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METUCHEN: The man who would be president was on all fours at the Linden Airport, wearing a white linen jacket trying to spot what went wrong in the undercarriage of the 1970 Cadillac Fleetwood that Stanley Lease had made spiffy for the occasion.

What Ronald Reagan would discover was that the muffler was ruined on Lease's car. What he would experience en route to his July 12, 1977, speaking engagement in Edison would be one of the loudest arrivals of his political career.

"He knew we were embarrassed and upset," said former Middlesex County GOP Chairman Andre Gruber, who was along for the ride. "We apologized to no end. He said, `Don't worry about it.'"

"He (Reagan) treated it like nothing went wrong. He could not have been nicer," Lease recalled yesterday, about the most embarrassing day of his life.

It was because he had that mammoth Cadillac that Metuchen attorney Richard Plechner thought it was a good idea for Lease to! drive him from the airport to the Ramada Inn for a speaking engagement, three years before he was elected president.

Lease had cleaned and polished the outside of the car, and his wife June dolled up the interior. What they did not anticipate was that Reagan, who landed at the small airport with an aide, had luggage that needed to go in the trunk.

Lease apologized for the messy trunk, explaining that wood chips were from firewood he had taken to his ranch house in Forked River.

No problem, said Reagan, explaining how he, too, had a ranch.

"I'm talking about my 800-square-foot two-bedroom ranch. He's talking about his 160-acre ranch in California," said Lease.

With Lease, Reagan and his aide, and Gruber and his wife, Sari, in the car, and luggage in the trunk, the Cadillac rode lower than normal. When Lease ran over a small pipe on the tarmac, he recalled, "The muffler exploded."

Reagan was the first one out of the car. He looked under the carriage and told Lease, "Oh, it's only your muffler."

With the muffler dragging, Lease drove into a small gas station on Route 1, telling the man at the pump he needed help. "I say, `Look, I've got Gov. Reagan.' The guy says, `Can't you see I'm pumping gas?'"

A mechanic volunteered to put the car on a lift, while customers at the gas station recognized the former California governor and lined up for his autograph.

The mechanic realized there was no way to repair the muffler immediately. Instead he removed the exhaust system at the manifold, and sent Lease on his way.

"Now the noise (from the car without the muffler) is deafening," said Lease.

But Reagan remained in good humor, telling Lease when he came to a red light to put the car in neutral and gun the engine. "They think I'm a conservative in this state," said Reagan. "This will give them the opposite view."

Gruber recalled Reagan saying he did not mind riding in a car without a muffler, telling his hosts he grew up poor and remembered when he could not even afford a motorcycle.

During the ride Gruber asked Reagan if he intended to seek the presidency in 1980. Gruber recalled, "He said, `People think I'm too old. Look here Sari,' and he shows my wife his hair, `You can tell I don't dye my hair.' He's just like that, talking like we're old friends."

Reagan arrived at the Ramada about 30 minutes late for a press conference. Lease recalled him sitting in a circle: "No notes. No assistant whispering in his ears. They peppered him with all types of questions, and he answered them all off the top of his head."

Later, when the prescient Gruber introduced Reagan at the dinner, he recalled saying, "Not only will Ronald Reagan be elected president, but he will be re-elected."

After the dinner Reagan made light of his noisy ride from the airport, signing the program for Lease: "To Stanley, My favorite hot rodder. Ronald Reagan."

Later he signed another program: "Hi, Stanley. We'll take another ride sometime - won't we? Ronald Reagan."

They never did. But Stanley Lease would become a passionate supporter of Reagan. "My whole family adored FDR. I remember how people loved Jack Kennedy. That was how it was with me and Ronald Reagan."

While June Lease was also embarrassed when she learned about her husband's mishap with the muffler, she was impressed by Reagan's reaction. "It didn't rattle him one bit."

"I remember talking to him, and he wasn't like most politicians, who look over your shoulder when they're talking to see if there is anyone `more important' behind you. He treated you like a friend," said June Lease.

When the news of Reagan's death was broadcast Saturday, Lease said he had mixed feelings.

"You feel very sad that he's gone. But the man was not in a capacity to do what he could do for people. The last years were hard on his wife," said Lease.
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