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To all the family members 
whose stories I never knew 
and 
To Doria, 
whose story is forever intertwined 
with my own.
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Introduction

Through the sepia of the old photograph, I can make out the man, his left foot casually crossed over the right, leaning against the corner post of a storefront window display. He has removed his jacket, keeping buttoned a vest of dark wool that matches his neatly pressed trousers. With his arms folded, his white shirtsleeves cross his chest, revealing stiffly starched cuffs fastened by cuff links. A bright white collar with a dark necktie snugly knotted beneath sets off a noticeably bronzed complexion, but the features of his face, awash in morning sunlight, are hard to make out beyond a thick flop of hair over the left brow and a pair of noticeably prominent ears. Above him, a sign announces: CLOTHING SALE. I read the handwritten inscription on the picture’s lower border: Suppose you know the fellow in his shirtsleeves . . .

It takes me a moment to put things together, but then I suppose I do. The man in the doorway of the H. C. Pitney Variety Store in Tampico, Illinois, is my grandfather, John Edward (“Jack”) Reagan. The photograph appears to have been taken between 1906 and 1914, right around the time of my father’s birth, which would put Jack in his mid- to late twenties. The inscription, written years later by his wife, Nelle, my grandmother, was most likely intended for one of her two sons, John Neil (Moon) or Ronald. This is the first time I’ve laid eyes on it.

I’m sitting in the research room of the Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation and Library in Simi Valley, California, some 1,600 miles and roughly a century removed from that sunny morning in Tampico, feeling a bit like an archaeologist sifting through the scant  relics of my family’s ancient past. Actually, I’m feeling like a very fortunate and pampered archaeologist. Many folks these days are exploring their family histories; not many have an entire research facility eagerly helping with the effort. A Spanish-style edifice of ochre stucco commanding a rolling ridge of grass and chaparral north of Los Angeles, the Reagan Library holds, as you would expect, a vast trove of presidential papers as well as documents from my father’s days as governor. But it has also become a repository for various and sundry items connected to my family, including the kind of personal artifacts that have a way of turning up in the bottoms of trunks or slipping from between the pages of family Bibles.

Where, I wonder, did this photo and several others like it come from? Mike Duggan, the library’s supervisory archivist, can’t say. He carefully removes several musty Dixon High School yearbooks from their tissue paper wrappings, cautions me to handle them using the white cotton gloves he has provided, and heads off to check with Steve Branch, who is in charge of audiovisual material. Steve, it turns out, believes the pictures must have been sent over by my mother after one of her periodic housecleaning campaigns. When I check with her later that night, however, she pleads ignorance. From my description of the photos, she doesn’t believe she’s familiar with them. I’m left wondering whether my father—so reflexively guarded in his privacy—for some mysterious reason kept hidden from his loved ones a small treasury of family photos, including many of his own father as a young man and some of the only pictures I’ve ever seen of his aunts and uncles. “That would be odd,” my mother agrees. Yes, I think to myself, but not altogether surprising.

Setting my suspicions aside—it’s conceivable the photos were donated to the library by Dad’s brother, Moon, I focus back on the photograph itself. It and a similarly captioned companion are the clearest look I’ve had at the world into which my father was born. Tampico, his original hometown—then and now a postage stamp on a flat patch  of farmland in north central Illinois, a little over 100 miles west of Chicago—looks a bare half step evolved from Dodge City. None of the brick or clapboard storefronts stands more than two stories. The sidewalks are raised above a dirt thoroughfare, the better to keep mud and worse from being flung at pedestrians by the wheels of passing carts and carriages. There are hitching posts where parking meters might be today. Only the electrical wires strung overhead hint at modernity.

The other photo provides a view across the street, with the apartment where the Reagan family lived at the time identified by an X etched in ink. Another, ruder X next door has been rubbed out. Jack had the wrong flat marked so I put the cross on the right one, my grandmother has written below.

The photographer’s own caption says, “Busy Day, Main Street,” which appears to be no exaggeration. Outside, in the street below the flat, I count 20 horse-drawn conveyances of various descriptions, from farm wagons to sport buggies. The sidewalks are lively, mostly with men, who stand talking in small clusters in front of the post office and J. R. Howlett’s hardware store. Charles Darby’s tailor shop—CLEANING AND REPAIRING A SPECIALTY—graciously offers those who care to linger a LUNCH ROOM. And there, in the middle of the block, its new awning capturing the photographer’s attention as it would that of any potential customer, sits H. C. Pitney’s competition: JOHN BACKLUND HAS TURNED THE BIG GUNS LOOSE, promises (threatens?) an enormous sign hung across the front of the building. Below the lettering a caricature of a man wearing a derby and an aggressive mustache—perhaps John Backlund himself—fires a cannon at a disreputable lout representing “High Prices.” EVERY CENT COUNTS HERE, banners proclaim. BIG VALUES IN MEN’S SUITS. OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS TODAY. Another, centrally positioned, reminds shoppers, WE MUST HAVE CASH. John Backlund isn’t the sort of merchant who tolerates bumpkins showing up hoping to purchase a new  Sunday suit with a basket of eggs. I can imagine Jack Reagan standing in the doorway of the Pitney Store across the street—judging by the angle, he could be looking over the photographer’s shoulder—and casting a worried eye up at his own little sign.

Referring to the view of their old apartment, Nelle has written, Just imagine that you see me with my head stuck out the window. I peer at the fragile photograph in its plastic sleeve and do my best to comply. Casting my mind back across the years, I search for a glimpse of auburn hair radiant in the falling light of a lingering summer evening as my young grandmother leans out over her window-sill, hoping to catch sight of her Jack as he comes whistling his way home from another day selling shoes.

These scenes from a century past are at once familiar—the Pitney Store is long gone, but the building that housed it still stands—and alien. There is no mistaking it: This is a different world, one that existed a very long time ago. At the same time, it is maddeningly near—as close as a single generation. My father was born in that very flat overlooking that same busy street filled with the comings and goings of farmers and their teams of horses. Though my grandfather, Jack, was killed by a heart attack 17 years before I was born, the woman leaning out of that window lived long enough to know me in my infancy. All at once, the reality of my father’s age, the gulf separating his early, small-town life in the farm country of Illinois—its rustling leaves, jingling bridles, and barnyard smells—from the hypercosmopolitan, pop culture-obsessed, global-tweeting maelstrom that is modern America comes crashing home.

My father would be 100 years old by now? There’s something slightly unreal about that. Is it really possible? People whose parents have reached the century mark themselves usually seem to be in their seventies or at least late sixties. Not me. At 52 , I’m not even close to eligibility for the benefits of socialized medicine. I still have all my teeth and hair (though an increasing amount of gray appears to be  creeping into the latter, and my dentist has, of late, been shooting me dirty looks). Yet here I am, faced with the astounding yet unavoidable truth: My very own father was born in 1911, and that is, yes, 100 years ago.

Admittedly, he didn’t actually make it all the way himself, dying after a long, lingering swoon into the abyss of dementia in 2004, at the age of 93. But he came respectably close nonetheless. Close enough, I say. We won’t quibble over those few years he fell short—not least because, with his name still on so many lips, he seems so strangely present even now.

His was a life that spanned the twentieth century, stopping along the way in venues as quintessentially American as the small-town Midwest, Golden Age Hollywood, and 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. A little boy who chased after horse-drawn ice wagons grew up to act in movies alongside the likes of Bette Davis and Errol Flynn and grew old as the leader of the free world, responsible for the planet’s most powerful nuclear arsenal. He lived through perhaps the most astonishing period of change—material, technological, cultural—that our nation has known. He witnessed virtually the whole progression, finding it alternately inspiring, horrific, and utterly baffling. His life’s journey marked him, shaped him, as it would anyone. But the approach, perspective, and character he brought to it had their roots in a world that no longer exists. Ronald Reagan, who was the most dynamic American political figure of the late twentieth century, whose name remains at the center of policy debates to this day, was an emissary from our nation’s past.

“What are you going to tell me about him that I don’t already know?” This question from an old friend when told I was writing this book is entirely legitimate if a bit disquieting. One of the difficulties in even contemplating an account of my father’s life comes with realizing that everyone thinks he’s long since learned anything worth knowing about Ronald Reagan—film actor, governor of California,  and, most especially, president of the United States. He is among the most scrutinized, analyzed, chronicled, and pondered figures of our time, with oceans of ink and broad swaths of forest having been sacrificed to the effort. Reporters, historians, former associates, biographers official and unofficial—all have weighed in, rendering their various judgments positive, negative, and just plain confounded. Journalists such as Lou Cannon—a Reagan watcher since the California governorship—have devoted the better part of their careers to tracing his political trajectory. Estimable observers such as Garry Wills and Richard Reeves, among others, have weighed in. Pulitzer Prize-winning biographer Edmund Morris—to whom I’m greatly indebted for his prodigious research—spent years tailing Dad as his Boswell, producing the searching and deeply felt but much misunderstood Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan, which in fact comes as near as any book I’ve read to capturing my father’s elusive nature. Martin Anderson, a former economic and policy adviser to my father, along with his wife, Annelise, have put together several collections of his speeches, diaries, letters, and other writings—an invaluable compendium of original material. Adding to the library, Dad published two autobiographies: Where’s the Rest of Me? came out during his initial run for governor of California in 1965; An American Life was released in 1990, after he had left the presidency. My mother and siblings, too, have all written at least one book, each extensively chronicling their experiences with our famous family member.

Since his death, my father has also been incessantly trotted out as a totem for various (mostly right-wing) causes, not all of which he would support. While he remains a bête noire to many on the left, some progressives have come to reconsider him more charitably, particularly in light of the most recent Republican administration. It all stacks up to a lot of research, verbiage, and consideration devoted  to my father, so a certain skepticism regarding what his youngest son could possibly add to the record is understandable.

But the question also embraces a faulty premise. You may think you know Ronald Reagan, or at least the 90 percent or so that was so long and frequently on public display. Who wouldn’t recognize the trademark wink and nod, the thick, seemingly invincible head of hair, the soft burr of his voice? A husky “Well . . .” with a tip of the head is all a comedian or mimic needs to offer for an audience to know immediately who is being impersonated. Most people will be acquainted, too, with the rudiments of his life story: birth in a little Illinois farm town; pious mother; hard-drinking father; radio sports announcer; middling movie star; wildly successful politician; leader of the free world. More than most celebrated figures, he obliterated the distinction between public and private personas. The Ronald Reagan people watched for decades, particularly as a politician—giving speeches, meeting other world leaders, reacting to events joyous or calamitous—was essentially the same man his family saw around the dinner table. Did he seem buoyant and even-tempered? True enough. Dignified and resolute? No argument there. Stubborn and resistant to evidence that confounded his predilections? That, too. However, even to those of us who were closest to him, that hidden 10 percent remains a considerable mystery.

His children, if they were being honest, would agree that he was as strange a fellow as any of us had ever met. Not darkly strange, mind you. In fact, he was so naturally sunny, so utterly without guile, so devoid of cynicism or pettiness as to create for himself a whole new category of strangeness. He was, in some respects, too good—like a visitor from an enchanted realm where they’d never even consider inventing a Double Down sandwich or credit default swaps. I often felt I had to check my natural sarcasm and sense of absurdity at the door for fear of inducing in him a fit of psychological disequilibrium.  In his presence, profanity often felt out of place Not that he was prudishly above a “smoking car story,” as he would put it with a charming if slightly bizarre anachronism, but only after any women within a half-mile radius had been safely sequestered in a soundproof booth.

Unlike my siblings—taking their memoirs at face value—I never felt particularly deprived of my father’s company. This was partly due to circumstance. I am the younger of two children from his second (final) marriage to Nancy Davis. My elder sister, Maureen, and brother, Mike, spent much of the time with their own mother, Jane Wyman, his first wife, and only occasionally visited their father and his new family. Intrafamilial tensions and estrangements were a predictable result. In the meantime, there was only one set of parents for me to worry about. My sister, Patti, shares that advantage, but being six years older than me, was off to boarding school by the time I reached the age of seven or eight. I ended up being raised, during the school year at least, virtually as an only child, with no shortage of attention coming my way, for better or worse. Particularly when I was a small boy and his television work permitted him sufficient free time, Dad was one of my favorite—and most reliable—playmates. My mother might shoo me away—“Daddy’s got work to do”—but I could almost always count on coaxing him out from behind his desk for a swim or a game of catch. I had him pegged early on as essentially an overgrown kid.

As I grew older, though, I began to recognize the qualities in our father that my brother and sisters experienced as distant and inattentive. He was often wandering somewhere in his own head. I never felt that he didn’t love or care for me, but occasionally he seemed to need reminding about basic aspects of my life—like birthdays, who my friends were, or how I was doing in school. I could share an hour of warm camaraderie with Dad, then once I’d walked out the door, get  the uncanny feeling I’d disappeared into the wings of his mind’s stage, like a character no longer necessary to the ongoing story line.

A paradoxical character, my father: He was warm yet remote. As affable as they come, he had, in his later life, virtually no close friends besides his wife. He thrived on public display, yet remained intensely private. Forceful in the role of political leader, he was, in person, surprisingly soft-spoken and gentle. More than willing to call Soviet leaders to account, fully capable of snatching up the microphone at a presidential primary debate and backhanding the moderator—“I’m paying for this microphone, Mr. Green!”—behind the scenes he shied away from conflict. Tenderhearted and sentimental in his personal dealings, he could nevertheless have difficulty extending his sympathies to abstract classes of people, an obliviousness that was, understandably, taken for callousness.

Even his movie career revealed contradictions. While he was an astonishingly good-looking, extremely photogenic man—I’ll bet even the shot on his driver’s license was a keeper—he, nevertheless, generally failed to project onscreen the urgent sexuality, the heat, that made some of his contemporaries like Flynn, Clark Gable, even Humphrey Bogart genuine movie stars.

The preeminent American leader of the late twentieth century, whose voice still resonates in the twenty-first, he remained to the end of his days, in many respects, a child of the nineteenth. “You know,” he once told me, “I don’t feel any different inside now than I did when I was young.” I never doubted it.

The occasional Father’s Day remembrance aside, I have long resisted writing about Dad’s life or offering a memoir of our lives together. Doing so while he held office always struck me as exploitive, not to mention unfair to a loved one in such a vulnerable position. Then, too, it posed all the difficulties of painting a portrait while literally nose to nose with your subject. His fundamental inscrutability  notwithstanding, we were quite close as father and son, so I can’t exactly claim to have a dispassionate, removed perspective. Beyond that, undertaking a study of his past just seemed odd like rifling his drawers while he was out to dinner. So why do it now?

It was the century anniversary that changed my mind. I had been talking to my mother on the occasion of Dad’s ninety-ninth birthday. She steered the conversation toward the planned centennial celebrations. “Can you believe Daddy would have been a hundred?” (She still calls him Daddy to her kids, Ronnie to their friends.) I responded warmly along the lines of, “Wow, yeah . . . really amazing ... hard to believe”—though without a level of excitement suggesting any eagerness to attend the unveiling of another new Ronald Reagan bridge. I’m sure my mother would welcome my involvement in more official Reagan commemorations, but I prefer to recall him without the aid of eponymous aircraft carriers and interstate highways.

Later that night, though, and in the days that followed, I couldn’t get the thought out of my head. A hundred years. Such a long time past; so much history made in the meantime; so many changes taken place since his birth. What was it like to be a youngster so long ago, growing up in a world without cell phones, television, or, for a time, even radio? How did it feel to be awakened mornings by the sound of horses stamping their hooves in the street below?

Well aware of how I’ve been influenced by my Cold War, heavy-metal, sexual revolution youth, I wondered how he was molded by his own experiences in a radically different America of haystacks, flappers, bathtub gin, and the Great Depression. All of us are time travelers, lugging into the future our baggage from the past. What was my father carrying with him from a century ago?

Over the years I missed many opportunities to question my father directly about his early life. Though I have long been interested in our family’s genealogy, as a child and younger man I never thought to press him much about his close relatives or the details of  his growing up. In his later years Alzheimer’s disease robbed us of those moments. To be honest, though, he didn’t exactly welcome that kind of interrogation. Spontaneous and novel reminiscenses about his past were relatively few and far between. He relied, instead, on a standard repertoire of stories, any of which could be promptly rolled forth onto his conversational rails as the situation warranted or allowed. Chatting with him over dinner, for instance, I might suddenly become aware that something I’d said, some trigger word inadvertently deployed, had set his wheels in motion. A story was already emerging from the train shed and, now, anything I had to say, any possible point I might have hoped to make, was rendered irrelevant. He would begin by looking at me eagerly, with just a touch of impatience, and I’d realize he was only waiting for me to pause for breath so he could switch tracks. “Have I ever told you about the time . . . ?” Resistance was futile. On the only occasion I recall pointedly telling him that we’d all heard that story plenty of times before, he looked so crestfallen that I silently pledged never again to inflict that kind of pain on any living creature.

All of his stories—including, no doubt, some he didn’t share—add up to the story: the relentlessly rolling saga of Ronald Reagan, as imagined, rehearsed, and recounted from his earliest boyhood onward, by him.

 

We all cobble together an internal account of our lives; in that, Dad was entirely typical. Virtually everyone creates a mental album of memories and anecdotes that, ultimately, passes for our version of a life story. We are all the protagonists of our own narratives, of course—the indispensable main character; on a good day, the hero. In that sense, Dad was just like everyone else. Only peculiarly more so. For most of us, the boundaries of our personal tale are relatively fluid and amenable to outside influence. Our story selection, even the sense of our own character, shifts as new circumstances arise:  One day we’re a rebel folk hero in the making, the next day, a contented corporate cog. But Dad’s story, I believe, was far more comprehensive in its sweep and consistent in its narrative details than is the case for most people. Keeping its primary themes intact and inviolate, safe from the depredations of an intrusive, ambiguous, and contradictory world, was for him an endeavor of existential import. My father didn’t create his personal narrative to put one over on anyone. On the contrary, with its creation, he was forming a template for his life. He wanted to be seen—he wanted to truly be—an estimable individual who made his way through life as a positive force in the world, a man people would admire for all the right reasons.

Critics have long accused him of falseness, of merely acting out assigned roles. Such a superficial analysis ignores the central curiosity of my father’s character: He played only one role, ever, and he did so unconsciously, totally absorbed in its performance.

Reading his early high school and college essays, and considering his film career, among other things—and with plenty of opportunity for personal observation along the way—I see two primary threads jumping out of my father’s story line: that fierce desire to be recognized as someone noteworthy, even heroic; and his essentially solitary nature.

On the one hand, he reveled in public exposure—the bigger the stage, the more comfortable he was. He warmed to applause and the approval of crowds. He counted on the support of those around him. But in the film unwinding in his mind, Dad was always the loner, compassionate yet detached, who rides to the rescue in reel three. This role could become tedious—it’s fun to be bad on occasion—and would prove unhelpful to his professional goals, for just as Hollywood was marketing ambivalent antiheroes, Dad was looking to wear an unblemished white hat in conventional westerns.  Yet when he became a politician, circumstance and story line meshed beautifully: Don’t we want our presidents to be heroes?

Ronald Reagan was the inverse of an iceberg: Most of him—the public man—was plainly visible above the surface. Public Reagan sought glory on his college football team and when he broadcast sports events over the radio, acted in films, and entered the political arena with great success. He wanted and needed acclaim and recognition. At the same time, he would disavow ambition: It was crucial to his sense of self that he be seen working on behalf of others, and not for personal gain. But all the while, another, quieter Reagan, just as vital, rested invisibly beneath the waves. This hermetic self, who found outward expression mostly in the solitary acts of writing, ranch work, and swimming, was, in effect, the producer and director for the man onstage. In this Private Reagan, the personal drive he publicly forswore burned with a cold but steady flame. This private self, glimpsed only in fleeting, unguarded moments, formed his core. Without public acclaim, he may have been unfulfilled. Deprived of the opportunity to take refuge in his castle of solitude, he would have withered altogether. The Ronald Reagan with whom everyone is familiar could not have existed without the Ronald Reagan he rarely let anyone see.

The roots of that bicameral character and the foundation of his story’s arc must be traced back to his early life—a life beginning in a distant, early twentieth-century America, an America quite different from the country we inhabit today. Without some understanding of that story and the role he fashioned for himself within it, there is no real reckoning with Ronald Reagan.

This is not a political biography—that’s a job best left for others. I argued plenty with my father while he was alive; I have no intention of picking a fight with him now that he’s gone and can’t defend himself. Neither does this book pretend to be an encyclopedic recounting  of his entire life. It is simply my attempt to come to grips with the father with whom I grew up, with a public figure both revered and reviled and, most important, with a human being in all his stubborn enigma. Everyone thinks he knows Ronald Reagan, but those who truly knew him best still grapple with the enduring mystery of his inner character. I’m hoping that some light might penetrate that mystery if I can focus on the man I knew through the lens of his early, formative years.

What follows, then, is a layer cake of stories: A running account of my search through my father’s early life (with some admittedly amateurish general history thrown in for context); a memoir of our lives together as father and son; and, finally, an exploration of his personal, internal narrative—the story of his story, a tale already germinating a century ago.

But my storytelling father came from somewhere. His family had a history, as well. So let’s begin even further back in time, across the Atlantic, some hundred years earlier still, before the storyteller himself enters the picture.




CHAPTER ONE

The O’Regans of Doolis

Turns out we’re related to every royal family in Europe . . . [pause for effect] . . . except King Zog of Albania.” My father’s inflection and timing seemed to suggest that if you were forced to toss overboard just one royal household on the continent, Zog’s would be the one to get the heave-ho. The British monarchy : Now that was a royal family worth claiming relation to. France had its Louis—tragic yet high profile. But Zog? No offense to the Albanian people, mind you, fiercely proud as they must be, but claiming connection to every other royal except Albania’s peculiarly named king frankly made for a better story. The Zog business provided a welcome punch line, defusing what might otherwise be taken for a boast.

Things change when you are elected president of the United States. In 1981, when my father moved into the White House, having routed his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, by a wider than expected margin in the previous year’s election, he traded substantial celebrity for incandescent world renown. Daily life took on a very different cast. The commute to work couldn’t have been much shorter, but, if long-distance travel was required, he now had his own plane fueled up and ready to go. A helicopter, too. Or, if he preferred, a custom-designed armored limousine was on hand to whisk him anywhere his heart desired.

Presidents travel in style. The trappings of fame can be taken for granted. Appearances on the front pages of national newspapers and periodicals become routine. Heads of state drop in to visit. Brass bands have a habit of striking up whenever you walk into a room.  And people seemed eager to do things for you—like trace your family history.

So it was that we came to learn of our rather tenuous connection to royalty. A company specializing in genealogical research, Burke’s Peerage, in celebration of my father’s visit to his ancestral Irish homeland, provided us with our personal family tree. Looking it over, I couldn’t help but notice that, despite our ostensible royal relatives, the tree was conspicuously lacking in visible crowned heads of state. Apparently there was not enough paper available to adequately convey the distance between the bog Irish O’Regans of Tipperary and the Windsors of Buckingham Palace. We may have been related to royalty, but in such a twelfth-cousin-million-times-removed kind of way that we’d certainly be ushered to the servant’s entrance should we ever have a mind to drop by for a visit at any “ancestral” estate.

I’m fairly certain that in their eagerness to flatter, the genealogists had neglected to mention that virtually everyone of European descent can claim some distant relation to members of most, if not all, royal European households (Zog’s being a possible exception). The exponential addition of progenitors as we travel back generation by generation virtually guarantees this. We all have 2 parents, 4 grandparents, 8 great-grandparents, and so forth. By the time we reach 20 generations—about the year 1500, give or take—we have reached 1,048,578 18X great-grandparents; at thirty generations—roughly the thirteenth century—our ancestors would, theoretically, number over a billion. That’s more people than the entire population of the planet during that period. Is it any wonder we’re all related—paupers, shopkeepers, and kings? Being linked to royalty has an obvious appeal for many, but it is equally true that we are all connected to just about every highwayman, scullery maid, and plague carrier as well. Just as with every breath we inhale oxygen molecules breathed by the Buddha and by Hitler, so we may claim kinship with  Marie Antoinette, but we are just as likely to be a distant cousin to Madame Defarge (figuratively speaking). No matter, Dad, who never lost sight of his modest midwestern upbringing, was clearly enthralled by the notion of our blue-blood connections, however remote.

We had both been pleased to discover—some 12 years earlier, when my father was governor of California—that the name Reagan was said to derive from a nephew of the great tenth-century Irish warrior king Brian Boru, a red-bearded, sword-wielding, Dark Ages hero with sure-fire appeal for young boys and their whimsical fathers. For years Boru kept himself busy questing after the high kingship of Ireland, marrying various wives, siring sundry offspring, hectoring the island’s dominant O’Neal family, and harassing the Norse invaders who controlled Dublin. On April 23, 1014, having reached what was, under the circumstances, a shockingly ripe old age of 73, he met his bloody end at the Battle of Clontarf. Somewhere amid all that hacking, plundering, and procreating, a brother of Boru apparently decided to call one of his own sons Reagan, a name that in those days sported an extra vowel or two and is thought to have been pronounced something like Ree-gawn. Thus the Reagan family line was born—or so the story goes. (Political historians take note: Boru’s full name was Brian Bóruma mac Cennótig, making us distant relations of the Kennedy clan as well.)

Relatives in chain mail and armor were all well and good, but by the time I reached my twenties, I couldn’t help being drawn to the other, more plausible names on our family tree—names in which, I couldn’t help but notice, my father seemed curiously uninterested. Whether this was because Burke’s had focused almost exclusively on his father’s forebears and some residual scorn for wayward Jack extended to his kin, or because he found impoverished, hard-drinking farm laborers of little interest I don’t know, but Dad hardly gave his actual ancestors——as opposed to the theoretical ennobled variety— a second glance. Undeterred and armed with this newly minted family tree, a handful of names, and a fascination with them I couldn’t quite explain, I became our family’s default genealogist.

A soft wind blowing sweet and warm 
From the peaks called Knockmeal Down . . .



There is some uncertainty as to the date and place of birth of Thomas O’Regan, the earliest certain ancestor bearing my father’s family name; 1783 is the year most frequently mentioned. But did Thomas first draw breath in the shadow of Knockmealdown Peak on the border of counties Tipperary and Waterford in southern Ireland, or a few miles to the north, somewhere on the flanks of the more imposing Galtee Mountains? Available records confusingly mention both locations. Whichever peat and heather-covered high ground he called home—and soft Irish breezes notwithstanding—he was, perhaps inevitably, born into one of Ireland’s endlessly successive periods of strife.

Penal laws imposed by Britain in the early eighteenth century had, for decades, deprived Irish Catholics—who comprised approximately 90 percent of the island’s population—of fundamental rights. They could not vote, hold office, own land, or possess a horse of any substantial value. They were deprived of opportunities for education. (The subsequent lack of records can create an often insurmountable barrier to tracing one’s Irish roots.)

Absentee Anglo-Irish landlords, almost exclusively Protestant, siphoned off nearly a quarter of Ireland’s GDP by the end of the century. They frequently rented out their lands to tenant farmers who, in turn, would allow poor laborers like Thomas O’Regan to build homes and keep small garden patches on the property in exchange for dawn-to-dusk work in the fields. Given the typical Irish temperament, these draconian restrictions and economic inequities  were bound to meet resistance. By the middle of the 1700s, secret societies of Irish Catholics with names like the Whiteboys, the Rightboys, the Hearts of Oak, and the Steelboys had begun to agitate for redress. Landlord’s barns were burned to the ground, their cattle hamstrung; shillelaghs swung from hedgerows bordering darkened lanes, cracking the skulls of English sympathizers. For a brief period, the British government relented, granting Ireland an independent parliament. The Insurrection of 1798, led by Wolfe Tone among others, put an end to such attempts at conciliation. Fighting, where it broke out, was savage and marked by merciless-ness on both sides. Irish separatists armed with pikes and clubs ultimately squared off against British muskets and cannons at Vinegar Hill in County Wexford and were, in the words of one observer, cut down “like new mown grass.”

As has often been the case in Ireland, tragic defeat was turned into a drinking song. “The Boys of Wexford” has rung out from Irish pubs ever since:We are the boys of Wexford 
Who fought with heart and hand. 
To burst in twain the galling chain 
And free our native land.





By 1801 the British had reasserted control with the Act of Union, formally annexing Ireland to the United Kingdom. Only in Ireland could such a century of turmoil be referred to as the Long Peace.

It is anyone’s guess how Thomas O’Regan reacted to these events, but it’s a near certainty that his mind was fixed primarily on survival. Living conditions for the typical Irish peasant were, by virtually any civilized standards, a shocking exercise in coarseness and deprivation. Although Tipperary was perhaps not the most impoverished county in all of Ireland, over a third of its population lived in  what were regarded as “fourth-class” accommodations—in other words, abject squalor. Fewer than 1 in 10 could read or write. The typical lower-class home was a windowless hovel fashioned of wattle and daub (mud and sticks) with a central hearth that wafted blue peat smoke not up a chimney but through a hole in a perennially leaking roof. Additional heat was provided in winter by cattle and pigs invited to commingle in the tight confines of the dirt-floored dwelling. Furniture, such as it was, consisted of little more than a bed shared by all and, perhaps, a chair or bench. The vast majority of the rural poor would have lived out their lives never traveling more than a day’s walk from their homes. News of the outer world would come rarely. Hunger, though, was a common visitor; disease ran unchecked. Life expectancy for the common Irish citizen of the time was low, barely 40 years at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

So it must have been for young Thomas O’Regan. By 1818 or so, he has moved from his mountainside home to the valley between the Galtees and Knockmealdowns. The much larger Golden Vale on the north side of the Galtees is paid more attention by visitors, but Thomas’s new home boasts as exceptionally rich a soil as you’ll find on the Emerald Isle, well watered by streams from the surrounding hills. There he marries a Tipperary girl, Margaret Murphy, just half his age.

Today’s accounts generally misplace their original O’Regan homestead in the town of Ballyporeen—a mistake the local burghers have been understandably reluctant to correct. With my father’s rise to political prominence, Ballyporeen became the epicenter for everything Reagan-related in Ireland. They even renamed the pub after him, among the highest of honors bestowed in the land of Guinness.

In 1984, on his way to an economic summit in London, Dad literally helicoptered in to Ballyporeen. Though my parents and I had  visited Ireland 15 years earlier, we had skipped our ostensible ancestral village. This, then, was Dad’s first glimpse of the ground his forefathers had walked. He checked the parish register for his great-grandfather’s name; he was led to the namesake pub where he dutifully hoisted a pint; he was introduced to a young man who looked shockingly like him—an experience he describes in his autobiography as “eerie.” “Although I’ve never been a great one for introspection or dwelling on the past,” he writes, with almost gymnastic understatement,as I looked down the narrow main street of the little town from which an emigrant named Michael Reagan had set out in pursuit of a dream, I had a flood of thoughts, not only about Michael Reagan, but about his son, my grandfather whom I had never met.... What an incredible country we lived in, where the great-grandson of a poor immigrant from Ballyporeen could become president.





Well, yes, and if not you, then some other great-grandson of some other immigrant from somewhere else. That’s the way America works. But what about that “flood of thoughts”? One can’t expect a primarily political memoir to dwell too long on such matters, but I would, for years, fruitlessly try to arouse in him some genuine interest in his ancestry. A decade later, in 1994, when Dad was descending in the grip of Alzheimer’s disease, I showed him a pencil-sketched family tree I had been working on. I watched as his eyes moved hazily over the page. “Hmmm . . . well . . . how about that?” he murmured. I’m too late, I thought.

The pub in Ballyporeen has since closed down, its owners selling its sign and many of its interior fittings to the Ronald Reagan Library. I guess the once-sustaining tourist trade dropped off when my father vacated the Oval Office. The local priest, though, will  presumably still be happy to show interested visitors the old parish register containing the names of Thomas O’Regan; his wife, Margaret, and their children, most especially Michael.

Thomas and Margaret O’Regan appear to have had eight children between 1819 and 1829. There is some confusion around the first two, Nicholas and Ellen—both seem to have been born in the same year. Were Thomas and Margaret particularly fertile around this time or were Nicholas and Ellen actually twins? Evidence one way or the other is lacking. In any case, the pair was followed in 1821 by another brother, John, then by two sisters, Margaret and Elizabeth, in 1823 and 1826, and finally, in 1829, by their youngest son, Michael. The O’Regan home, local lore notwithstanding, was not in Ballyporeen but a few miles to the west in a collection of rude huts called Doolis. Sadly, there is no Doolis city council left to trumpet this news. Some years ago, on an ancestor-seeking foray to Tipperary, I discovered that Doolis had reverted to bog, its meager dwellings long since returned to the elements from which they were fashioned.

It is almost certain that neither Thomas nor Margaret could read or write. Most of their children would likely have fared no better in terms of formal education. The U.S. Census of 1860, which records eldest son Nicholas living in Fairhaven, Illinois, lists him as illiterate. But Michael was different. Somehow, somewhere—perhaps in one of the informal “hedge schools” that sprang up in defiance of British attempts to Anglicize the Irish citizenry—he acquired an at least rudimentary literacy. This in turn may have led to his becoming the first in his family’s memory to make a living at something other than pulling potatoes out of the ground. Armed with the ability to scratch out and decipher markings on a page, young Michael O’Regan went to work at a soap factory in Ballyporeen—not a glamorous employ, but I suppose it’s a notable step up from digging spuds.

[image: 002]

The question of ambition—how powerful it was, and directed to what end—has been a persistent theme for biographers and historians intent on examining my father’s life. If such a thing as a drive to exceed the expectations of one’s station in life can be said to come down through the blood, then in Thomas O’Regan’s youngest son we may be glimpsing its early stirrings.

Was he cocky, this Michael O’Regan? Arrogant and proud? Did he announce early on his intentions to rise beyond the bog and potato patch, to distinguish himself from his parents and siblings through sheer force of will? Or was he a quiet type, moving patiently, incrementally toward a dream he held close?

My father, coming from working-class circumstances far less deprived than those of his great-grandfather, nevertheless needed a scholarship worth half his tuition to become the first in his family to attend college. When asked on his junior year scholarship loan application what his plans were for a prospective career, Dad wrote, “I have no definite plans for the future outside of trying to get a position in some business probably as a salesman.”

A salesman? Perhaps he had no definite plans, but Ronald Reagan had, by that time, begun dreaming in earnest of a future well beyond his father’s shoe trade, one that would elevate him into the public eye. His boyhood fantasies of gridiron glory might have had to be shelved in deference to poor eyesight and less than blazing speed, but there was always acting, something for which he’d already developed an affinity, an enthusiasm he stoked with regular visits to local movie houses. Football hero; dashing celluloid star: My young father already wanted to be somebody, a figure to be respected and admired. Yet he was cautious, understandably so. In the Depression era Midwest, telling a loan officer you intended to ship off to Hollywood in hopes of becoming a movie star was roughly tantamount to  announcing a desire to cross-dress at the next farm auction. But his caution, if that’s what it was, ran deeper. During his entire time in movies and politics, my father would remain wary of being seen as a striver. As a politician, he would always have you believe that he was a reluctant candidate—he became a governor, then president, only because people insisted they needed him. It is one of the paradoxes of Dad’s life that a powerful drive to court public acclaim by lifting himself to some heroic realm, mythic or real, was bound to an equally compelling need to keep that ambition under wraps.

Whether Michael O’Regan felt similarly compelled to disavow his desires is anyone’s guess, but ambition was clearly part of his makeup. Of course, ambition sometimes needs a kick-start, and there’s nothing quite like mortal peril to concentrate the mind.

 

If you had to choose just one food on which to subsist, you could do much worse than the humble potato. Rich in essentials like protein and carbohydrates, loaded with minerals and vitamin C, potatoes alone will keep a body alive, if not entirely satisfied, for the duration. Wheat, barley, and rice can’t make the same claim. As a consequence, the overall health of potato-eating Irish peasants in Michael O’Regan’s day was actually marginally better than that of their British brethren across the Irish Sea, who fared worse on a diet consisting primarily of bread. But English peasants had the advantage of variety. Wheat, barley, oats—if one crop failed due to inclement weather or blight, another could tide them over. In mid-nineteenth-century Ireland, though, there was, by British decree, virtually one crop only: a medium-sized white spud known as the Irish lumper. Behind every stone wall and hedgerow, in every garden patch, grew lumpers. They were what there was to eat. Lumpers for breakfast; lumpers at midday; and if an exhausted Irishman coming home from a long day cutting peat was very lucky, there would still be lumpers left for supper.

Ireland was no stranger to hunger. Every year, in the poorer precincts, the previous season’s potato crop would begin running out in July and August, a good month or two before the new autumn crop could be pulled from the ground. The warm months, then, brought with them the familiar routine of the summer hunger. Occasionally more serious crop failures would lead to localized outbreaks of starvation. But as he reached his midteens, Michael would experience an event altogether different, something exceptional even by the standards of Ireland’s long history of suffering.

The Irish Potato Famine began in September 1845 in the wake of some notably foggy weather passing over the island. The cause was an unusually virulent blight well suited to take advantage of the damp Irish autumn. The airborne fungus (Phytopthora infestans) had been carried to England aboard ships sailing from North America, then blown west across the narrow sea to Ireland. It struck initially on the east coast in the area around Dublin before rapidly spreading inland. Unlike previous potato blights, this one would reach every corner of the country, triggering widespread starvation. Unlike previous hungers, this one would not resolve itself with the next season’s harvest. Fully half the total potato crop was lost that first year, and matters only got worse, as three of the next four years saw the blight return. By 1850 more than a million Irish had succumbed to famine and its attendant diseases. A million more had fled the country. A quarter of the nation’s eight million people seemed to vanish within the span of five years. (Imagine 80 million Americans disappearing by 2016, and you can begin to appreciate the impact.) It would be more than a century before population levels in Ireland reached prefamine levels once again. Even today, tucked away in remote valleys, you can still see tumbledown stone cottages abandoned as starvation emptied the countryside.

Perversely, the infected lumpers, despite their withered leaves, would have seemed edible when first pulled from the soil. But after  a couple of days’ storage, fermentation would take hold, reducing the potatoes to a slimy, putrefying, nauseatingly reeking mess unfit even for livestock.

Coincidentally, some 70-odd years later, my father would have his own boyhood experience with the stench of rotting potatoes. One summer, when Dad was eight or nine, Jack Reagan, ever on the lookout for ways to improve his lot, always keen for a sweet deal, purchased a boxcar full of second-grade spuds that he intended to resell at a profit. Of course, someone had to separate the good potatoes from the bad, and that chore fell to my father and his older brother, Moon. For several days, with a hot July sun beating down, the two boys sorted potatoes—salable ones in that pile, those too far gone in another. Finally, overcome by the sweltering heat and stink of rotting tubers, they put all the remaining potatoes in the same bin and threw them away. In his 1965 autobiography, Dad describes the smell—with unconscious historical resonance—as “worse than that of a decaying corpse.” Jack evidently made little profit on his venture.

That sort of boyhood experience, unpleasant as it was at the time, makes for a good story years later. What Michael O’Regan and his family were going through, on the other hand, was the kind of experience people spend their lives trying to forget.

It was during the famine that Michael O’Regan began traveling the few miles to Ballyporeen every day to work in its soap factory. His salary may well have been crucial to keeping his family alive. His daily walks back and forth—like most working people of the time, an Irish laborer thought nothing of a 10-mile round trip—would also have given him a vivid picture of his community’s devastation. The horrific tales he brought home to share at the end of a working day may eventually have lost their capacity to shock. As the hunger reached into its second and third years, people avoided driving carts along the lanes at night for fear of rolling over the skeletal remains of neighbors. In a country where wood was scarce, bodies were laid to  rest in coffins with trapdoor bottoms, accommodations that could be used multiple times.

These were circumstances that would rouse anyone’s urge for self-preservation, even if that meant leaving everything familiar behind and striking out for new territory. Michael O’Regan, staring quite literally into the abyss, faced the biggest decision of his young life. His choice, though he could have no such intuition when he made it, would create ripples extending across distance and time that would change the path of history more than a century later.
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