary author occasionally permits himself), reached almost comical proportions. Professor Douglas Brinkley of the University of New Orleans published a three-column newspaper attack on the book, then announced that he was “looking forward to reading it.” Professor Larry Sabato of the University of Virginia compared Morris’s work, sight unseen, to that of a controversial show of British avant-garde art at the Brooklyn Museum, and called it “dung biography.” Joseph Ellis, the Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer of Thomas Jefferson, was assigned to review Dutch by The Washington Post Book World and concluded on first reading that it was one of the greatest biographies he had ever come across. Only when he realized that the book’s author was not, in fact, a Chicago-born octogenarian and former classmate of Ronald Reagan did he change his mind, somewhat ambivalently:


[Morris’s] book is not just a riveting read. It takes as its model what is generally regarded as the greatest biography in the English language, James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson.… As I turned the pages of Dutch—and it is an absolute page-turner—I marveled.…

Morris does a splendid job of describing the most crucial and controversial chapter in Reagan’s life. These were the postwar years, when he underwent a political conversion.…

Morris lets this story play out gradually, poignantly, and without a trace of political prejudice for or against the conservative conclusions Reagan reached.…

The debate that this predestined bestseller by now has provoked is not about Reagan’s political legacy but about Morris’s biographical methods. Does the stylistic briliance of Dutch justify Morris’s scholarly shenanigans?…

What Morris has done, in my opinion, is a scandal and a travesty.



Joan Didion conceded in The New York Review of Books that Morris’s most daring experiment, the creation of a fictional son to articulate the feelings of student radicals in the 1960s, had produced “in many ways the most interesting character in the book.” But she felt that inventiveness had compromised historical accuracy.

A minority of critics, most of them literary rather than political in their predilections, tried to affect the growing consensus that Dutch irresponsibly mixed fact and fiction. “A reader who surrenders to Morris’s … blend of scholarship and imagination will be led through a riveting story to a transcendent conclusion with a surprise twist,” Steven R. Weisman remarked in The New York Times Book Review. “Dutch never fails to evoke the power and mystery of its subject.” Perhaps the most significant comment was that of Michael Pakenham in the Baltimore Sun:


Edmund Morris, after 14 years, has produced a compelling, richly informative, conceptually courageous book that constitutes a relentless pursuit of the truth. Arguably, it is the most insightful book in print about Ronald Reagan and the meaning of his presidency, and it may well remain so for many years.…

As far as Reagan and history go, [the biographer] is presented entirely as an observer—except for one dramatic, highly effective ornament at the book’s end. He does not alter the course of Reagan’s life—political or personal. He is a mirror, a lens, a prism, a device through which Morris chooses to examine Reagan in full context.

A main effect is to make the book more confiding, more conversational—certainly more swiftly moving and enthralling. Occasionally, that narrator became, to me, a clutter.… But never did that voice, for me anyway, intrude on the events or attitudes of Reagan’s or history’s doings.

I tried rewriting in my mind, again and again, passages where that narrator’s voice is particularly present—where recognizing that he is a fiction is necessary to comprehend what is being read. In each case, my conclusion was that—yes, of course—the same material could have been written in an orthodox narrative manner, and if it were, however brilliantly executed, it would be far less interesting and illuminating.
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Barring a few factual and typographical corrections, and the excision of one overwrought phrase in the Epilogue that Edmund Morris ruefully ascribes to “finishing fatigue,” this Modern Library edition of Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan is the identical text that shook the world of publishing in 1999. The author remains confident that his scholarship will survive the test of time, while the book’s stylistic originality will inspire other biographers to experiment with “the endless reflections and refractions of human memory.”

All that Dutch asks of a first-time reader is that he or she be willing to accept, in its early pages, the presence of a fictional narrator. Every biographical fact recorded, every one of Ronald Reagan’s words and thoughts and acts, are all the fruit of hard historical research. Only the means Edmund Morris employs (deliberately varied throughout the book, to emphasize the fragmentary nature of Reagan’s career) go beyond those of orthodox nonfiction. Yet close analysis of the notes will show that even the most apparently imaginary episodes are nothing more than imaginative in execution. They merely tell the truth in ways altogether new.

For example, Morris was criticized by Charles Krauthammer in The Washington Post for “imagining Reagan’s thoughts while making his first movie.” The thoughts referred to (see Chapter 9) are taken from the young actor’s own written account of the production, while those of “Andy McCaine,” the role he was playing, derive directly from the shooting script of Love Is on the Air.

Again, the nightmarish events of 1947, when Reagan nearly died of pneumonia while losing a newborn child (and soon afterward, the love of his first wife, Jane Wyman), are presented by Morris in film-scenario form. This is not so much a creative indulgence as a faithful reflection of the way Reagan himself remembered—and wrote about—the events of that traumatic year.

Elsewhere, throughout this long and polyglot book, cinematic devices abound, as do images of reflection and refraction (see the President’s reaction to an Oval Office monitor on this page), audio montage (see the chorus of post-Reykjavik comment on this page–this page), and space technology. In every case, such passages present authentic material in Reaganesque fashion, illuminating our understanding of the strange and compulsive workings of the central character’s mind. “Unless I can convey the extent to which RR lived in his own imagination,” Morris wrote Loomis in 1994, “this biography will have failed in its task.”

Whether Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan indeed fails, as the initial critics suggested, or whether it succeeds as brilliantly as many readers (judging from the mail pouring into Random House) seem to feel, only time will tell. The Modern Library, committed to publishing books that are likely to survive as classics, is proud to reissue it with confidence that it will soon attain that status.



CONTENTS

[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright



Publisher’s Note

Epigraph

Prologue

1   The Land of Lost Things

2   The Rainbow on the Roof

3   A Dark Form Half Hidden in the Snow

4   A World Elsewhere

5   Chimes at Midnight

6   Air and Water

7   The Indifferent Figure in the Sand: A Review

8   Long Blue Shadows

9   Inside Story

10   Love Is on the Air

11   On the Beach with Ronnie and Jane

12   A Lonely Impulse of Delight

13   The End of the Beginning

14   Celluloid Commandos

15   The Regeneration of the World

16   Star Power: A Dialogue

17   Down the Divide: Four Short Scenarios

18   Red or Palest Pink: A Letter

19   This Dismal Wilderness

INTERMISSION

20   And Then Along Came Nancy

21   The Unexplored Mystery of Ploughed Ground

22   Remember Old Ma Reagan: A Studio Interview, 1954

23   Ladies and Gentlemen of the California Fertilizer Association: A Speech

24   Dark Days

25   Reagan Country

26   A Sixty-Year-Old Smiling Public Man

27   The Ripple Effect

28   I, Ronald Wilson Reagan

29   Back into the Iron Vest

30   Huge Cloudy Symbols of a High Romance

31   Physicians of Memory

32   Almost Air Force One

33   One on One

34   Explosions

35   The Beginning of the End

36   Album Leaves, 1987–1988

37   The Shining City

Epilogue

Appendix

Acknowledgments

Bibliography

Notes

Illustrations

Dedication





Pause you who read this, and think for a moment
of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers,
that would never have bound you, but for the formation
of the first link on one memorable day.

—CHARLES DICKENS
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Prologue

“For heaven’s sakes!”

He holds the speckled leaf in his hand, caressing its green patches with his sharp, scarred thumb. The Oval Office is so silent I hope that the dry whisper of that caress will register on my tape recorder. “Direct from Lowell Park,” I say. “Remember that big oak tree you used to sit under, when you were a lifeguard?”

He tilts his head at me, mildly amused but wary. Most public yet most private of men, he does not welcome undue familiarity with his past. I have never forgotten the blue anger that came into his eyes (no aquamarine flash like Jimmy Carter’s, but a sort of dark flicker, like the inner flame of a candle) when I boasted that I had tracked down his first fiancée. “Oh, you found out about her, huh.” It was a statement rather than a question—Ronald Reagan hardly ever used the interrogative form—signaling, for all its tone of polite interest, his resentment at being surprised, and his disinclination to hear another word about the preacher’s daughter he once wanted to marry.

I should have kept my research to myself. Yet for sheer pleasure at having tracked down former intimates, I could never resist beginning an interview with, “Guess what—Glen Claussen’s still alive. He gave me this photograph of you singing barbershop quartet!” or, “Joy Hodges says, ‘Love to Dutch.’ ” I would pause for a reaction, but—unless you call a practiced chuckle reactive—always in vain. Perhaps his youthful readings in Calvin Coolidge taught him not to encourage interlocutors. It only winds them up for twenty minutes more. Even as a teenager, he had taken no personal interest in people. They were, and remained, a faceless audience to his perpetual performance.

Of course, if I said something like, “Mr. President, your old friend Pee Wee seems to be dying,” he would bow his head in appropriate sorrow—checking, meanwhile, the schedule lying crisp before him:



	1:30 PM
	Personal Staff Time



	2:00 PM
	Pre–News Conference Briefing



	3:30 PM
	Taping Session




Perhaps because today’s show-and-tell has vegetal rather than human associations, his moment of wariness passes. “That was in front of the little bath house,” he says, speaking more to the leaf than to me. He is back under his favorite oak, sixty summers ago, his hot damp swimsuit unlooped from his shoulders and dropped to his taut stomach, leaving behind a pale ghost of itself. The river has “closed” for lunch, and he is eating a hamburger and reading Edgar Rice Burroughs. At about the age of one thousand years, they go voluntarily upon their last strange pilgrimage down the river Iss, which leads no living Martian knows whither and from whose bosom no Martian has ever returned.

That hard, splendid body, those bruising arms and knees, the prickle of wet wool are so manifest that I can feel them—as one skinny-dipper did on August 2, 1928, in the nocturnal rescue that gave “Dutch” Reagan his first newspaper headline. PULLED FROM THE JAWS OF DEATH. A sudden empathy with the drowning boy (who gave his name as James Raider) makes me want to retch, as if the Rock River’s brackish waters are in my nose and throat, and my consciousness, too, swirling.

“Mr. President, when you—”

I am in such a frenzy that I have forgotten he is still addressing himself to the leaf. Our voices collide; his soft husk arrests my stammer. “There was a walkway,” Reagan says. “And then a square on the end with a slide on it, and a diving board, and uh, a low-level thing along one side.…” He glances at me smiling, head cocked. The gray-blue eyes go from gloss to semigloss, and he returns the leaf. “Well, I’ll be darned.” We are back in the present.

I know now I’ll never tell him. No wonder Ronald Reagan embraced the Strategic Defense Initiative—cosmic deflection is his game! Research memo: look for the notion of a space-shield in Burroughs science fiction. Doesn’t Princess of Mars have a dome of bombproof glass, five feet thick?

Half an hour later, I emerge from the Oval Office, asking myself for the hundredth time, “How much does Dutch really know?”

[image: ]

There was no sign of recognition when I first saw him in the White House, at a state dinner in August 1981. Nor did he know me (although he pretended to) when I sat next to him fourteen months later, at a lunch with members of the Theodore Roosevelt Association. He again showed no sign of familiarity on Saint Valentine’s Day 1983, when Senator Mark Hatfield invited a group of biographers to dine with the Reagans in Georgetown. I was not surprised. The President met an average of eighty people a day; he must long since have stopped relating handshakes to faces.

He certainly lit up, though, when Hatfield introduced me as the author of The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt. “Oh!” he breathed, warmly resting his left hand on my right hand engulfed in his other hand, “I read that. And Nancy was reading your wife’s book about, uh—”

“Edith Kermit Roosevelt, sir.”

“Yes. Those first few months in the White House, we would lay in bed and read ’em side by side!” He waited for me to express appreciation, then winked and turned to Frank Freidel. Happiness suffused my heart.

I watched Frank melting under similar treatment, then Daniel J. Boorstin and George Nash and the rest of our company. The President had a perfectly prepared quip for each man, a beam of sexless affection for each woman. We were all seduced, with the exception of Arthur S. Link, Ph.D., George Harding Davis ’86 Professor of American History at Princeton University. Reagan grasped his disapproving Democratic hand. “Well, hello—” Link bent stiffly forward, craggy and crabbed, bowed by the erudition of forty-two consecutive volumes of The Papers of Woodrow Wilson. His detestation of the Gipper was legendary in academe. Some of us had taken bets that Arthur would not show up. But show he had, in the teeth of a snowstorm, out of courtesy to Senator Hatfield.

For a moment, his silver crew cut bristled inches from Reagan’s chin. I braced for an upward jerk and thud. But then he straightened and tried to smile—a mirthless iguana gape. Reagan, nodding kindly, moved on to the butler.
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“He sensed Link’s stiffness, and was figuring how to deal with it.” Ronald Reagan and Arthur Link, February 14, 1983.

Something about the back of the President’s neck, as he ordered a vodka and orange, told me he sensed Link’s stiffness, and was figuring how to deal with it. He had been the same at college, at Warner Bros., in the Army, on the road for GE in the Fifties: always the Actor, determined at all costs to captivate every person in the room. Compared with some of the more formidable dyspeptics he had beguiled—Eamon De Valera, Charles de Gaulle, and Chiang Kai-shek, to name but three—Link was easy meat.

It took him no more than twenty minutes, once we had sat down at Mrs. Hatfield’s round table, ornamented with bulbous red plastic hearts. I noticed he kept beaming at Arthur. Rubicund from his cocktail, big, broad, lustrous with power, he exuded what Walter Pater called the “charm of an exquisite character, felt in some way to be inseparable from his person.” The iguana began to cackle in spite of itself at the flow of his jokes. Who could help laugh, when Reagan himself laughed so irresistibly?

Arthur, being something of an expert on sequitur, must have noticed how each joke adapted to the conversation, how quickly and lightly the words spooled out, every punch line dropping like a fly on the stream. Joke-telling requires a special kind of intelligence, as anyone knows who has tried to write one out: a few syllables too many, a vital phrase misstated, and the humor dies. Reagan lacked wit—he was too cautious to risk repartee—and many of his jokes were hoary, but one could only marvel at their apparent spontaneity.

He grew serious when the conversation turned to a President’s responsibility to endow posterity with personal documents. Whatever we recommended for the record, he said, he would do faithfully. But he doubted that details about himself as a man would interest anybody, now or in the future. “I still look over my shoulder when I’m, you know, walking out of the White House and the Marines are saluting and all, and I say, ‘Who—me?’ ”

This was too much for Arthur, who by now was gazing at Reagan misty-eyed. “Mr. President!” he roared, almost sobbing with adoration. “Six hundred years from now, historians will still be fascinated by your manuscripts!” (I had a vision of scholarly lasers, programmed for Freudian clues, scanning Dutch’s diaries without so much as a beep.) Arthur, rambling on, would not be stopped until he had begged the President and Mrs. Reagan to preserve their billets-doux. “Imagine what would have happened if Mrs. Wilson had burned those wonderful love letters Woodrow wrote her. How little we would know of his passionate humanity!”

There was nothing to do but let rapture run its course. Reagan sat listening, content at having prevailed once again over a potential enemy. The rest of us twirled our wineglasses and wondered what kind of ideological hangover Arthur was going to have in the morning.

Throughout the seventy minutes we stayed at the table, I was aware of Mrs. Reagan’s stare, as a scuba diver in dark water senses two large, pale, accompanying jellyfish. I braced myself to glance at her: she gave a thin return of smile before looking away.

“And then along came Nancy Davis,” said Reagan, “and saved my soul.”

He was talking about 1949, his annus horribilis, when in the space of a few months he had found himself alone, aging, divorced, unemployed, upstaged in his last picture, and on crutches, nursing a shattered leg. There was a respectful silence while he gazed at his savior. Her eyes glittered with tears, perfectly on cue.

Hokey, yes, but I could not help being moved. The President’s adoration of this brittle little woman warmed the room to such an extent that Mrs. Hatfield, draining her champagne, launched into a monologue on the subject of Love that had us all checking our watches. Only Reagan, with his bear’s appetite for honeyed sentiment, seemed sorry when her speech, and with it the evening, came to an end.
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“I’m going to ask only one favor from you scholars in exchange for this dinner,” Senator Hatfield said after the Reagans had left. “Each of you must send me an account of what you’ve heard and seen tonight.”

I wrote some pages from an imaginary History of the United States in the Late Twentieth Century. Its general tone was whimsical, aside from this mention of a proposal by the Librarian of Congress:


 … that Reagan appoint to his staff a historian trained to sense the long-term significance of events. Presidents, Dr. Boorstin remarked, are often unaware that their most cherished “achievements” might be judged insignificant by posterity, while others, hardly noticed at the time, blossom later to major importance. If the drama of the moment—a gala for the doomed Sadat, a visit to the Berlin Wall—can be captured by an official photographer, then why not also by an official chronicler? “As Chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee,” Hatfield interrupted with a grin, “I’ll see you get the necessary funds.”



After quoting Arthur Link’s outburst about the “passionate humanity” of Woodrow Wilson, I concluded:


Implicit in that remark was the suggestion that Reagan’s own humanity, unchronicled, might fade faster than any other feature of his Presidency; that in the end what chiefly survives, or should survive, of any Chief Executive is the quality of his personality. Presidents, whatever their political symbolism, represent the national character of their era, and if we do not understand our leaders as people, we can never understand ourselves as Americans.



It was not until some time afterward that I learned that the real purpose of the Hatfield dinner had been to set me up as Reagan’s “chronicler.” So that was why Mrs. Reagan had stared so hard over her volaille de poulet aux champignons. That was why Richard Darman, the Administration’s resident intellectual, had invited me to the White House for a follow-up discussion. Presumably, I was expected to offer my pen to the Reagan Revolution.

I didn’t. I was at work on another volume of the life of Theodore Roosevelt, and had reason enough to keep my distance. Ironia ironiarum, that I of all people should be charged with rescuing the old Lifeguard from the chill current of history!
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Nine years later, however, I found myself literally escorting him back to his origins in Tampico, Illinois. He was President no longer, and had been seized by a sudden, senescent desire to visit, for the first time since 1911, what was now grandly called the Ronald Reagan Birthplace Museum. I walked down Main Street with him and Nancy, feeling transcendentally strange. An odd, Dantesque reversal of roles had occurred, as if I were now the leader rather than the led.

“Mr. President,” I said, “you don’t have to pretend you remember this place. You were only three months old when your parents checked out of number 111.”

“Yes. We went to live over the store where my father worked. H. C. Pitney’s General Store.”

“No, that was in 1919, when you returned here from Monmouth. In May 1911, the Tampico Tornado reported that your parents had moved with their new baby to the Burden house, south of the depot.”

I pointed down the one-block street, beyond the little crowd restrained by a police car, and across the tracks. “You can’t see it because of the wheat elevator, but it’s the house of your first memories.”

“Are we going to visit?”

“I think they want us to go to church first, sir, and then go through the museum here.”

Docile as ever, he nodded. I did not add that the current occupants of the white, double-story house had no desire to welcome him. Judging by the number of major appliances on the stoop, they were not Reagan Republicans.

Sunday-morning sunbeams streamed through the windows of the Christian Church. He sat immediately in front of me while the organ fluted “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” and Whiteside County’s Disciples of Christ—a corn-fed lot—squeezed themselves into adjoining pews. I leaned forward and said, “Just think, Mr. President, if your father had gotten you baptized in Saint Mary’s, we’d be attending eleven o’clock mass.”

He chuckled and whispered conspiratorially, “Bells and smells.”

We sang number 270 in the hymnal. It occurred to me that I had never heard him sing, apart from his execrable rendering of “They Fly Through the Air with the Greatest of Ease” in International Squadron (1942). So I leaned forward and was surprised by the sweetness of his breathy light baritone. Unlike most public worshipers, he sang without a trace of self-consciousness, quietly, almost to himself.


There is a place of full release,
A place full of joy and peace …



As so often before, I marveled at the dense lie of his hair, thick and shining as an otter’s. Why is it old men and small boys always look so vulnerable from behind? Today, he seemed to belong to both categories. There was something engagingly innocent about the way he clutched his wife’s hand throughout the prayers and sermon, and about his glance at her for approval when the preacher asked him to speak. Innocent, yet also strange: I had not seen him so dependent before. For the first time, I wondered if there was something wrong with him.

He spoke well enough, in his patented hesitant husk: “My brother and I were started off in the Christian Church by our mother, here in Tampico. I’m afraid I can’t … uh, tell if this was the same building we—”

I nodded violently at him, over Nancy’s coiffure, but he did not see me.

“Reason is, that was about seventy years ago. But I can’t describe the feeling of being back here in my birthplace. Really, there are no words.”

These were his standard clichés to express emotion required of him, but I looked around and saw many eyes fill with tears. Reagan checked too: the old actor counting the house. Satisfied, he ambled back to his pew, and we sang “That Old Rugged Cross.”
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After the service, we adjourned to the Birthplace, which was cordoned off for privacy. A voluble and energetic little lady led the returning pilgrim upstairs. I crowded close behind, not wanting to miss a moment of this recherche du temps perdu.

Only when it happened—a door thrown open, a threshold crossed, two windows full of sun, and then another, darker threshold—did I realize that none of us had anticipated its impact. “This, Mr. President,” the little lady said, pointing matter-of-factly at a bed, “is where you were born.”

Sixty years of public life had taught Ronald Reagan how to react. But these words were so sudden, the room so small, and the bed in its cramped corner so lumpishly there, that if a reproduction of Courbet’s Origin of the World had hung over the headboard, he could not have been more shocked. I heard him suck in his breath. He swiveled on his heel, almost treading me down, and began to tell jokes.
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Later, over lunch at the “Dutch Diner” down the street (named, oddly enough, not after Ronald Reagan, but after the Mennonite women who run it), a delayed reaction set in. He showed no interest in what I tried to tell him about the events of eighty years ago in Tampico. Instead, he took refuge in his own stories about Hollywood, stories we had all heard a hundred times, except now he left out whole sections without noticing, while Nancy picked at her salad, her face a mask.

Listening to him, I asked myself who of us, forced so brutally to confront the nothingness from which we have sprung, would not have turned away as he did, knowing it to be indistinguishable from—indeed, identical with—the nothingness that looms ahead?

[image: ]

“Don’t blame me, this was Mike Deaver’s idea,” said Robert Tuttle, White House director of personnel, when I assumed the dread title of Authorized Biographer. “We were playing tennis one day, and I told Mike, ‘What the President needs is an in-house historian.’ He said, ‘Don’t worry, it’s already done.’ ”

“Except it wasn’t, Bob. I said no after the Hatfield dinner. I’m not a historian.”

“Well, we thought you were. Couldn’t understand why you hesitated so long.”

“Two and a half years!”

If he thought of me as “in-house” help, well, let him. It had taken all that time, and the cheep of a bird four thousand miles away, before I suddenly wanted to write Dutch’s strange story—and such of mine as might help illuminate it. I could not tell Tuttle the reason for my hesitation, nor Deaver nor Darman nor Boorstin nor Hatfield. No more could I tell the President himself, when I stood in the Oval Office and gagged on the fetid waters of memory and desire.
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Memory. Desire. What is this mysterious yearning of biographer for subject, so akin to a coup de foudre in its insistence? Yet so fundamentally different from love in its detachment? Dutch has intrigued me, on and off, most of my life, but until 1985 I never thought of being his bard. Even now, as we approach the end of our aloof intimacy, we are two bodies from remote systems, one a mere chip of rock, one huge—history cannot deny Ronald Reagan’s mass!—asteroids whose trajectories briefly interlocked. Yet still I feel that gravitational drag, the product as much of disproportion as convergence. Before we recede to our respective darknesses, I must allow these floating fragments, these dusts of myself, to sparkle in his waning light.
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The Land of
Lost Things

It was a bird at Bergen-Belsen that did it, that wet May morning in 1985 when Ronald Reagan stepped out of the Dokumentenhaus, his face racked by what he had just seen. Precisely then, as he glanced over the mass graves toward the monument where he was to speak, a skylark sang out. I felt my heart constrict. Something about the way Dutch looked against the gray sky, and the way the bird sounded through the medium of my television set, made me wish passionately that I was there. I knew then what I could not have believed two and a half years before, nor even begun to imagine the first time I saw him mount a public platform (skinny, bespectacled, center-parted, rigid with excitement, his lips wreathing ungracefully to the right).

Reagan stood within reach of presidential greatness. Time and again—never more courageously than this day—he had struggled against circumstance and bent it to his will. But for his reluctance to boast, he might already be considered great, on the achievements of his first term alone: an overnight resurgence of American patriotism and positivity; a rethinking of old attitudes toward the government as provider; an assertion of popular rights on the federal shop floor, and on the federal bench; a declaration of moral war upon the Soviet Union, plus perfect willingness to bankrupt it by force of military spending; a rebalancing of executive power against the legislative; and a transferal of “compassion” from welfare to the womb. More impressive than all these, perhaps, had been his knightly display of valor after he lost half his blood supply on March 30, 1981. History admires the wise, but it elevates the brave.

Greatness, however, requires that leaders who change their times be seen to change themselves, or at least to embody great ideals. Abraham Lincoln not only suffered for the Union as much as any soldier in blue, he embodied in his nature the antagonisms and interdependence of North and South. Theodore Roosevelt both invoked and personified “the young giant of the West.” Franklin Roosevelt’s triumph over adversity was personal as well as political. To my mind, Ronald Reagan did not have these epic dimensions. I knew that his life story was as interesting and as prototypically American as Lincoln’s or either Roosevelt’s. Yet there was a slabby, alabaster-like quality to his character that put me off. I could see whorls and crystals beneath the gloss, without being able to probe them.

At times, I wondered if he was not simply a polished presence—like those chrome busts that Noguchi sculpted in the Jazz Age, reflecting only outside personalities. Was that James Baker’s calculating gaze I glimpsed in the President’s right eye? Did his mouth just flash with Ed Meese’s pink pout?

Not until Reagan confronted the green mounds of Bergen-Belsen, and realized what dread fertilizer enriched their heather covering, did the alabaster become flesh, and terror and pity—emotions that Hazlitt says are concomitant with tragedy—stir in my breast. I feared the anger that he would unleash by going on to Bitburg, and disbelieved his assumption that, after forty years, he could reconcile the Holocaust’s killers and its slain. He was deaf to the skylark; but it irresistibly summoned me.

I felt myself at the beginning of a journey into his past, a journey planned by mysterious agents—as a child, carried asleep aboard a midnight train, becomes conscious of enormous, purposeful movement in the dark, of acceleration backward rather than forward, away from the probes of light that penetrate and flicker around the walls of his new, gently rocking room.
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Perhaps the journey had already begun. My reluctance to tell Ronald Reagan’s life had begun to waver several weeks before the Bitburg crisis, at a private dinner on March 22, upstairs at the White House. The subject of biography had not been raised over the tall white freesias and tall white candles—indistinguishably merging while Reagan droned on about Hollywood, and I drank too much of Richard Nixon’s excellent leftover Cabernet. But Michael Deaver was there, matching me glass for glass, and he had glared a message through the fragrant flames: You blew it at the Hatfields’, buddy. This is your last chance.

Riding home afterward, in the luxury of a limousine, I discussed the idea with my wife. “I don’t know if I can afford to pass up this opportunity,” I said. “But it means putting TR aside for a few years.”

The car cruised up Pennsylvania Avenue. A fine drizzle was falling. Ahead of us the Capitol wavered whitely, like some Tennysonian vision. Clothed in white samite, mystic, wonderful. Never had Washington looked so beautiful, so full of promise.

“There’s one good reason to do it, apart from the money,” I said, “and that is, I’ve known Dutch longer than anybody realizes. He least of all! Damned if I can figure him out, though. Is he a political genius, or a bore? Judging by tonight’s performance, I rather suspect the latter.”

“He managed to bore quite a few people into voting for him.”

“Yes. Perhaps I’m the bore. Always looking for something that’s not there.”

So again I suppressed the idea, until the President flew to Germany five weeks later, and I idly turned on CNN and found myself mesmerized by the call of a Lerche over the Lüneburger Heide.

That bird called not only around the curve of the world separating me from Reagan in his agony, but back and back through all our years. Primarily, I suppose, it sang of loss. Loss, the biographer’s torment: longing for treasures unrecoverable, hardly assuaged by the recovery of trifles—an oar or a floating hat, after everything else has gone over the weir. Private loss, too. So many other “last chances.” Budding opportunities unblown, breasts not cupped in my hand, scripts unfilmed and books unfinished, a marriage in ashes, a boy gone underground. Loss of youth, of middle age, of Time itself. Sydney Ann. Gavin. Father. And before them all, before everybody who ever lived, young and beautiful and wise, Bess—lost, too!—singing Schubert in our big music room on Lake Shore Drive in the spring of 1919.
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Horch! Horch! die Lerch’ im Ätherblau!

Und Phöbus, neu erweckt …



Even as a child accustomed to my mother’s effortless command of languages (she had studied lieder in Dresden and bel canto in Milan, not to mention the dialectical folksongs of her native England), I remember marveling that any foreign lyricist could so uglify Shakespeare’s “Hark! Hark! the Lark.”

At my urgent request, she sang it in the original, pointing out however that “These are not the words that Schubert set. He couldn’t read English. What sounds ugly to you sounded poetic to him. Ätherblau, for instance. Now there’s a lovely word, except to gross little American boys.”

“What’s Ätherblau?” I asked.

“Use you ears! Ether. Blue. And your eyes, too. Look through that window—what do you see?”

“Lake Michigan,” I said resentfully. But Bess kept her temper.

“See how its dark horizon etherizes into the pale blue of the sky? Ätherblau!”

In countless conversations like this, combining the aesthetic and the practical, my mother made me aware of the music of words and the phonology of music. Which is to say, I suppose, that she made me a writer, although it took most of a lifetime to complete the process. More subtly, as when she pointed out that Schubert’s Shakespeare was not our Shakespeare, she prepared me for the perception, essential to all authorized biographers, that the “original” person we think we are seeing and hearing is but a refracted image (bent, wavering, prismatic perhaps, but never quite still or solid) of someone who perceives us with equal mystification. My Dutch is not Nancy’s Ronnie—nor Jane’s, for that matter—and certainly not the “I, Ronald Wilson Reagan” our common original had in mind when he took his first oath as President of the United States.

Amateur Freudians, discovering that one of my mother’s star roles during her ten years (1905–1915) on the Chicago operatic stage was the Woodbird in Wagner’s Siegfried, would no doubt say that it was she, not Dutch, who called to me from Bergen-Belsen and thus impelled the writing of this book. Well, if they really want to psychoanalyze the matter, I may as well add that Father was Jewish—or as Bess delicately preferred to put it, “had German blood in his veins.”

Her scruple, oddly enough, originated with him. Not once in his short, fierce life did Arthur Morris raise the subject with me. Like many other well-born, Yale-educated Jews of the time, he was an Episcopalian convert and a Roosevelt Republican. I do not think he even considered himself a Jew, having decided, with Henry James, that being American was “complex fate” enough. Compulsively, he dedicated himself to philanthropy and politics.

He and my uncle Ira (U.S. Minister to Sweden, 1914–1923) allowed their brother Edward to run the family firm. Morris & Co. was then Chicago’s leading cattle feeder, with a thirty-acre plant at Racine and Twenty-third. It had been founded by Grandfather Nelson, a Bavarian immigrant who died in 1907, unable to understand why his two younger sons should prefer to spend money rather than make it, and yearn resectively for the worlds of government and diplomacy.

Had Grandfather known that Arthur Morris was even then preparing to marry a shikse opera singer (“Annette Dowling, the Kentish Skylark”), he probably would have expired sooner. As it was, they were wed three days after the old tycoon’s demise. Father never went near Packingtown again, and within a year or two Uncle Edward resignedly bought him and Ira out.

Father never talked about his income—only, with satisfaction, about the amount he gave away. At any rate, he was a wealthy man. My earliest memories are of a tall and splendid peach-colored house, whose rooms smelled alternately of Montecristos and attar of roses, depending on which parent dominated them. It stood just off the corner of Lake Shore Drive and Bellevue Place, and shimmered most of the day with light from the lake. Nanny was German, the maids Irish, and the cook French—or so we thought, until he absentmindedly referred to pain perdu as “French toast,” and had to confess he hailed from Schenectady. His readings in Escoffier, however, were revelatory. About the time young Dutch, ninety miles west, was discovering the delights of macaroni and cheese, I was developing a precocious taste for quenelles d’huîtres à la reine.
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Every spring we would relocate to “the Cottage,” a huge farmhouse at Aurora, about forty miles west of the city (bringing me closer yet to that unguessed-at country boy in north-central Illinois). As part of the settlement from Morris & Co., Father had retained control of a small subsidiary, the Aurora Model Dairy, simply as a base from which to indulge his fascination with local politics. Dairying did not interest him at all. He drove into Aurora every day to work pro bono as commissioner-at-large and treasurer of the Aurora Republican Party—leaving Bess to run the farm, which she did badly but with great enjoyment.

I remember how his nostrils flared when he took me in one morning and showed me Town Hall squatting dully on its midstream island.

“This is a holy place, my boy,” he said, gesturing reverently. “Here the G.O.P. was born.” I assumed he was referring to some municipal organization and looked about in despair. Please God, why didn’t Father prefer City Hall in Chicago? I did not understand that Cook County politics—let alone those of the state and nation—were too diffuse to engage him. He took a watchmaker’s delight in the close, the intricate, the small, the tensely sprung; he liked to feel power ticking in his hand.
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Pleasant as the Cottage was for a month or two, it began to feel like a prison when the awnings dropped and the dog days came. I hoped when I turned six that school would enforce our early return to the city, but Bess hired a governess who drove out every day in a pretty little roadster, like Nancy Drew, and read me the comics page of the Chicago Tribune. Father ran annually for Mayor of Aurora. I prayed for his defeat, because I knew that victory would root him ever more firmly in the country, away from our charmed life on Lake Shore Drive.

Father lost as often as he ran, but by steadily diminishing margins. I can still see him striding hitch-heeled down Broadway to the campaign office, the tails of his black jacket billowing behind him, while Republican voters tipped their hats and Democrats crossed the street. Every first Monday in November, Bess joined him on the hustings—rather bold for a woman in those days—and they patrolled the street together, handing out his campaign flower (dark, scentless roses, specially grown for him in Oregon) and posing arm in arm for the flashlight cameras. I stood by them once—a furrow-faced little boy peering out of page three of the Aurora Beacon-News, November 4, 1919—and had my retinas pierced with such painful star bursts of magnesium as to blind me permanently to the charms of public life.

The time was coming, that furrowed frown makes plain, when the peach-colored house would have to be sold to a developer. To this day, I cannot look at a photograph of it. A few years ago, I came across a perspective drawing of 18 Lake Shore Drive in an old Rand McNally guide, and its disembodied, black-and-white starkness made the nostalgia bearable. Loss of detail, of texture and nuance, is what breaks the heart.

In my second childhood, as in my first, I choose to dream that Father’s house still stands in “The Land of Lost Things”—that vast yet well-stocked territory roamed by historians, biographers, and other refugees from reality.
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Reagan has often been accused of roaming there too. On the contrary, he was always happier in the Here and Now. His tendency to reminisce (“When we were Governor of California …”) was not a looking back so much as an eager application of history to today and tomorrow. That swivel away from his birth bed in 1992 was entirely characteristic, as was his innocent delight—just before cognition began to fade—in the mechanics of the hillside crypt that awaits him and Nancy in Southern California.

“There’s a few feet of rail in there, ready for when they open that steel door and slide me in. Then they’ll seal the door, but you know, temporarily, until—uh, she joins me. Then we’ll lie there, just the two of us, and look at the sea together.”

It is characteristic of him to believe that the sea can be seen through steel, and after death.

But I digress—or rather, I neglect the larger digression from Ronald Reagan that this chapter necessarily undertakes. I am attempting, you see, to get myself out of his biographical way, before it develops its own improbable, burgeoning momentum.

Bess once teased me by saying that on the night of my conception she had lain back, like any decent Edwardian woman, “and thought of England.” Perhaps that, and Father’s burning Americanism, explains why my star has tended to center over the mid-Atlantic, although it has at times shone as far east as the Kentish Downs and as far west as Santa Barbara.

My birth, on August 9, 1912, more or less coincided with the archaeological furor over Piltdown Man, while other scientists were finding that genes could be lined up along a chromosome. Who knows, the latter discovery may prove as fraudulent as the former. The past is delusion, the future illusion; one locates one’s center where one can. (Or in cases like Reagan’s, where one wishes.)

Where, I wonder, was Father’s? Bess maintained that the worst thing that ever happened to him was being blackballed by the Chicago Club. Maybe his staunch Republicanism, his desperate giving of money to Christian charities, were attempts to buy respectability in a Gentile world. In that case, the mayoralty of Aurora, which Father eventually won, and held until death, was a triumph of sorts.

Arthur Morris was stiff, dark, and bristling, a driving piston of a man who spoke in snapped-off sentences, as if his larynx were a pressure valve. I wish I had inherited half his head of steam. His verbal ejaculations were so forceful and so few, in contrast to my own childish garrulousness, that I could never coax him into a relaxed conversation; halfway through some tentative opener, I would literally feel on my face the plosives of his eager reply.

“Father, Uncle Ira wants to take me to Maywood Field—”

“See the airplane show [puff!], yes, yes. Now, Arthur, promise [puff!] you won’t go near any propeller [puff! puff!]. Chop you to pieces, my boy!” And with “pieces” my forelock would lift.

He always addressed me by my first name, despite Bess’s insistence on calling me by my second. Arthur, of course, is a name hallowed by Christians, but to me it has always sounded Jewish, and after Father’s death in 1923 I buried the name with him. Morte d’Arthur. This gesture of denial did not come back to haunt me until three quarters of a century later, when I visited Bergen-Belsen and walked with no sense of strangeness among my father’s people, and felt the breeze fanning the heath, as his breath once fanned my hair.
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The Rainbow
on the Roof

“What are the first memories you have of your father, Mr. President?”

“I … Jack … I can remember dimly my father coming home from the store, and giving me a kiss, and he had stubble and I cried. He was very upset,” said Reagan, looking very upset. “And I’ve often regretted that, because now I know he must have been kind of hurt, when—when I backed away.”

In my notes, I underscored the last three words, thinking of “the little bit of a fat Dutchman,” as Jack called him, recoiling from the hot, prickly breath of affection. In one way or another, Jack’s younger son has been rejecting intimacy ever since. I wish I had a dollar for each of the friends and family members who complained to me that Dutch never let them “get anywhere near.”

The President stopped talking and sighed. John Edward Reagan—shoe salesman, lapsed Catholic, wanderer, and binge drinker—has always loomed large in his memory: once, indeed, with hallucinatory force. That was at Jack’s funeral service in 1941, when Dutch admitted to feeling greater despair than ever before in his life. Was it remorse for “backing away” so many other times, in childhood and adolescence? And as an adult, embarrassing Jack with charity? If so, the voice that sounded suddenly in his ears—kiss-close at last!—was consolatory. “I’m OK.” Dutch turned to his mother: “Jack is OK, and where he is he’s very happy.”

It was natural to turn at such a moment to Nelle Wilson Reagan (1883–1962) and equally natural to find her beside him, in church. Somehow, that is where one always sees the old lady: stiffly erect under a stained-glass window, a floppy Bible in her lap, hard features thrusting, gray-blue eyes furrowed on her favorite son. “God, what an old battle-ax,” one of my sources recalls. Yet those who invoke Nelle’s memory (most worshipfully, Dutch himself) speak of her as a saint capable of healing the sick. Family members go so far as to accord her divine powers. “Nelle,” they say at times of crisis, “will take care of us.” Pieties like these, usually accompanied by a soulful glance upward, frustrate research. I went to Tampico in the late summer of 1986, determined to prove, or disprove, the “battle-ax” theory at all costs.

[image: ]

In the Ronald Reagan Birthplace Museum, I met a scholarly gentleman with one arm and (he assured me) three university degrees. His reverence for Nelle was such that the mere sight of her handwriting made tears run down his face.

“I didn’t know her personally,” said Paul Nicely, founder and proprietor of the Museum. “But I guess I’ve talked to every Wilson and Reagan in Whiteside County and gone through their scrapbooks and letters, and lemme tell you, Nelle was a saint.”

“A saint with regard to Jack?”

Mr. Nicely pretended not to hear the question.

I suggested that it could not have been easy for her, as a pious Protestant, to live with a Catholic who never went to mass, yet insisted on baptizing their first son, Neil, in Saint Mary’s Church.

Mr. Nicely stared at me. He looked as if he was about to weep again. I said hastily, “Or maybe she felt Jack could have been a stronger father? He tended to be too kind of buddy-buddy with the boys. You know, ‘Dutch’ instead of ‘Ronald’ and ‘Moon’ instead of ‘Neil.’ She never used those nicknames …”

I let my voice trail off, because Mr. Nicely was not dumb. He knew that I knew overfamiliarity was hardly the problem between Jack and Dutch. Something Neil said replayed in my head: “I guess I’m still the son of my father, while Dutch was always Nelle’s boy.”

Yet a studio photograph lying on Mr. Nicely’s table revealed an almost complete physical identity between young Jack and the President of the United States. Their twinship was less a matter of the same deep chest, level brows, and thick, centrally parted hair (bulking flamboyantly on the left) than of a shared statuesqueness: legs solidly anchored, big shoulders thrown back, arms held rather than hung, and faces determined to stay cheerful. But were they indeed statues, Jack would have to be carved shorter—five feet ten and a half inches to his son’s six feet one.

In the flesh, Jack was rather darker and duller (Dutch remembers him as “swarthy”), but there is no question that he was handsome when young, too handsome by far for Tampico, which was then, as now, a home for the homely. He made the most of his darkness with snowy shirts, spotless collars and ties, and (a particular fetish) the best and brightest of city shoes. “I want,” his eyes tell the Tampico photographer, “the hell out of this dump.”

Mr. Nicely, shuffling photographs awkwardly with his one hand, tossed over a snapshot he found in an old scrapbook. “You can keep that—it’s a copy.” It shows the Reagan family on the dive deck at Coon Creek, and it glows with happy sexuality. Nelle, full-breasted and laughing in a loose black swimsuit, sits with her legs apart, feet dangling into the water; Jack, standing waist deep, has thrust his head between her thighs. Behind them, and somehow apart, is the future lifeguard of Lowell Park, streaming wet and looking blue about the lips, as small boys do when they have swum too much, and are pining for jelly sandwiches.

“I think he was a hell of a guy,” Mr. Nicely said, looking at the man grinning in the water. “Great sense of humor.”

But I could not take my eyes off Nelle’s breasts. Here was a young woman full of the milk of life, relaxedly half-naked in public. How to reconcile this earth mother with the shrunken old Bible-thumper who would not undress until she had shut the bedroom door, and gotten into a closet? Her forehead was not yet marked by the frown she took to the grave—that slight peaking of the forehead which makes Dutch’s smile so enchantingly quizzical.

I guess the frown began to etch itself when Jack’s ambitions took Nelle away from here, to larger towns with more opportunities for advancement—and dissipation. Mr. Nicely thinks Jack had a great future in Tampico, where, in addition to being clothes manager and buyer at the Pitney Store, he was at various times councilman, assistant fire chief, finance chairman of Saint Mary’s (a job he seems to have taken in lieu of worship), baseball-team manager, a Knight of Columbus, and an enthusiastic amateur actor.

“Blackface comedian,” said Mr. Nicely. “Jack liked to disguise himself.”

That figured, I thought. The alcoholic and his mask.

Mr. Nicely led me past a table littered with review clips and souvenirs of Tampico entertainments in the early years of the century. “Here’s one of my first pictures. In the background is the theater.” The postcard trembled as he tilted it toward the light. Outside, the sun was setting: a blond nimbus glowed along his arm.

“I wish I had a camcorder,” I said, “to follow you around.”

RONALD REAGAN BIRTHPLACE—AFTERNOON


EM    (off) Tell me some more about Jack Reagan’s personality.

NICELY    Well, the guy was an extremely popular man; a productive person; perhaps a little more, uh, Chicago in him than local natives … with more gloss.… Extremely good-looking … extremely well dressed. A lot of people ask me if he was on the police records—no!

EM    I’m sorry to say he shows up on the blotter in Chicago.

NICELY    (weeping) There is a complete void of negative input here…




As he sobs, CAMERA PANS around front bedroom of Birthplace, overlooking Main Street. It HOLDS on a short, broad, cross-patched oak bed with heavily lathed and fluted posts. To one side stands a little wooden table and porcelain lamp. Two sickly religious prints hang on the wall.




NARRATOR    In this bed, at 4:16 A.M. on February 6, 1911, Ronald Wilson Reagan was born, feet first, after twenty-four hours’ labor. Even in the womb, it seems, he plotted his entrance with dramatic effect. He weighed ten pounds. Perhaps it was this amplitude of flesh, and the durchkomponierte quality of his crying, that made Jack Reagan compare him to a “Dutchman.” For the next twenty-six years, the boy would be known as “Dutch”—and “Dutch” he has remained to all who knew him in his midwestern days.

(INSERT: a zodiac card)
Should the second of his wives be watching this documentary, she will be interested to know that at the moment of his birth, Mars was in 4° Capricorn conjunction, the Ascendant in the First House, the Sun was in 16° of Aquarius in the Second House, trine the Midheaven, and square the Moon in Taurus at the end of the Fourth House.




During the last sentence, a long, pianissimo D-natural is heard on violins: the first notes of the sunrise sequence from Haydn’s Creation. It increases in volume and begins to mount the scale as CAMERA begins a SLOW ZOOM toward the bedroom’s west-facing window. Dutch’s cot stands beneath it.




NARRATOR    Was he already myopic, as he kicked in this cot and tried to focus on these luminous rectangles? Was his first field of vision similar to his last: a foreground buttressed with familiar shapes, each small, female, strong-jawed, authoritative—

NELLE REAGAN    (firmly) Ronald!

MARGARET CLEAVER    (austerely) Dutch!

JANE WYMAN    (impatiently) Ronnie!

NANCY REAGAN    (snappishly) Ronnie!

NARRATOR—a middle distance wavering with taller, blurrier figures—

MAUREEN REAGAN    (plaintively) Dad?

MICHAEL REAGAN    (plaintively) Dad?

PATTI DAVIS    (plaintively) Dad?

RON REAGAN    (plaintively) Dad? (The rising fanfare drowns them out)

NARRATOR—and, in farthest perspective, where the land rises to meet the sky, an intense concentration of light, a hint of towers and rooftops, a Shining…




Now his voice, too, is overwhelmed as the fanfare reaches its climax. CAMERA PASSES prismatically through the window, and Main Street, sunk in shadow, opens up below.
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I stood on the opposite sidewalk, watching Mr. Nicely and his wife shut up shop for the night, waiting for the aureoles to fade from my eyes. I wished I had been here to see the radiance that descended, about this time of day, on the eve of Dutch’s ultimate triumph. Two arcs of colored light shafted out of a dark sky onto the Birthplace’s roof, pointing precisely at the spot where Nelle had labored so long to bring him forth. An amateur photographer caught the effect and sent a print to the President-elect.

Dutch delightedly pasted it into the scrapbook he keeps of his youth. On Nov. 3, 1980, he wrote in his careful, crabbed hand, this double rainbow appeared in Tampico Ill. The rainbow appears to end on top of the First National Bank, where Ronald Reagan was born. The next day Mr. Reagan was elected Pres. of the U.S.A.

Now only a bar of conventional, late-afternoon light sliced through the buildings behind me and irradiated number 111’s flat, redbrick facade. I glanced at the upper windows and understood why the Reagans, recently married and newly come to town in 1906, placed their bed there, in the warmest of five small rooms. It must have been a pleasant place for Nelle to catch the sun’s last rays (a gold nimbus glowing around her piled-up hair) before starting Jack’s supper in the cold, dark kitchen. I half expected her to emerge with a water pail, but the Birthplace’s doorknob did not turn, and its bricks suddenly lost their color. I checked my watch and made a note: 7:01 P.M.—sunset in Tampico.

About this time, eighty years before, Jack used to come home from work, walking with cheerful, straight-spined dispatch, as his son would one day do from the Oval Office. There was no tavern to detain him: Tampico had already voted itself dry. Even now, the only beacon of refreshment I could see was a neon BUDWEISER sign about fifty yards away. It fitfully irradiated the hood of an old Volkswagen. Otherwise, Main Street, just one block long, was bare of cars.

I retraced Jack’s imagined steps, hoping against hope that a porcelain roller advertising WHAT YOU BUY WE STAND BY might still gleam at 120–122 South Main, over the door of H. C. Pitney’s General Store. Of course it did not, but the foursquare structure survives as a bleary bar. Here Jack arrived on March 23, 1906, as senior salesman in charge of the clothing and shoe department. With him he brought his twenty-two-year-old wife, the former Nelle Clyde Wilson. They had married sixteen months before in their hometown of Fulton, Illinois. Tampico was a village in comparison to that Mississippi port; still, Mr. Pitney’s establishment was the biggest for miles around, and Jack looked forward to managing it whenever the boss went off to look after his other interests in neighboring counties.

At twenty-three, Jack was already a seasoned retailer, having clerked some eight years in a dry-goods shop and lived part of his boyhood with the family of a department-store owner. Nelle was a seamstress by trade, but the splendor of Jack’s new position and Tampico’s low cost of living temporarily freed her from any present need to work. For the next two and a half years, she could enjoy the last indulgences of youth before the arrival of her first son, John Neil Reagan, on September 16, 1908.

It is easy to guess what she and Mr. Pitney found attractive in Jack. He had the three qualities of a born salesman: optimism, courage, and what Dutch describes as “burning ambition.” One would never have guessed, from Jack’s urban manners and sartorial grace, that he came from a family of rural Irish immigrants. He was that rare type, the instinctive gentleman, born with a Jeffersonian repugnance toward any kind of social tyranny. This appealed to Nelle’s own moral fervor (she was baptized a Disciple of Christ in 1910) and helped her forgive him, when he came back from Chicago smelling of drink and other women.

Alcohol was Jack’s cross: perhaps symbolically, he was lying in a cruciform position the first time Dutch saw him drunk. The O’Regans of Ballyporeen had been famous for their liquor consumption—perhaps not in Ireland, where such fame is hard to come by, but certainly in Illinois, after three of them settled there in the 1850s and found that corn could be turned into products other than flour. Jack, tutored by an elder brother who drank himself mad, developed an early thirst for corn whiskey. Tampico aggravated this by banning liquor the year after his arrival. He then had to drink secretly, or go to Chicago on “buying trips” as often as possible. The big city loomed more and more to his percept as an Irish-green garden of refreshment.

Only one of the Reagan boys inherited their father’s alcoholism. Both, however, laid claim to his copious blarney. Neil cherished the memory of Jack standing outside H. C. Pitney’s “with a new story for everyone who came along,” laughing uproariously in the sun. Dutch praised him as “the best raconteur I ever knew, especially when it came to the smoking-car sort of stories.” In imitation or emulation, both sons cultivated a perpetual, maddening joviality, rambling on in their soft, peatsmoky voices.
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The waters that closed over Nelle’s head on Easter Sunday 1910 did not wash away sin so much as bathe her in a new spiritual glow. There is no evidence of her being dissentient before that date. She had accepted a Catholic wedding to Jack, a Catholic baptism for Neil, and even tolerated Jack’s relapse into post-Catholic apathy. Now she emerged from the font (actually the Hennepin Canal, just outside of town) glowing with a new sense of mission—and, as if in earnest of her own rebirth, proceeded to conceive another son.

The question of little Dutch’s Christianity did not immediately arise. Her new faith frowned on child baptism, and Jack had no problem with letting the boy choose his own salvation after reaching the age of awareness. So Ronald Reagan began life unshriven. God, to his infant consciousness, was Nelle: a small, auburn-haired woman, narrow of lip and strong of jaw, bending over him and singing in what he insists was “a very nice soprano.”
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Tampico’s eight streetlights crackled on. I pulled out some ancient travel notes and read that this was the hometown of “Admiral J. M. Reeves, Commander of the U.S. Fleet.” So much for famous local sons in 1936!

As I stood irresolute, wondering whether to call it a day, the Budweiser sign went out. Two tall men emerged from the bar, folded themselves into the Volkswagen, and drove away. Now I truly was alone. The shop fronts were so quiet that I could hear cornstalks rustling to south and west. A similar peace, I supposed, prevailed as little Dutch’s ears began to function in the early months of 1911. About the loudest commotion he heard was when some cart horses took fright at the creamery and bolted down Main Street, curdling the dust with sixty gallons of spilled buttermilk.

Possibly it was this alarming increase in traffic noise that persuaded the Reagans to move in mid-May to a house across the railroad tracks, some three hundred yards from the center of town. If so, they moved in vain. That summer Vern Glassburn went and bought a Hup runabout, and Jay Russell got him a new Buick, and O. D. Olssen sprung for an even newer Ford, and their combined backfires made every day sound like the Fourth of July. Jack, dreaming always of greener grass, tried to persuade Mr. Pitney that an automobile would sharpen his image as one of the best sales representatives in Whiteside County. Blarney prevailed; on June 27, 1913, the Tampico Tornado announced that Mr. J. E. Reagan had purchased a Model T.

Less than a month later, Jack was returning from Rock Island with a full payload of goods and family when he crashed the car into a stump, overturning it. Little Dutch was imprisoned inside the crumpled roof, and acquired the beginnings of a lifelong claustrophobia.
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Remembering what Mr. Nicely had said about Tampico’s former entertainment industry, I surveyed the north side of Main Street to see what was left of former pleasure palaces. According to my notes, that boarded-up facade at number 119 must have been the “Grand Theater” (seating capacity, 20), while a rubble-strewn lot at number 104 once comprised the ground-floor “Electric Theater” and upstairs “Burden’s Opera House.” In this cube of empty air, a lifetime ago, Jack and Nelle used to tread the boards before audiences seated on folding chairs, while Dutch burbled in his baby carriage by the footlights.

The Reagans were evidently Tampico’s reigning theatrical couple when the tiny town was at its population peak of 1,276 souls. They starred in three full-length plays at the Opera House in 1913 alone. On April 19, the attraction was A Woman’s Honor, and their performances as Gregory Grimes and Olive/Sally (Nelle specialized in double parts) brought a trainload of people from as far away as Yorktown and Hoopole. In the admiring syntax of the Sterling Gazette, “A pin dropped could not be heard in the entire house.” Seven weeks later, with temperatures rising in the cornfields, they played what sounds like a bodice-ripper, adapted to their own identities. Jack was “John Rider, young Master of the Maples,” and Nelle was “Nell, the Dust of the Earth.”

Summer was too hot for indoor entertainments, so the manager of the Electric Theater roped off Main Street every Wednesday and Saturday and showed open-air movies, with incidental music provided by the school band. On Thanksgiving Night 1913, the Opera House reopened with what seems to have been the highlight of Nelle’s acting career. She starred in the title role of Millie the Quadroon; or, Out of Bondage, a five-act “play of antebellum trueness” by Lizzie May Elwyn. Every square foot of sitting and standing room, according to the Gazette, was packed as Mrs. Reagan rose to the “many difficult climaxes” of a multiple part that required her to be, successively, a genteel Northern matron, a French nun in green glasses, and a Southern field hand. Jack, corked and carmined and rolling his eyes, hammed it up as an escaped slave, but the triumph was clearly Nelle’s. Insatiable for applause, she even sang a musical entr’acte.

Dutch has no conscious memories of this evening or, indeed, any other limelit nights prior to his family’s first departure from Tampico. By the time Jack returned to town, and Mr. Pitney’s service, the local dramatic society had disbanded and Nelle’s extravagant histrionics were finding their outlet in religion. One can only guess how much Dutch absorbed, subconsciously, of her performance as Millie. Now that he has reverted to the equivalent of infancy, does Nelle pace again across some dim proscenium in his brain, her face ghastly with fuller’s earth, her young body showing through cotton-field tatters, raising the rafters with maternal passion?
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“The Reagans were evidently Tampico’s reigning theatrical couple.” Jack and Nelle Reagan with Neil and Ronald, 1914.


Oh, that I could die! But no—I must not leave my children; that woman shall not triumph. As the tigress fights for her young, so will I fight for mine!
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I was back early next morning, in brilliant September sunshine, and breakfasted at the Dutch Diner. Styrofoam cup in one hand and cane in the other, I crossed the tracks into Railroad Park. Tampico’s grain elevator was white enough to dazzle, so I swiveled and stared across the grass at 104 West Glassburn Street. This was the house Jack rented through December 1914. Two stories high, many-windowed, with a white-columned portico, modern plumbing, and spacious plot, it was the grandest residence the Reagans ever knew as a family.

Dutch, who was nearly four when they left, claims to remember nothing of the house. I wonder, though, if it is not the source of his most recurrent dream, which he told me about in the White House:


Q.    All through my life, at certain times, I’ve dreamed about this tall house, very gracious, with white columns and all, and big rooms and high ceilings, which was for sale, or to let, at a very modest rent. And in the dream I would walk through it and was sure it would be mine, but it never was, you know. But the strange thing is, since we came here, I’ve never dreamed about that house!

A.    Perhaps because you’re living in it.



His only conscious memories that predate Chicago, apart from Jack’s stubbly kiss, are violent ones. He is trapped in the overturned Ford as Nelle calls his name. He is soaring frighteningly high in a swing, and slipping out at the apogee, and hurtling down again as the rope burns his hands. He is crawling with Neil between the wheels of a stationary train, to beg some ice to suck; then the wheels behind them start to turn, slicing across their line of retreat, and next thing they know, a hysterical Nelle is upon them with flailing hands.

As infant traumas go, these were not particularly serious. Dutch’s developing psyche remained unaffected by the ultimate violence: poverty. Jack might never earn enough to save, but the Reagans would never count themselves poor, here or anywhere else.
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I strolled a couple of hundred yards along South Main, toward the end of town. There was no movement anywhere, except for a languid lifting of dead leaves in the breeze. Three pairs of freshly laundered blue overalls dragged on a line, too damp to sway. I went beyond the last house, about as far into the fields as a four-year-old boy might have gone before his mother ran after him.

All around me to every point of the compass the corn stretched dry and silent, innumerable stalks cut parallel to the horizon. Was there, in fact, a horizon, or had perspective itself gotten bored with the endless retreat, and allowed the sky to cut in? This fertile desert, this universe of sameness, closed off outside experience like a wall. Chicago seemed a thousand miles away, the rest of the world a million. For the first time, I understood the immense insularity of Dutch’s personality. No long-distance wires found him here, no radio waves enmeshed him. Long before Jack jerked him away to the big city—and other towns—the child was already sheathed in a strange calm. This paralysis of sensibility was what steadied his heart when he walked coatless down those steps in Geneva to introduce himself to Mikhail Gorbachev. And when the Soviet leader nervously looked up at him, there was nothing in Reagan’s eyes but this blank blue sky.
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Jack’s lust for wider horizons burgeoned in the years 1913 and 1914. The Model T, patched up, drove in ever-widening circles to Coleta, where Nelle’s sister Jennie had a farm, to Quincy and Clinton on combined business and pleasure, to Iowa on vacation (a round trip of five hundred miles, through hub-deep drifts of dust), to Fulton and Sterling (where little Dutch caught his first view of the greensliding Rock River), then back to Clinton on yet another buying trip for Mr. Pitney. Only when snow choked the roads did they revert to bobsled rides (the wind whipping Dutch’s fat cheeks till he felt they would burst with blood). At first thaw, the restless Reagans were on wheels again, whirling westward and eastward, until they found themselves deposited, as if by centrifugal force, on Chicago’s South Side in the new year of 1915.
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