


Boyish Reagan, 29 in 1940, portrayed Gipp. He stood 
six feet, weighed 180, had played guard in college. 
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These days. the state's attorney (he is a i Reagan in High School: 
DemocrJtl investi~ates about 160 felony . 
c:ises a vear, including in recent months an 'Life Shoul,d Be a Song' 
unusual ·number of brutal homicides.·Marl- • .. .. While he was in high school. Mr. 
juana is widely used by yourig people, Reagan took a band at writing poetry. 
hel ped along by the presence on the edge. of This example, called .. Life," may be 
town of an old hemp plant "'ith wild mari· the .earliest surviving statement of a 
juana plants surrounding it Harder stuff personal philosophy. 
isn't unknown. either. • .• . • 

Dixon's ebullient mayor, George Und· . f wonder what it's all abou~ and 
quist. came to town in 1936, after Mr.· Rea· : . . ·· ., whv . . • 
gan had left to become a six>rts announcer. • •.,, ··we suffer so. wheff,:, little thmgs go 
on radio over ii: Iowa and then a_movie star • , • . wrongt • 
in Hollywood. But the mayor thinks be ,un· , r't_., 'We make mtr 'life a strvggle,' 
derstands what Dixon means to Mr._ Reagan : . •. Wilen Ufe should be a song. 
(even as he supports John Anderson for • ·. •. :-: _: .· :. •.• • : . , ' ,,. _.. _ .. 
President: this, alter aU, is Mr. Anderson's OIIT lrollbles break and drei1ch U$. 

cougressional district). iiJce spray 011 the cleavmg prow 
" It's a typical Midwestern town," says Of some trim Glow:cstcr schooner. 

the mayor. "It's closely related to the land. A!_ it dips in a graceflll bOID. • ... 
and it believes in traditional American val· 
ues. 1· think that's important. I go far 
enough to say the Midwest-and places !lice 
Dixon-is the balance wheel of this country, 
keeping both the East and the West Coast 
from flying apart. The two coasts represent 
change : we-represent tradition. I think Rea­
gan understands that." 

Young Reagan and his girl friend. , 
" Mugs." went away to the same college in i 
the fall of 1928, to a small Christian church . 
school called Eureka, down near Peoria. i 

B;t why does sorrow drench us 
When our fellow passes 011t 

·., He's just exchanged Ufe's dreary 
dirge . 

For an tlernal life of s0119. : • .. 

• Milli011S have gone before JIS. 
And muliom will come behind, 

, So wily do we =e alld fight 
• "At a fa~ both wise and kixd1 . 

Mr. Reagan probably bad some scholarship ,. ··we hang 011to a jaded life · - . 
help to pay the S90-a-semester tuition. He , A life full of sorrow and pain. 
also worked washing dishes in the cafeteria.· . • A life thal warps and breaks JIS, 

Mr. Reagan. who has been active in the . Alld we try to ru11 through it again. . 
little college's shaky affairs for years, is I • . 
more nostalgic about his years ~re than he 'these days. but It's sWI a lovely place. The 
is about growmg up m Dixon. I fell head school's president, Daniel Gilbert, is doing 
over heels in love with Eureka," be says In everything he can to make sure Mr. Rea­
his . autobiography, "Where's the Rest. of ~•s alma mater doesn' t go under. It had 
Me? " "I still think, after years ?f cnss· _ students in Mr. Reagan's day; it has 470 
crossing. the Umted States, that 1.~ IS one of ow, including about 70 blaclt kids, most of 
the lovehest-colleges m eJC1Stence. • em from the Chicago inner city. 

It's a little shabby, a little run-down, Mr. Gilbert says -that when these city 
kids began romlng to Eureka, the local 
townspeople had trouble adjusting· to them. 
Eurelca. be notes. was just as racist as the 
Southern towns be grew up in. These days, 

L~ough. he insists, things are settling down 
nicely. 

At Eureka. Mr. Reagar. majored in soci· 
ology and took a minor in economics. Some 
of his current economic adiisers -especially 
the disciples of supply-side economist Ar­
thur Laffer-think it's signilicant he was 
taught classical economics at Eureka. 

His professor had to be an older gentle­
man named Alexander Charles Gray-be­
cause be was the college's entire economics 
and sociology departments. And Prat. Gray 
must have taught · economics the 'classical 
way, because he couldn't have known much 
else. The professor graduated from the .Uni· 
versity· of Toronto in 1896 and earned his 
master's degree at Hiram College In 1897, 
some 39 vears before John Maynard Keynes 
wrote his principal revisionist work. "The 
General Theory of Emrloyment, Interest 
and Mocey... But it isn ·t known :which 
con rses .Mr. Reagan took, because his tran· 
script is locked away. 

. By most accounts. Mr. Reagan · was 
neYer much of a st'Jdent. He was more in­
terested. anyway, in sports-be played two 
}'('ars on another losing football team-and 
In drama. In which he won an honorable 
mention at a national drama competition for 
his portrayal of the Greek shepherd boy in 
Edna St Vincent Millay's" Aria da Capo." 

He also had an interest iD polltlcs (bis 
father was a Democrat and, for many 
years, so was he ). And be had-he still has 
-a remarkable photographic memory that 
allowed him to glance through printed mate­
rial and absorb enough to get by. 

He and "Mugs" graduated in 1932. She 
was a magna cum laude. Mr. Re;igan 

1 wasn't. By tben. the romance bad faded, ap­
parently because "Mugs" didn't think 
" Dutch'. ' was going to amount to much. She 
taught high school for a_ couple of ·years and 
then married a Foreign Service officer she 
had met in France. She returned with him 
to Richmond, Va., when he joined his fami• 
ly's staid old law firm. He's a fervent Rea­
gan supponer. She won't say. 
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Most associate Ronald Reagan with California, but he spent his 

formative years in the midwest. On the centennial of his birth, 

a handjitl of small Illinois towns want a share of the limelight 

By Douglas Brinkley 

BACK IN 1965 RONALD RL,G . .\N pub­

lished his first memoir, H'here's the Rest of 
Me?, borrowing the title from a line in 
the 1942 Warner Brothers film Kings 
Row. In the movie-Reagan's fal'orit e of 
all he starred in- he played Drake 
McHugh, a playboy whose legs have 
been removed by a sadistic surgeon. 
"Where's the rest of me?" Reagan fa­
mously cried om when he came to, with 
thespian relish worthy of an .-\cademy 
Award nomination. 

Up until now Reagan-like 
McHugh- hasn't been whole. His 
legacy has been too rooted in Holly­
wood, Cul\'er City, Pacific Palisades, 
Sacramento, Beverly Hills, Simi Valley, 
and the Santa Ynez Mountains. On the 
centennial of his birth in the tiny north-

western Illinois town of Tampico, the 

Midwest is determined to make Reagan 

whole again . The Tampico prodigal has 
become the Land of Lincoln's new fa­
vorite son. 

Grim economic times have not 
spared Tampico's Main Street Historic 
District today: home foreclosures and 
the decline of the family farm have shut­
tered many buildings and infected its 
residents with an omnipresent, shroud­

like fear that the American dream is in 
permanent recession. Yet each year over 
the last decade, tourism has picked up 
as the legend of Ronald Reagan grows 
as wide as the Mississippi River only 50 
miles away. 

On February 6, 1911, our fortieth 
president was born in a second-floor 

apartment above a brown­
floorboard saloon in a 

hard, cold sleet that blan­

keted the prairie town in 
gray. That's right, Rea- 1

• 

gan was born above a bar. 
The Tampico Historical Society 
erroneously claims on its website that 
Reagan was born above a bakery, likely 
because it sounds more wholesome than 
a tavern. The first floor of the Graham 
Building-at 111 South Main Street­
didn't become a bakery until 1915, four 
years after Reagan's birth and long after 
his family had moved to their next 
house on Glassburn Street. 

The Reagan birthplace-a red-brick 
building with three second-story win­

dows and a cornice-is a modest First 
National Bank museum today. What it 

lacks in Reagan artifacts it makes up for 
in modest homespunness. In his 1990 

autobiography An American Life, Reagan 

repeated his one and only 111 South 
Main Street birth story, which he regu­

larly recycled over the years . "He looks 

like a fat little Dutchman," Reagan 

claimed that his father, Jack, an Irish 

Catholic alcoholic, had said when he first 

a w his cute butterball son. "But who 

nows, he mi hi 0 1 up to be presi-

dent someda .• Hiswrians over the 

years have inferred th t this story is 
apocryphal. Yet the anecdote is pure 
Ronald Reagan, somehow seeming ap­
propriate even if J ack never said it. And 
the nickname "Dutch" clearly stuck. At 
least that's the way they'll tell it at 
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Tampico's Dutch Diner, where they dip 
fried food in a special "Ronnie sauce." 

What historians do know about 
February 6, 1911, is that William 
Howard Taft was president (but strug­
gling), crew members were prepping 
the RMS Titanic for its inaugural 
Atlantic voyage, and Mexico stirred 
with talk of revolution. The future 
president's mother Nelle, an ardent 
Disciples of Christ churchgoer, had 
planned to call her baby Donald, but 
because her quick-draw sister had beat 
her to it, the tnfant won the consola­
tion prize of being named • Ronald. 
And no biography disputes that Nelle 
had an extremely difficult time deliv­
ering him in that drafty Tampico flat. 
She had given birth to Ron's brother 
Neil (nicknamed "Moon") two years 
earlier, and she was weak, frail, and 
cold. "My mother was informed that 
she shouldn' t have any more chil­
dren," Reagan recalled. 

Tampico's claim to fame in 1911 was 
an irrigation ditch success story and a 
gnarly tornado that had destroyed 
nearly 30 structures. Most of its 820 res­
idents wanted to leave-except the 
Glassman family, who fancied them­
selves local kingpins. But being born 
above a tavern in a West Illinois hamlet 
with some businesses posting signs that 
read "NO DOGS OR IRISHMEN 
ALLOWED" was an auspicious start in 
life for Reagan. 

"I think growing up in a small town 
is a good foundation for anyone who de­
cides to enter politics," he reflected after 
being president. "You get to know peo­
ple as individuals, not as blocs or mem­
bers of special-interest gr&>u ps. You 
discover that, despite their differences, 
most people have a lot in common." 

When Reagan was born, Illinois was 
already associated with two presidents: 
Abraham Lincoln, who lived primarily 
in the Springfield area from 1830 to 

One hundred years ago, Ronald Reagan 
was born above a saloon in the small town 

of Tainj1ico, Illinois, pictured above in a 

1904 jJostcard, to working-class j1arents 

Jack and Nelle, opposite above, who had 

one other son, Neil. Reagan's a1guably 

most compelling work on the silver screen, 

the 1942 Wamer Brothers'film, Kings 

Row, opposite below, centered on the 

challenges of small town life, a st01 yline 

he knew well. 

1861, and Ulysses S. Grant, who 
worked in his family's leather shop in 
Galena from 1860 to 1868. Yet of all the 
four U.S. presidential claimants (which 
now includes Barack Obama, who 
adopted Chicago as his home in 1985 ), 
only Reagan was actually born there; 
this gives his statewide legacy a special 
bragging right. 

The Reagans were decidedly 
nomadic. When Ronald was four years 
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old, they moved to Chicago, where his 
father worked at the Fair Department 

\ Store. When that didn't work out, they 
moved to Galesburg and then Mon­
mouth before returning to Tampico. In 
Galesburg there are two residences with 
indisputable Gipper lineage: a dwelling 
where his family lived at 1260 North 
Kellogg Street and a home at 1219 
North Kellogg. The Reagans rented so 
many homes and apartments between 
1911 and the Great Depression that 
even the postal service must have found 
it difficult keeping track of them. 

T his future president's troubled 
home life has proved to be a genuine 
boon to the commercial business in these 
economically stressed towns , which 
never imagined that Reaganism might 

become as big as Elvisism in the tourism 
department. Eureka College, located 
halfway between Peoria and Blooming­
ton, where Reagan graduated in 1932, 
now houses more than 2,000 items in its 
archive pertaining to the Gipper. 
"Everything good that happened to 
me," Reagan once said, "started here on 

Reagangrew up in a small frame house in Dixon, Illinois, 
below. He showed an aptitude for the stage in 1927, starring 
in North Dixon High School's production of You and I, a 
Philip Bany play in which he shared a sofa with his real-life 
sweetheart Mmgaret Cleave1; above. An article in the June 
1937 Dixon Telegraph, right, proudly announced that the 
local boy had landed a Hollywood contract. 

this campus." That 
wasn't hyperbole . 
Reagan 's loyalty to 
Eureka-where he 
majored in economics, 
graduating with a C 
average, and served as 
student body presi­
dent-was intense. 
He served three six­
year terms on th e 
board of trustees and 
visited ca mpus a 
dozen times after 
graduating. 

If no single Illinois 
town can fully claim 
Reagan as its own, the 
state proudly can. It 
seems as if every grain 
elevat01~ lumber yard, 
feed mill, and egg 
house has Reagan lore 
associated with it. Rea­
gan's boyhood home 
in Dixon, into which 
he moved as a nine­
year-old, is the most 
worthwhile pilgrim­
age place. It was there 
that Reagan gradu­
ated from high school 
and worked as a 
lifeguard, saving 
77 people from 

drowning in the treacherous Rock 
River (clubbed "the Hudson of the 
West"). That herculean feat alone was 
far more of a genuine accomplishment 
than most ofus will ever have. It might i 
surprise people who remember Rea- g 

gan as being an antienvironmentalist ! 
that growing up he proclaimed himself IS 
as a "great naturalist" of the Rock River ~} 

w ffi 
Valley. William Ruckelshaus, former ~ ~ 

h 
II 

head of the Environmental Protection 
Agency, recently told a story about fly­
ing with the president from Washing­
ton, D.C., to Seattle on Air Force One n 



Reagan made an exuberant visit to his 
Tampico birthplace in Februaiy 1976, 
right, while stumping for the Republican 
presidential nomination. He would lose 
that contest but go on to take the nomina­
tion in 1980 and win the presidency. The 
route that Reagan hitchhiked between col­
lege in Eureka and his home in Dixon is 
now enshrined as an Illinois state historic 
trail, bottom right. 

in the mid-l 980s. "Reagan ordered the 
pilot to swoop down low when we got 
to the Rock River," he said, "and tip a 
wing in homage ." 

But Tampico, Galesburg, Dixon, and 
Eureka College aren't alone in clinging 
to the Reagan centennial kite tail. In 
Ohio, Illinois, a village of 550 situated 
along Route 26, visitors are told that 
Reagan used to thumb through town 
with a beaming salesman's smile, com­
muting back and forth from Dixon to 
Peoria. In Walnut (population 1,400) 
the visitor learns that young Reagan 
used to pile into a road-weary gray 
Buick clunker (bought for $10) with his 
buddies to catch sporting events in 
Peoria and Normal. Princeton, Illinois, 
is promoting Reagan's admiration of 
their New England-like architecture, 
while the town of Henry boasts an Illi­
nois River Bridge that Reagan surely 
drove across dozens of times on his way 
to Eureka College. In Chillicothe, ap­
parently, Reagan used to visit his frater­
nity brother George Taylor, while in 
Fulton locals will point out the gravesite 
of Reagan's maternal grandmother, 
Mary Anne Wilson. 

upward in Illinois like ajet-propulsion 
rocket, there is no reason that Reagan's 
centennial can't too, or so says the state's 
chamber of commerce. 

All this is part of the Ronald Reagan 
Trail-the ex-president's fabled hitch­
hiki11g route-which was officially 
created in May 1999 to promote his 
Midwest legacy. What only a dozen 

I years ago seemed like an lllinois stretch 
; is now attracting scores of visitors who 
! see Reagan as a giant, the man British 
~ prime minister Margaret Thatcher s~id 
f won the Cold War without firing a 
~ single shot. (London is planning to 

Not that California is giving up on 
its Reagan franchise. The Rose Bowl 
Parade in Pasadena will have a domi­
nating Reagan-themed float on January 
l; USC's Annenberg School of journal­
ism is throwing a huge conference 
hosted by Tom Brokaw; and the Ronald 
Reagan Presidential Library in Simi 
Valley will open a completely renovated 
museum display (plus ribbon cuttings, 
military flyovers, and a star-studded 
celebrity concert). Governor Arnold 
Schwarzenegger has declared a perma­
nent Reagan Day holiday in California. 
While there are currently no plans to 
add Reagan's face to Mount Rushmore, 
it looks like a major Nevada peak will 
soon be named in his honor. I unveil its first Reagan statue to coincide 

with the centennial.) If Lincoln's bicen-
tennial in 2008 could boost tourism 

But it's Illinois that has best 
prepared to bask in Gipper glory in 
2011. The entire heartland now belongs 
to the boy from Tampico. It makes you 
believe in the luck of the Irish and the 
resilience that comes from growing up 
in the Midwest . .._.., 
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DUTCH REAGAN 
THE LIFEGUARD 

Bernard J. Frazier. his Dixon High 
School drama teacher. remembered 
the President as a "rangy kid named 
Ronald Reagan who wore glasses 
because he was very nearsighted and 
was forever asking questions ." How­
ever. most people in Dixon. Illinois 
knew him only as "Dutch Reagan the 
lifeguard."a warm likeable young man. 

Dutch was his nickname from birth. 
He was born in Tampico. Illinois on 
February 6. 19 I I. When he came how­
ling into the world with a towhead and 
fat round cheeks. his father, a second 
generation Irishman. declared. "For 
such a fat little dutchman he sure 
makes a lot of noise." 

Dutch like most lifeguards took to 
the water at an early age . He started 
out at the local swimming hole but 
soon graduated to the treacherous 
Hannepin Canal. "I can recall. .. writes 
Reagan in his autobiography. "the 
hushed mood of the town when thev 
brought a small covered burden fro~ 
the canal. .. 

His family moved from Tampico 
and after two years on Chicago's south 
side. settled on the Rock River in 
Dixon. "There." savs Reagan. "was 
the life that shaped ~y body~and mind 
for the years to come ." 

Special thank s to Su:a1111t' Hunne_r. 
Dixon £\'ening Telegraph. and Byron 
£. Wear. Execut i1·e Director. United 
States Lifesai-ing Association for re­
search assistance on this story . 

by Jim Dubois 

He was nine. and it didn't take him 
long to find the water. He became 
active in the Dixon YMCA: played in 
the Y-band and spent long hours in the 
17 by 16foot YMCA pool. He excelled 
through the swimming program and 
by the age of fifteen felt confident 
enough to apply for a job as lifeguard 
at Lowell Park. 

According to Suzanne Hannev. 
local historian and reporter for the 
Dixon Evening Telegraph. "Even·­
body in Dixon remembers Low~ll 
Park." The park consists of 205 acres 
of natural woodland located on the 
Rock River three miles north of 
Dixon. It was deeded to the citv bv 
Carlla Lowell who stipulated tha·t n~ 
liquor be allowed and that the natural 
areas of the park be left untouched. A 
lodge was built from· local quarry 
stone and sand was trucked in to form 
a beach overt he mud bottom river and 
soon Lowell was. not only one of the 
"natural beauty spots of the state". but 
a maJor recreation area . 

Reagan applied for his lifeguard job 
in the spring of 1926. At the time 
Lowell was over-seen by a park board 
which in turn leased out several con­
cessions in the park to the Graybill 
familv. Ruth and Ed Gravbill had the 
food ~nd bathhouse conc~ssion which 
included looking after the beach and 
hiring a lifeguard. 

When the future president first 
approached Ed Graybill about thejob. 
Mr. Graybill wasn't too sure . "Well. 
you're pretty young. my lad," he said. 
"but 111 go talk to your father." Jack 

Reagan told Graybill to "give the boy a 
chance". Despite his age and near­
sightedness a demonstration of 
Dutch's water prowess, along with his 
eagerness to work. won him the job. 
As fellow lifeguard John Crabtree put 
it. ~- .. he'd try like hell." 

The official bathing season began 
on Memorial Day. but if the weather 
was warm the Graybills had Dutch up 
early to cover the water on the week 

ends. According to Katy Boyd who 
as a child was rescued by Dutch four 
times and who later became a lifeguard 
at Lowell. ~in the spring the water was 
high and the river swift. That's when 
we'd pull them out like flies ." In addi­
tion to performing rescues. one of the 
major spring time chores was to help 
clear the bathing area of debris and 
hazards. Each spring they'd drag the 
river for water soaked logs which 
drifted in and hung just below the 
surface. 

Dutch began his days in the Gray­
bill's Dodge truck loading up supplies 
for the park which included ham­
burger. buns. soda pop and two to 
three hundred pounds of ice . When the 
supplies were loaded he would get 
Mrs . Graybill and they'd head for the 
park . 

"As you enter." says Ruth Graybill. 
·'there's a slope just covered with 
beautiful bluebells and ferns ." In the 
spring. according to Katy Boyd. the 
entire park would be covered in wild­
flowers and the oak. hemlock and 
other deciduous trees would be vibrant 
with new green foliage . 11 
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Dwch 1rnuld wuallr srarion himself on rhe di1·ing pier ele1·ared abourjil'e Jeer 
abol'l' rhe 1,·ater. He~e he is picrured leaning againsr rhe slide 1rnrching and 
sal"eguarding barhers. Pharo Courresr of Dixon £1·ening Telegraph Files 

• When ,he, reached the bathhouse. 
Dutch would unload the ice. help Mrs. 
Graybill with the other supplies and 
then head for the beach. 

'"There'd be an occasional morning 
mist or steam fog rolling along the 
surface of the riwr." says Ms. Boyd .. 
The water temperature would be 
'"spotty because the river was spring 
fed" and upstream was one ot the lar­
ger of these tributaries. the '"se,en mile 
branch .. _ 

But. as late spring progressed into 
the hot. muggy. mid-western summer. 
.. The, 'd come in droves." savs Ruth 
Gra,bill. She estimates that Dutch 
had ·as manv as 500 people to keep an 
e,e on-no ·small task in a river whose 
c~rrent could run iour to se\en miles 
per hour. 

As Reaean recalls in his autobio-
graphy. M -:here :S rhe Res! o/ .\fr. ': 

. . . the water in the Rock R i ,er off 
Lowell Park was a fairly difficult 
soot to swim. There \\as a dam 
d·ow nstream which. when the slui­
ces \\ere opened. gave the ordinar­
il\ slow current a quicker tempo 
a~d deeper thrust. The bottom 
sloped swiftly into deep water not 
far from the edge . An additional 
hazard was the other bank about 
six hundred feet away: swimming 
across was a challenge-only once 
started you had to go all the way 
or else. 

A raft anchored offshore ga,e Katy 
Boyd trouble on at least two occa­
sions. As a small girl of eight or nine. 
just learning to swim. she would strug­
gle toward the raft and then falter. 
··My parents were always so worried 
until you brought me in."she said in a 
1940's game show in ,,hich Ronald 
Reagan had to guess what part of hi~ 
life she was from. Her next hint wor­
ried the moderator. Bill Cullen. '"E,t1, 

time I met you . you left m~ 
breathless ... But when Reagan inno­
cently blurted out. "Are you one of the 
notches on the log?-. Cullen nearly 
took them off the air. "The log". 
Cullen discovered . was Rt1agan·s 
means of keeping rescue statistics. All 
totaled he cut ~eventy-se,en notches in 
seven summers. 

As a former lifeguard . \1s. Boyd can 
testify that Lowell was no easy place to 
guard. She recalls yearning for a pool 
assignment as she "watched fi\e big. 
strapping farm boys siar: for the raft." 
They \\Ould miss. end-up downstream. 
then turn and swim against the cur­
rent. In her time. t:C ey oiten used a 
"doubled ended s ur1board" for 
rescues. Reagan. she ~emembers . had a 
ring bouy and rowboat at his disposal 
but mainly used the "S\\ im and go get 
·em method." Acrnrding to Dixon 
Y\1CA Director. Harry Hanson. the 
lifesa\ing techniques at the time would 
have included the cross chest carry. 

"There," says Reagan, "was 
the life that shaped my body 
and mind for the years to 
come." 

"I learned quickly the lesson 
that all lifeguards teach them­
selves . . . to watch for the 
unexpected but to keep my 
eye mainly on the two or three 
places where trouble would 
begin . .. " 

tired swimmers carry and chin pull. 
Fred Moore who later took swim­

ming lessons from Reagan was ten 
years old when he tried to dog paddle 
to the raft. When he was sure he had 
arrived. he reached to grasp the edge. 
caue:ht onlv air and sank. "Evervthine: 
was- peaceful." recalls Moore .• The~ 
Dutch "pulled me out. rolled me over a 
harrel and pumped the water out of 
me." Two wee ks later \-1 oore witnessed 
Reagan's rescue of a girl of about 
thirteen . 

Dutch Reagan ·s day officially began 
at ten a .m. and could last as late as ten 
p.m. when the water was cleared and 
the bathhouse closed . He worked 
se,en days a week and was on his own 
except on busy weekends and holidavs 
when the Graybills staffed the beach 
with extra guards Reagan's salary wa s 
S15 a week and all the ten cent ham­
burgers and nickel root beers he could 
hold. '"It was great." says Reagan. 
"There was no place to spend mone,. I 
could save ... and. of course. they ied 
me." According to biographer Bill 
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"Lifeguarding provides one of the best vantage points in the 
world to learn about people." 

"He'd take a broomstick for a microphone and pretend he was 
broadcasting the Northwestern-Notre Dame games. We'd all 
laugh and even form cheering sections." 

Boyarsky. ·'The hours were so long 
that he didn "t haw time for girls ... •• 
which in those pre-liberation days of 
dating. undoubtedly meant an addi­
tional sa\ings. 

By his sophomore year in high 
school. Dutch Reagan was ambitious 
to go to college and he knew the onl\'· 
wa; he"d get there was by working and 
sa,ing for it. Hi s father was a shoe 
salesman and although they were not 
poor. the Reagans ne\er owned their 
own home . 

Aside from pro, iding young people 
with money fo r college. lifeguarding 
presents them with the difficult and 
important challenges of accepting 
responsibility and making decisions 
under st ress . Dutch. like all successful 
li fegua rds . de,eloped the master chess 
pla ~e rs ability to concentrate. to antic­
ipate the next mo,e and to quickly sift 
through all the possibilities. In his case 
there \\ere as many as fi\'e hundred 
pieces all being pushed around by a 
ri,er-a checkmate for him meant a 
life sa ,ed. ··1 learned quickly the lesson 

that all lifeguards teach themselves .·· 
says Reagan. ··to watch for the unex­
pected but to keep my eye mainly on 
the two or three places where trouble 
would begin : downstream from the 
dock and between the dock and the 
raft.·· 

He also learned as biographer. L. 
Edmond Leipold. Phd . put it. ··that 
people ha\'e a penchant for getting 
themseh·es in\ol\ed in precarious 
situations. This was true in ordinar.· 
circumstances but especially true whe~ 
they were immersed in water. .. 

Dutch would usual!, station himself 
on the di\ing pier ele~·ated about fi,e 
feet abo,e the water or on the bench 
located in the middle of the beach. Kat\· 
Boyd remembers that --he wore ; 
cutout at the arms swimming suit with 
a little Red Cross patch sewn o n it.·· 
The bib st \'le trunks were the fashion: 
but they itched terribl\' after the, got 
wet. As Reagan recalls . •• ... no- life­
guard gets wet without good reason. In 
my case it real!\ took an emernenc, 
because my job ,~a s se, en days a~\ eek. 

and from morning until they got tired 
of swimming at night. A wet suit was a 
real hardship and I was too money 
conscious to have a spare ." 

He constantly wore his glasses and 
often had them handed back by bys­
tanders who retrieved them following 
a rescue . 

In addition to his other lifeguard 
paraphenalia . Dutch carried with him 
the proverbial lifeguard whistle . He 
blew it with a \engeance whene,er a 
lightning storm threatened the area . 
The bathers. Ms. Boyd said. would 
usually take their time coming to shore 
which ··used to make Dutch so mad ." 

According to Boyd . '"There \\a s a 
wh ole crew of us that practically hed 
at Lowell"" and when things got slow 
Reagan wou ld entertain them by prac­
ticing his sportscasting. All through 
high sc hool and college Reagan had 
football fe\er and '"Oh. he wanted to 
be a sportscaster so bad.'" says \1s. 
Boyd . --He"d take a broomstick for a 
microphone and pretend he was 
broadcasting the :\o rthwestern-:\otre 
Dame games. \Ve"d all laugh and e,en 
form cheering sections. ·· 

Slow periods in the mornings were 
taken up by swimming lessons. 00 As a 
swimming teacher.·· says Fred \toore . 
··he wa s sort of quiet. easy to get a long 
with and easy to know. He wouldn"t 
get upset about anything but stayed 
right \\ ith you two or three times. until 13 
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Dutch was in her father's congregation, but he admits, "/ used 
. to look at her more than I listened to the sermons." 

you got on to it.-o\·erthe years Dutch 
Reagan·s reputation as a swimming 
instructor gre" among the families 
that stayed at the Lowell Lodge . 
"Most ofthem.-.,Hites Re.:lgan ... \I.ere 
from Chicago and many of 1hem \I.ere 

- · 

second generation lodge patrons­
some had even met there mates and 
fallen in lo\'e on these year-after-year 
\'acations ." The children of these 
patrons would show up each morning 
for swimming lessons. 

T 

· ·.-1 ., u ,:, ;111n1 11 :'.! t ,'u( tlt'r he 11 ·a.1 so n o (quiet. l' a.,_1 1u .f! t'I ala n_r. 1, ·1.- ;, and t' a .11 tu 
t.11": ·. H, · 11 uuf,; •: "t get upjt:f aho ut a11r 1hi11g hut .11urt'd right 1, iti: 1 u u 111 o o r 
th r n · :imt' ., . unn. : u u go / vn /0 it." In thi.1 / 1,/J /<, puf,l,,-/1r .1/w1. R t'm' ll!; i.1 ~h (/1, 11 
!!n ·in!! a .\\ ·. in:m1• : -: /n .1 10 ,h,, late adrt'S.\ Su.,an Hr..• 1·11 urJ 

Reagan often turned to the pa rents 
of these children for ad\ice. In 1932. 
after working through four vears at 
Eureka College. Reagan conte~plated 
selling shoes with his father. Bernard 
J. Frazier. his teacher. \·isited him on 
the beach that summer and advised 
him to seek a career in communica­
tions before settling for shoe sales. 
However. it was Sid Altschuler the 
husband of a former Dixon l!irl. \I.ho 
bouyed his hopes. Sid ass~red the 
young lifeguard that the depression 
would not last fore\'er. When Real!an 
told him of his show business drea"ms. 
Altschuler·s optimi~m remained 
unscathed . ··You picked a sound 
industry and one that should have 
hundreds of undreamed of directions 
you can follow to a great future ... so 
stan knocking on doors .. . take am· 
kind of job. e\'en rn eeping floor~ . _iuit 
get in ... This was _just the sort of talk a 
normal!\' determined Ronald Real!an 
needed~ He completed hi s fi;al 
summer as a lifeguard and after sneral 
failed a1tempts in Chical!o final!\ 
landed a sportscasters job in Da,e;­
pon. Illinois . 

Aside from these counselinc se,­
sions. Dutch Reacan .. ,as amiable ;o 
just about any con-, ersation . "If some­
bod~ came along he'd sit there on the 
beach and talk to them ... sa,~ Ruth 
Gra,bill. He and Ed Gra,b.ill liked 
talking politics. "My husb~nd was a 
republican and he . as a lad. Ii ke to take 
up being a democrat. .. 

Although he \I.a~ lriendl\ and mam 
a Dixon woman remembe~s him as th~ 
handsome lifeguard. --ou1ch \I.a~ \er, 
bu siness-lih" sa,s Kat, Bo,d "Th~ 
girb were al\l.a,s ~ittine ;rou~d moon­
ing at him bui it '.l.a~-not a rno-,,a, 
street.·· This was due in pa rt to his Ion~ 
hour~ . In addition. he . ii ke mam life-:, 
guards . was a Ire ad, in !en e . Throu12h ­
o ut high school a·nd col lege he .. ~as 
~mitten hy "\1argaret Clea\er. a spar­
kl inl.! brunel!c. tht dauehter of the 
minister of the Chri ~ti;n Church_ ·· 
\1 a rgaret. as far a~ ca n he determined. 
ne\er came to Lo\\ell Park. Dutch .. ,as 
1n her fa ther·s concreeatiobn but he 
admih. --1 u~ed t; lo~ k at h~r more 
th a n I listened to th e ~erm on~ . •• She 
dro pped him later fo r a tore i12n ~e n ice 
o fficer she met \\ hile .. aca tioning in 
Europe 
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Despite distractions. lifeguarding 
instills most young people with the 
values of work and independence. and 
more importantly it gives them a 
chance to learn about human nature . 
"Lifeguarding.·· writes Reagan. "pro­
, ides one of the best vantage points in 
the world to learn about people.·· Life­
guards observe people in two extreme 
and opposite states: at leisure. carefree 
and relaxed or threatened by injury or 
death . 

One of the hardest lessons Dutch 
Reagan was to learn was the one of 
ingratitude. Of the seventy-seven peo­
ple he rescued : 

.. _ .. not many thanked me. much 
less gave me a reward. and being a 
little- mone y-hungry. I'd done a lit­
tle da\'dreaminla! about this. Thev 
felt i~sulted. ihe only money ·1 
ever got was ten dollars for diving 
fo r an old man's upper plate that 
he lost going down our slide.·· 
Ronald Reagan. Where :S the Rest 
u( .\1e.0 

He learned that people hated admit­
ting to themselves or anyone else that 
they n·eeded sa ,ing. \1any people. 
once they'd gotten their breath and 
had o,e rcome their fear would 
renounce him. " I would ha\'e been fine 
if you'd let me alone•· was their theme. 
The y v. ould contend. writes Reagan. 
that he had made a hero of himself at 
their expense. 

Alth ough Dutch spe nt most of his 
hours conscientiously. he was not _ 
ad\f.•rs e to occasional tomfollerv. 
According to \-1r . Fra zier. Dutch Rea­
gan had a secret \\capon for clearing 
stragglers from the hathing a rea . 

He 'd skip a peb ble acro~s the ri,er . 
\\ hen J bather came askimi" Wh at v. as 
that ,- : he v.ould cas ually-rep!: . "Oh. 
no thing. j ust an ol d ri,er rat". '\ow. 
riwr rats are kno,\n to gr0\\ as big as 
alle: cats a nd according 10 one sou rce 
ha, e been knO\\ n to drop from o, er­
hanging tree limbs onlo catfish twice 
their size. The most skeptical swimmers 
could no1 o, ercome the image of that 
·old ri,er rat·. a nd soon the ;t ra gglers 
came ashore . --

\.!rs. Graybill doesn't remember 
anythmg about an ·old river rat'. but 
she does remember Reagan entertain­
ing her. "In the evenings." sa\'s Ruth 
Gra,bill. "when he'd b; feelin.g pretty 
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Dutch Reagan had a secret weapon for clearing stragglers 
from the bathing area. 

jolly he"d come up pretending he was 
an ape. 

The Graybills and Dutch Reagan 
had an excellent working relationship. 
"He always knew his duties and he did 
them well.- and says Mrs. Graybill. 
-He was such a likeable young man." 

One incident which stands out in 
Ruth Graybill's mind involved a man 
who came through the bathhouse . "He 
didn"t look quite right. like he wasn·t 
getting enough oxygen ." Ed alerted 
Dutch saying. -Ruth says that man's 
off-color. Keep an eye on him:· Reagan 
did and before the day was out rescued 
the man . 

Mrs . Graybill remembers that 
before she and Ed had the concession 
"there was a party that went up to 
Lowell." It was dur ing high school gra­
duation week. "They went up after 
midnight and a boy drowned." she 
says . According to Hary Hanson. 
"Someone drowns every year on the 
river ." 

At the end of each day. sometimes 
late at night when the flood lights 
shown from the bathhouse down to 
the beach. Dutch would help Ruth 
load up the truck. Ed Graybill came up 
to get her with the car. but before she 
left she and Dutch would check the 
clothing baskets. The park board 
prohibited changing in the cars which 
forced bathers to check their clothing 
through the bathhouse. "A full 
basket."' says Mrs. Graybill. "meant 
so meone was in the river. ·· While 
Dutch Reagan was lifeguard. "we 
never had one ... 

President Reagan·s experience typi­
fies that of most lifeguards. He con­
ducted himself as a true liiesa ving 
professional and enjoyed the people 
and environment around him . Dutch. 
like most yo ung lifegaurds. learned 
so me invaluable lessons about respon­
siblility. decisions and human nature . 
While he learned. he contributed . He 
safegua rded the citizens of Dixon and 
for that they remember him as ··Dutch 
Reagan the lifeguard." 
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t:ds. Note- we trycd to 
follow the form of Ronald 
Reagan' !-. letter. prcscr vinf 
both the spelling and pun­
ctuation of the original. 

To My Lady Fair and her Sister 

N/6 llen. Ai·e. 
T>ixm,.111. 

Nm·. 21. 1922 

1 have been wri1ing this lcttcrsim:e yousenl yours . I have been 
trying to get those pcrcemagc probkms. Di,on High School 
has played JO games won 3 tied I ans lost I they lied Sterling. 
They can't have the Thanksgiving game b~ause of the small 
J')OX in Sterling . I play quancrback on ,he S .~. team 5:31 we 
were going to play the N.S. team but there (sic .) captain got 
yellow and he wouldnt play . Our class at · Seb has got the 
janitor, job al the church and we gel $25.00 a monlh and were 

• pta.<tcrinJ our class room a~d were goi_l)& 10 have 5<.:outs and 
our .-lass tool< the banners for anendance and s-ollecuon •. 

. - Sat. Dixon-went to Rochel\e and beat them 27 106 the game 
.. we 1osiwas with dckalb.(sic) They beat us 6 to 0 . Dont laugh 
.. al the paper I am using. 

(Page 2) 

lle<;ausc a hd gave it to me to use for spelling and I ran out of, 
another kind of paper I had. I am writing -it in school. mon­
day we ha, a hygcne test . monday mama got a letter from mrs 
Wagner and slic said Garland has made the learn at Eureka 
1hey played Illinois last week. Oh the linle kids are having 
recess now and !heres a fight. well Its 5 • min. later and the 
fights over. 
Heres my pkt ure 
Arent He 
Darling: 

(PageJ) 
I hav\! 12 rabbits and I am going 10 kill '3 and eat them . 
Tuesday we had a Geography 1cs1 and oh say what are the 
l'0llege colors the.re. 
We have an at~aa1c end playing on our highschool team his 
name is cowboy morrison I am drum major of the boys band 
hen: 
We had a parade Sat. bdon: last. 

Well I will have 10 dose. 
now Ronald Reagan 

PS. Smell that meat 
Aini It good. 

A Friend Remembers ... 
8) JOH N E. Of.VINE.JR. 

When Miss Gladys Shippen. 
1hen a high school senior at 
Whitewa1er College High 
received the above letter she has 
no idea 1he ta lkati ve . lively kid 
who wrote it would ever rise 10 
become 1he -lOlh President of 
the United States. 

Yet a little tear came to the 
eye of Mrs Clarence Kae-cker as 

she remembered, warmly, 1he 
boy she had known ·mor I han 
fifty years ago. 

The .;orerespondance bet­
ween Ronald Reagan and 
Gladys Shipper! lasted for 
about three years, rrom some . 
time in 1921 to 1923 . 

Ronald Reagan was eleven 
years old, when he wrote the 
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above leuer and Gladys Ship- - ~ ::.;. 
pert was a Senior in high school. 

They had met at South Cen- • 
1ral School which at that 1ime 
housed both the Elementary 
and High School. The friend­
ship was re-inforced by their 
mem bership- in the First 
ChriSlian Church. Di,on. 

One of the memories Mrs. 
Kaecher keeps in her memory 
place is of a lively, 1alkative boy 
who . although considerably 
younger. used to accompany the 
group who went to . How.~rd 

Hall 's house 10 listen lo the 
radio. 

The friends would all arrive 
at 1he Hall ' s. Howard would 
1urn on the raaio he had buill 
him self and together they 
lis1ened patiently for the chimes 
from woe. 

""I n 1hose days.' " «plained 
Mrs. Kaecker, "radio Stations 
were nol on all day . You had 10 
turn on the radio and then wait. 
When the station went on the 
air they played chimes so you 
would know they were on . 

Ronald was the youngest and 
the noisiest. We had to put a 
pillow over his head° so we could 
hear the chimes. Later he 
8ccamc an anounccr on ~.that 
very station." 

Tbe years brought moves 
from Dixon where her father 
had invented a milking 
machine. First to Chicago 
where manufacture know-how 
changed the Shipper! Milking 
mchine to the Page Milking 
Machine. But the patent was 
running out and again the Ship-
perts were moved to 
Milwaukee. It was 1he 
reputation of the schools of 
Whitewater , Wisconsin, and 
especially the laboralOry school 
of what was to become Univer· 
sity of Wisconsin-Whitewater, 
that attracted the Shipperts and 
it was in Whitewater at 300 
Summit Street that the lively let· 
tcrs came , usually accompanied 
by self portrailS (""once he drew 

himself as the Sheik of Araby'" 
Mrs. Kaecker reports). 

Gladys Shipper! did return to 
Dixon after her first year of 
college. Fr-om there she went to~ 
DeKalb for about a half:year 
and then she became Mrs. 
Clarence Kaecker. 

Over the years she followed 
the radio, movie and political 
careers of the friend of her 
youth. 

When asked if she had seen 
Ronald Reagan over the years, 
she replied, "Yes. in parades, 
when he returned to Dixon with 
his mother and finally at the all 
class reunion a few years ago." 
Sec him, yes. bu1 always from a 
far.. 

"I've seen him, but not to 
talk to.•· she confided. 

Why would anyone keep a 
lener from an eleven year old 
boy? The fact is Reagan was a 
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likeable boy. in Mrs. Kaccker 's ~ 
own words. 0 Wc loved him." 
The letter was kept with her 
picrures and even lost - for a 
while. However the were more 
than a few. Perhaps someday 
01hers will be recovered. 
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Ronald Reagan, "Dutch" to 
most folks hereabouts. has ar 
always kept his roots. Now m 
most people regard him as Lee h, 
County's first citizen. h: 

I asked Mrs. Kaecker this ~ 
question, "If you had only one ~ 
wish granted to you, whal 
would it be?" She looked at the d, 
noor of the Gazette office and e• 
1hcn through the tear that kept A 
returning as she talked and an- ~ 
swered, "To shake hands with 
President Ronald Reagan at his It 
Inauguration." b, 

Gladys Shippen Kaecker may ti 
well get her wish. Through the Y' 
instrumentality of the Dixon •· 



lee 

himself as the Sheik of Araby" 
Mrs. Kaecker reports). 

Gladys Shippert did return to 
Dixon after her first year of 
college. f,om there she went to< 
DeKalb for about a half:year 
and then she became Mrs. 
Clarence Kaecker. 

Over the years she followed 
the radio, movie and political 
careers of the friend of her 
youth. 

When asked if she had seen 
Ronald Reagan over the years, 
she replied, "Yes, in parades, 
"-'hen he returned to Dixon with 
his mother and finally at the all 
class reunion a few years ago. " 
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far. 

"I've seen him, bur not to 
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boy? The fact is Reagan was a 

Nt1\ . 10. l'i!«J. THl ASHTON GAZl:TTl. Pai!"~ 
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likeable boy. in Mrs. Kaecker's 
own words~ "We loved him.,, 
The letter was kept with her 
picrures and even lost • for a 
while. However the were more 
than a few. Perhaps someday 
others will be recovered . 

Ronald Reagan, " Dutch" to 
most folks hereabouts, has 
always kept his roots . Now 
most people regard him as Lee 
County's first citizen. 

I asked Mrs. Kaecker this 
question, "If you had only one 
wish granted to you, what 
would it be? " She looked at the 
floor of the Gazet te office and 
then through the tear that kept 
returning as she talked and an­
swered, " To shake hands with 
President Ronald Reagan at his 
Inauguration ." 

I Gladys Shipper! Kaecker may 
well get her wish. Through the 

_ . instrumentality o f the Dixon 
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Evening Telegraph and a certain 
Mrs. Redabaugh she received 
word from Springfield last 
Satu rday that she and her 
husband would be receiving an 
invitation to the Inauguration 
of the 40th President of the 
United States. 

There is a note of sadness- in 
her joy for her one time friend, 

and that is, her lifelong partner 
may not be ab)e to attend with 
her. Clarence, as we all know, 
has had a hard year. But she 
was ~uick 10 add, " But Don 
willbe with me, though ." 

Mrs. Kaecker it is our sincere 
desi re , as I'm sure it will be of 
everyone in the Village o f 
Ashton, that you get your one 
wish. 

We are sure. the bouncy, fun 
loving, talkative boy you have 
been kind enough to show us 
through the generous sharing of 
your leuer would go out of his 
way to say Hi . let us hope the 

man he has become wilt' find a 
way to grant his Fair lady of so 
long ago this very personal gift. 

Thank You 
wish to thank publicly the 

kindness of Mrs . Clarence . 
Kaecker in allowing the Ashton / 
Gazelle to use her letter and for 
her gracious concent for lhc in­
terview reported in the pages of 
our little paper. 

J.E.D. 

President­
Elect 

Ronald 
Reagan 

Arent for Fitebe, .Laundry 


































































