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I was once convinced that His Way: The Unauthorized Biography of
Frank Sinatra (Bantam Books, 1986) was the hardest book I would ever
write. Some people were so terrified by the subject that they refused to
talk to me for fear of physical reprisals. But that fright paled alongside
the terror sparked by Nancy Reagan. This, at first, made no sense.
Unlike Frank Sinatra, the former First Lady was not connected to
organized crime; nior was she known to fly into violent rages. So I could
not understand why people were so afraid of her. Yet anxiety was pal-
pable on the part of many who were more than reticent to talk about
her.

“She will ruin me,” said a former employee. “She will have me au-
dited,” said a former neighbor. “She will get my husband fired,” said a
former White House secretary.

It seemed preposterous that such power, real or imagined, could be
exercised by the wife of the President of the United States, which
Nancy Reagan was when I started researching this book. So I dismissed
people’s fears as unfounded and shrugged off their warnings of intimi-
dation—until July 20, 1988.

On that day I received a strange phone call from Mr. Frank Under-
wood of the FBI in Washington, D.C. He asked whether I was writing
a book on Mrs. Reagan and whether the files requested under the
Freedom of Information Act on the late Edith Davis, her mother, were
for this book. I was stunned by the call because the FOIA requests had
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been submitted by my research assistant under her name. I said that
the information was being gathered for this biography, and then asked
the reason for such a telephone inquiry, which was highly unusual.
“We just want to know if the information is for your book,” he said. He
refused to elaborate. Was he acting on his own initiative or at the behest
of his superiors, who may or may not have been reporting to the First
Lady? I don’t know because he refused to say. After five more letters
and two administrative appeals, my assistant’s request for information
on Mrs. Davis and her undercover police activities was denied. After
that, I began paying more attention to the pervasive influence of Nancy
Reagan.

Some people’s fear of the former First Lady was real and understand-
able; the fear of others was just plain silly, as in the case of the chief
White House usher, Gary Walters. He was called with two simple ques-
tions:

(1) What type of lilies did the First Lady use in the White House
family quarters?

(2) What kind of white orchid did Mrs. Reagan leave for Mrs. Bush
before departing the White House in 1989?

“That information is privileged and private,” said Walters. “I am not
at liberty to release that information to you.”

Thinking the questions harmless, I ventured that the White House
belonged to everyone, even those writing biographies. Since our taxes
bought the flowers used by the First Family, I didn’t feel out of line
asking about them. Besides, writers believe—as the architect Mies van
der Rohe used to say—that God is in the details, as seemingly insignif-
icant as they may be, but the White House usher was not persuaded.

“This is classified information,” he said, “and you have absolutely no
right to it.”

I wrote to Mrs. Reagan seven times while researching this book,
explaining that I was trying to do an in-depth biography that I hoped
would stand the test of history. In each letter I requested an interview
and even offered to submit questions in advance. I never received a
response until last year when the director of planning for the Nancy
Reagan Foundation answered my seventh letter by saying: “Mrs. Rea-
gan is unable to comply with your request at this time and we do not
foresee a time in the future when an interview could be arranged.”

Having been bruised in print myself, I know how it feels to be de-
picted unfairly and inaccurately, and I would never want to inflict that
kind of pain on someone else. To be fair, accurate, and thorough, my
research assistants and I tried to interview as many people as possible
who had known and worked with Nancy Reagan throughout her life.
We contacted friends, acquaintances, relatives, schoolmates, co-stars,
neighbors, employees, and political aides of Ronald Reagan in Califor-
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nia and Washington, D.C. Some of those who appreciated that history
is best served by truthful recollection spoke openly and on the record;
others spoke only on condition that their names not be used. In the
end, the number of tape-recorded interviews reached 1,002, most of
which are documented in the chapter notes at the end of the book.

I drew from presidential documents, FBI files, inancial disclosures,
IRS returns, letters, diaries, memoirs, oral histories, film archives, per-
sonal recollections, calendars, and correspondence. I tried to go be-
yond “the clothes and buttons of a person,” which is how Mark Twain
defined biography, to answer that everlasting question: “What’s she
really like?” Throughout the writing, I followed the creed of the
preacher in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath who left the cloth:
“There ain’t no sin and there ain’t no virtue. There’s just stuff people
do. It’s all part of the same thing. And some of the things folks do is
nice, and some ain’t nice, but that’s as far as any man got a right to
say.

A few years ago Stuart Applebaum, vice president of publicity and
public relations for Bantam Doubleday Dell, showed me the value of a
publishing mishpocah (Yiddish for family), and throughout this project
I've been blessed with the best. My gifted researcher, Melissa D. Small-
ing, coordinated the massive files for this book, and for four years she
has worked indefatigably, bringing superior intelligence and immense
good cheer to all her tasks. Without this extraordinary young woman, I
would have no book. I also received expert assistance from Pamela
Warrick on the West Coast and Aura Lippincott, Elena Gleckas, Sam
Dixon, and Lisa Melmed in Washington. In New York City, Henri
Astier researched old city directories and telephone books while Mervin
Block did the research work of ten men. In London I was helped by
Angela Murphy; Nicholas Gordon of YOU magazine; by my British
literary agent, Deborah Rogers of Rogers, Coleridge & White, Ltd.; and
my British publisher, Mark Barty-King, managing director of Bantam
Press.

Within my literary agency, International Creative Management, I'm
most grateful to Wayne Kabak, Sam Cohn, Esther Newberg, Suzanne
Gluck, Heather Schroder, and Adele Fisher. At Simon & Schuster I've
been buoyed by the support of C.E.O. Richard Snyder, the phenome-
nal editorial talent of Alice Mayhew, and the marketing genius of Char-
lie Hayward, Jack McKeown, and Judy Lee; plus Victoria Meyer in
publicity; Marcella Berger in subsidiary rights; Eve Metz and Rick Wil-
lett in production; Frank Metz, head of the art department; Marcia
Peterson, Sophie Sorkin, and Sarajane Herman in copy editing; Marie
Florio in serial rights; Washington editor Marie Arana-Ward; George
Hodgman, Adelle Stan, and Vincent Virga, who compiled the photo-
graphs for the book. Irwyn Applebaum, president and publisher of
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Pocket Books, deserves special thanks for providing one of the book’s
most important sources, and my deepest gratitude to Jeanne Bernkopf,
who patiently smoothed the rough edges of an unwieldy manuscript. I
also appreciate the time her husband, Michael Bernkopf, Ph.D., do-
nated on his word processor. My thanks, also, to the most important
lawyers in my life: my father, William V. Kelley of Witherspoon, Kelley,
Davenport & Toole in Spokane, Washington, and Benjamin L. Ze-
lenko and Robert L. Wald of Nussbaum and Wald in Washington, D.C.

Librarians, curators, and archivists contributed greatly to this proj-
ect, and I'm indebted to the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences in Los Angeles; Alexandria Public Library’s librarians in Vir-
ginia; Carol Applegate, Princeton High School, Princeton, New Jersey;
Jeanne Baron, editorial librarian of Washingtonian; Bill Barrett of
ACTION; Jack Begg, librarian of the New York Post; Diana R. Brown
and Roger Mayer of Turner Entertainment for providing access to the
MGM legal files; Nettie Brown, librarian of the Modesto Bee, Modesto,
California; Marshall Bullock, reference librarian, Petersburg Public Li-
brary, Petersburg, Virginia; Larry Campbell, Registry of Charitable
Trusts of California; the Chicago Historical Society; Church of Latter
Day Saints Family History Center’s staff, Kensington, Maryland; Ned
Comstock and Gary Bryson, Cinema Library of the University of
Southern California; Brian Daly, the Little Brown Church, Studio City,
California; Daughters of the American Revolution Library, Washing-
ton, D.C.; Conley Edwards, head of public services, Virginia State
Library, Richmond, Virginia; Martin 1. Elzy, assistant director, Jimmy
Carter Presidential Library; Judy Gerritts, librarian, the San Francisco
Examiner; Regina Greenwell, archivist, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presi-
dential Library; Greenwood Memorial Park, Phoenix, Arizona; Carol
Hale, Ziegfeld Club of New York City; John Hanley, Congressional
Cemetery, Washington, D.C.; John Haydon, Washington Times; Linda
Henzell, University of Wisconsin Center for Film; Richard L. Holzhau-
sen, audiovisual archivist, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library; Sue
Hornik of Common Cause, Washington, D.C.; Joan Howard, Nixon
Presidential Materials Project, Alexandria, Virginia; Just Say No Foun-
dation, Walnut Creek, California; the John F. Kennedy Presidential
Library, Boston, Massachusetts; Fred Klose, archivist, National Ar-
chives Regional Branch, Los Angeles, California; the Library of Con-
gress, Washington, D.C.; Mark Locher, public relations director,
Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, California; Marion Marshall, Tax
Analysts, Falls Church, Virginia; Martin Luther King, Jr., Public Li-
brary’s Washingtonian Room staff, Washington, D.C.; Velma Martin,
St. Mary’s Church, Washington, D.C.; Mrs. McGinty, St. Patrick’s
Church, Washington, D.C.; Anne Moffett, Time, Washington, D.C;
Barry Morrison, Chicago Anti-Defamation League; Nan Mould,
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Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago; the National Archives, Wash-
ington, D.C.; the National Geographic Society’s library, Washington,
D.C.; Marc Pachter and the Washington Biography Group; Maria Pa-
risi, the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution; Tony
Phipps, film society manager, Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, Cali-
fornia; Emily Piper, Berkshire Athenaeum, Pittsfield, Massachusetts;
Phoenix Public Library; Princeton Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey;
Mary Reyner, Sidwell Friends School of Washington, D.C.; Roscan
Richmond, Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, California; Faigie Ro-
senthal and Bob Athons, New York Daily News library; Rick Ryan,
Princeton University; the Sacramento Bee librarians and public relations
office; Larry Salmon, Junior League of Chicago; Caroline Schaffner,
curator, theater museum of the Museum of Repertoire Americana;
Ann Schlosser, Warner Bros. Collection, University of Southern Cali-
fornia; Tom Shorebird, archivist, the National Theatre, Washington,
D.C.; Margery Sly, college archivist, Smith College, Northampton,
Massachusetts; William J. Stewart, acting director, Gerald R. Ford
Presidential Library; Mark Swartz, Shubert Archives, New York City;
Dorothy Swerdlove, curator, theater division, New York Public Library;
Merle Thomason, librarian, Fairchild Publications; William Lewis
Tucker, president/founder of Uniphoto, Washington, D.C.; Adelaide
Tyson, Chi Phi Fraternity, Atlanta, Georgia; University of Southern
California University Library Special Collections Department; Connie
Stokes and all the volunteers at the Col'imbia Historical Society, Wash-
ington, D.C.; Barclay Walsh, The New York Times, Washington, D.C.;
Carol Perry Wilson, Office of External Affairs, National Spiritual As-
sembly of the Bahais of the United States; George Wilson, Pittsfield High
School, Pittsfield, Massachusetts; Nona Yates, Los Angeles Times library.

Editors, writers, and reporters across the country took the time to
answer questions and share their stories. For this and much more, I'm
grateful to Roy Aarons, Oakland Tribune; R. W. Apple, The New York
Times; Deborah Armida, Oakland Tribune; Roberta Ashley, Cosmopol-
itan; Lissa August, Time; Eileen Bailey, editor and publisher, V Maga-
zine, Phoenix, Arizona; Fred Barnes, New Republic; Laurence Barrett,
Time; Edward Baumann, Chicago Tribune; Jim Bellows, vice president/
news, MediaNews Group; Leslie Bennetts, Vanity Fair; Beverly Be-
yette, Los Angeles Times; Marie Brenner, Vanity Fair; lan Brodie,
Daily Telegraph of London; Christopher Buckley; John Buckley; Lou
Cannon; Otis Chandler, chairman of the board, Los Angeles Times;
Garry Clifford, People; Joan Connelly, Time; Ken Cummins, City
Paper, Washington, D.C.; Lisa Dallos, CNN; Tom DeFrank, News-
week; Brian Doyle, Time; Margaret Engel, director, Alicia Patterson
Foundation; Peter Fares, New York Post; Murray Gart, Time; Vera
Glaser, Washingtonian; Nicholas Gordon, YOU Magazine; Joel Green-
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berg, Los Angeles Times; David Grogan, People Magazine; Anthony
Haden-Guest, Vanity Fair; Peter Hayes, editorial page editor, Sacra-
mento Union; William Hifner, The Washington Post; Warren Hinckle,
associate editor, San Francisco Examiner; Eleanor Harris Howard; Peter
Kalikow, owner, New York Post; Charles Kelly, Arizona Republic; Ron
Kessler; Jerry Knight, The Washington Post; Jesse Kornbluth, Vanity
Fair; Irv Kupcinet, Chicago Sun Times; Jane Lane, M; Annie Leibovitz,
Vanity Fair; Madeline L’Engle; Lee Lescaze, The Wall Street Journal,;
Bettyjane Levine, Los Angeles Times; Barbara Lieber, People; Lorrie
Lynch, USA Today; Julia Malone, Cox Newspapers; John Mashek, Bos-
ton Globe; Robert Massie; Chris Matthews, San Francisco Chronicle;
Bea Maxwell, Los Angeles Times; Jane Mayer, The Wall Street Journal;
Colman McCarthy, The Washington Post; Sandra McElwaine; Gordon
McKenzie, London Daily Mail; Bill McPherson; Marianne Means,
Hearst Newspapers; Elizabeth Mehren, Los Angeles Times; Jack Nel-
son, bureau chief, Los Angeles Times, Washington, D.C.; Johanna
Neuman, USA Today; William Norwich, New York Daily News; Jerry
O’Leary, The Washington Times; Peter Osterlund, Christian Science
Monitor; Bob Pack, Washingtonian Magazine; John Pekkanen, Reader’s
Digest; Charlie Peters, Washington Monthly; Jay Peterzel, Time; Bill
Plante, CBS News; Donnie Radcliffe, The Washington Post; Peter
Range, U.S. News & World Report; Bill Regardie, Regardie’s; Cathy
Rehl, “Good Morning America”; David Richards, The New York Times,
and Orville Richards; Phyllis Richman, The Washington Post; Sue
Riley, Los Angeles Daily News; Phyllis Rose; Mike Royko, Chicago
Tribune; John Sansing, executive editor, Washingtonian; Robert
Scheer, Los Angeles Times; Neang Seng, Time; Lloyd Shearer, Parade;
Ira Silverman, NBC-TV; Barbara Simmonds, The Berkshire Eagle;
Peggy Simpson, Hearst Newspapers; Martin Smith, Sacramento Bee;
Robert J. Smith, Chicago Tribune; Lesley Stahl, CBS-TV;-Susan Stam-
berg, National Public Radio; Jack Star; Warren Steibel, producer, Wil-
liam Buckley’s “Firing Line”; Basil Talbott; Strobe Talbott, Time; Nan
and Gay Talese; Michael Thomas; Robert Thompson, former D.C.
bureau chief, Hearst Newspapers; Dennis Troute, ABC-TV; R. Emmett
Tyrrell, Jr., The American Spectator; Owen Ullman, Knight-Ridder
Newspapers; Nicholas von Hoffman; Denny Walsh, San Jose Mercury-
News; Ellen Warren, Knight-Ridder Newspapers; Paul Wieck, Albu-
querque Journal; Louis Wolf, co-editor, Covert Action Information Bul-
letin; Bob Woodward, The Washington Post; Judy York, Avenue M.

My sources made the most important contribution to this book, and
I'm grateful to all for their help. Not every interview could be used, but
I appreciate the time and consideration of everyone who cooperated,
including several of Nancy Reagan’s relatives, primarily her cousins
and some of her children, who so generously shared their recollections.
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I I
Sarah Frances Whitlock ~ Charles Edward Luckett

B: Aug. 22, 1854 Virginia M: Oct. 6, 1868 B: March 4, 1845 Maryland

D: May ISi 1917 D.C. Petersburg, Virginia D: April 3,| 1923 D.C.

| I I I

Joseph E. Luckett Charles W. Luckett Louis M. Luckett Ella R. Luckett
B: Feb. 13,1871 Virginia B:May 1,1874 D.C. B: Aug. 12,1876 D.C. B: Aug.9,1877 D.C.
D: Nov. 25,1895 D.C. D: Sept. 10.,1876 D.C. D: July 3,1879 D.C.
M: 1892
Florence E.
Marguerite Luckett
B: 1893

[
M1: Jan. 24, 1940
Divorce: June 20, 1948

Jane Wyman

[ o |
Maureen Elizabeth Reagan Michael Edward Reagan
B: Jan 4,1941 . B: 1945 (adopted)
[ L .
M1:1961 D.C.  M2: Feb. 28,1964 CA. M3: April 25,1981 CA. MI.: June 13,1971 Hawaii  M2: Nov. 7, 1975 C¢
Divorcle: 1962 Divorce: July 1967 Divorce: 1973

John Filippone David Sills Dennis Revell Pam Putnam Colleen Sterns

[ |
Cameron Michael Reagan ~Ashley Marie Reagan
Researched by Melissa D. Smalling B: May 30, 1978 B: April 12,1983




