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Introduction

Presidential Leadership
in Post-Watergate America

“What do you think is the most important problem facing this country today?”

Think about it for a minute. Pollsters have posed this question to Americans throughout the post–World War II era. In the summer of 1974, shortly before Gerald Ford became president, three issues stood out. Respondents overwhelmingly ranked the “high cost of living” as their chief worry. Then came a pair of concerns associated with the Watergate scandal, “lack of trust in government” and “corruption in government.” Third came the nation’s energy crisis.1

Gerald Ford saw these problems as the greatest of his presidency. In July 1975, after almost a year as chief executive, he sat in the Oval Office as New York Times reporters interviewed him. They asked him what goals he had set for his administration and how he had fared in accomplishing them. He cited three: reducing inflation and unemployment, restoring public confidence in the White House after Watergate, and redressing the country’s energy vulnerability. These challenges became themes of the Ford presidency and the 1970s, and he believed that he had taken the right steps toward solving them.2

These responses, from Americans and their president, typified the decade. Today, if you ask people about the 1970s, you might hear something about disco, pet rocks, or polyester. But these fads were more blips on the cultural radar screen than true national concerns. Instead, inflation dominated Americans’ thoughts like few phenomena did during the post–World War II era. Energy shortages also haunted daily life for most of the decade. Americans viewed a national energy policy as a higher priority than national health insurance or public job programs. By May 1979, 57 percent of respondents still considered inflation the nation’s most important problem, and 33 percent picked the energy crisis.3 The economy and energy were such important concerns that, in negotiating presidential debates during the 1976 campaign, some of Ford’s advisers pressed for one debate devoted exclusively to these two matters. Ultimately, trust in public leaders, another critical issue of the era, helped to determine that election’s outcome. The integrity of public officials continued to be a driving force in politics for the rest of the decade (and into the 1980s, when character issues torpedoed Ronald Reagan’s 1987 nomination of Douglas Ginsburg to the Supreme Court and Senator Gary Hart’s 1988 campaign for the presidency).4 Two of these defining issues were inextricably linked, because high energy prices fueled inflation. In early 1975, Ford’s principal economic adviser, Alan Greenspan, surveyed how much the economy had changed since the 1960s and concluded that the “immediate problem is oil.”5 Richard Nixon’s presidency bequeathed all three issues to Ford in far worse condition than when Nixon took office.

These concerns were striking for another reason. Almost never surfacing during previous cold war decades, they uniquely defined the 1970s. In the 1950s and early 1960s, Americans generally trusted their leaders. They considered their presidents trustworthy men who skillfully managed the economy and protected their national security, which oil embargoes never threatened. Aided by low energy prices, the economy hummed along so well during these decades that Americans took its health for granted. With domestic issues under control, they scoped out the world. International issues—the containment of communism, the Korean and Vietnam wars, the arms race—dominated the nation’s agenda before the 1970s. Presidents Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy devoted their inaugural addresses almost entirely to foreign affairs, and a 1964 survey showed that the top five issues on Americans’ list of concerns were all foreign policy issues.6

What a difference a decade made. During the 1970s, Americans looked inward. This domestic focus—especially on the three overriding challenges that Ford confronted—helped to define the decade and distinguish it from the previous two decades. Gone was the buoyant optimism of before, when Americans enjoyed prosperity without galloping prices, contained communism abroad, and even landed men on the moon. In part, the reversal of fortune was prompted by the Vietnam War, which ate away at Americans’ trust in their leaders, increased budget deficits and economic instability, and made Americans question whether the country should lead the free world so actively. By 1973, fewer young men described themselves as willing to go to war to defend America’s interests or maintain its world power.7 A neo-isolationist mood gripped the country, and it tightened as the economy deteriorated and Americans encountered difficulty in finding fuel to run their cars and heat their homes.8 Then came Watergate and Nixon’s resignation, and the country felt shattered.

These untoward circumstances help to explain a sentence on a display at the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Museum in Grand Rapids, Michigan: “Gerald Ford may have been among the unluckiest presidents of the 20th century.” The nation’s only unelected president, he came to the Oval Office during a constitutional crisis, without a mandate, and amid horrendous economic conditions. The country suffered double-digit inflation and soon fell into a deep recession. Preoccupation with domestic issues reduced the presidential authority of previous post–World War II decades, because in foreign policy presidents carried the greatest prestige and enjoyed a rally-around-the-flag effect. With domestic problems, Americans voiced more dissenting views. To make matters worse, Americans were cynical after Watergate, yet Ford had to summon their support while negotiating with aggressive opposition in Congress. The treacherous political environment was one of the worst that any chief executive has ever faced. How Ford addressed these challenges furnishes a compelling story of presidential leadership.

Cleaning Up Messes

Watergate and the “credibility gap” left from previous presidential administrations presented a personally demanding challenge to Ford. Although Watergate was shocking, Americans had been losing confidence in government for several years. They had grown frustrated, even frightened by the social conflicts of the 1960s, which the government failed to quell and, indeed, even contributed to, as Lyndon Johnson’s and Richard Nixon’s deceptive conduct of the Vietnam War generated deep mistrust of the presidency.

Nixon’s behavior, especially in his second term, further crippled public trust. Nixon concentrated power in his office and blocked access to himself, nearly shutting down the lines of communication between the White House and Congress. Nixon never got along with the Democratic Congress; he never really intended to, and he ignored constitutional limits on presidential power. Trust in the presidency plummeted when Nixon resigned from office in disgrace. William Hungate, a Democratic congressman from Missouri who had decided on a career in government service after returning from World War II, opted to retire in 1975. His passion for the job had burned out, and he felt disappointed by the distrust and disillusionment toward politicians: “Politics has gone from an age of ‘Camelot’ when all things were possible to the age of ‘Watergate’ when all things are suspect.”9

The constitutional crisis coincided with economic decline. Since the end of World War II, most Americans had known prosperity. The U.S. economy was the most powerful in the world, enabling millions to experience rising standards of living, low inflation, and low unemployment. Economic expansion seemed limitless; indeed, the liberal tenets that dominated American political thought during the 1960s preached the belief that this growth would continue unabated. Government planners were primarily concerned with ensuring full employment; inflation was of secondary importance.10

Yet by the late 1960s, the post–World War II economic boom slowed down; by the 1970s, it had ended. Labor productivity slumped after the late 1960s, and manufacturing employed a declining share of workers, reflecting deindustrialization. The country’s share in world markets slipped, especially in mainstay industries like automobiles and steel. In 1951, the sixteen leading industrial nations of the world did 30 percent of their business with the United States; by 1971, the United States accounted for 18 percent of their world trade.11 Other parts of the world, like Japan and Western Europe, competed successfully with the United States for slices of the world market. Americans could see signs of this change in their streets, as peppy, fuel-thrifty imported cars began to outsell clunky American models.

The worst sign of economic decline was inflation. Averaging only 1.6 percent annually between 1948 and 1965, inflation increased steadily and topped 12 percent in 1974.12 Americans wondered if high inflation would stay forever. And again, the federal government failed. Nixon’s policies, such as wage and price controls, were feckless, even counterproductive, and by 1973 he was too embroiled in the Watergate scandal to pay enough attention to the economy. Compounding the inflation, economic growth became sluggish and unemployment relatively high. This combination of high inflation laced with anemic economic performance marked a bewildering phenomenon, “stagflation.” Ford saw the worst of it. When he took office, inflation was over 12 percent; just a few months later, the picture was entirely different. As Ford recalled, “By early December [1974], our economy was having a tremendous change. We went from inflationary problems to unemployment problems. And by January of 1975, we were in the worst post–World War II economic recession. . . . And the net result was, instead of fighting inflation, we were fighting a recession.”13

A major contributor to the economic downturn was the energy crisis. U.S. oil consumption had increased dramatically in the post–World War II years, rising from 6.5 million barrels a day in 1950 to 13.9 million barrels in 1970.14 Meanwhile, domestic oil production peaked in 1970, then began to decline, and the United States relied increasingly on imported oil, so that by the 1970s the United States imported one-third of its oil. The government adopted disastrous policies that reduced the country’s oil supplies, setting the stage for a devastating display of American vulnerability during the Arab oil embargo of 1973–74, which some observers called an “economic Pearl Harbor.” That winter the country suffered fuel shortages, long lines at gas stations, and frayed tempers. Americans chastised themselves for a gluttonous appetite for energy. Ominously, they believed assessments like that from economist Walter Heller, who stated that “the era of cheap oil and gasoline is rapidly slipping into history, never to return.”15

The challenges of the 1970s were disorienting. Americans had never experienced such domestic problems in the post–World War II era. The president of Ohio State University, Harold Enarson, worried about declining confidence and faith. “The energy shortage is the least important of the shortages in our life,” he said. “The American society is now short of those attributes that, mattering the most, undergird all else: integrity, high purpose, confidence in one another, faith in a brighter future.”16

Many cultural phenomena of the 1970s owed their popularity to the troubled times, as Americans needed some way to escape or soften the difficult reality of life. The popular music of the decade was more mellow and lighthearted than that of the 1960s, typified by recording artists such as the Captain and Tennille, the Carpenters, Barry Manilow, and Neil Sedaka. The top-rated television program of the mid-1970s was ABC’s Happy Days comedy, set in 1950s Milwaukee. The popularity of the series, its Laverne and Shirley spin-off, director George Lucas’s motion picture American Graffiti (1973), and the Broadway musical Grease showed a nostalgia for the 1950s, a prosperous decade and a more innocent, tranquil time before the turmoil of Vietnam and Watergate.17

Some cultural commentators have explained the success of the 1970s’ highest grossing film, Star Wars (1977), by describing it as an antidote to the national malaise. With the country buffeted by forces that seemed evil, Star Wars offered an escapist reaffirmation of the nation’s virtues. Americans wanted their country once again to have the determination and force of Jedi knight Luke Skywalker, battling the evil Darth Vader. Los Angeles Times writer Eric Harrison observed, “America was tired of complications in 1977 when the first Star Wars was released. Vietnam, Watergate, and social unrest had rattled our brains. The oil embargo showed us how weak we had become. We’d lost our sense of who we were. George Lucas reminded us.”18

Perhaps Lucas could inspire Americans, but could a president? Gerald Ford took office under extraordinary circumstances. He had to lead a country whose morale had been battered by rude shocks—assassinations, social unrest and fragmentation, the Vietnam War, Watergate, the energy crisis, stagflation, and runaway government spending. Ford navigated the country through uncharted waters and could not repair to any tested, proven doctrines.19 No president ever had to confront simultaneously what Ford called the “three domestic devils”—inflation, recession, and the energy crisis. Any one of the devils, by itself, would have been trouble enough. Coming together, they constituted a tangled skein, each related to the other yet requiring separate attention and treatment.20

Making Ford’s challenges particularly significant, the political and economic landscape shifted under his feet. By the 1970s, Keynesian economic orthodoxy, which government fiscal planners had practiced almost religiously for decades, crumbled under the weight of stagflation and uncontrollable government spending and deficits. Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor Paul Samuelson’s economics textbook, standard college reading for much of the post–World War II era, claimed, “Economic science knows how to use monetary and fiscal policy to keep any recessions that break out from snowballing into lasting chronic slumps.”21 But in 1974, the country slipped into a recession so deep that some Americans feared it would deteriorate into a depression.

The debate over how best to deal with these problems was divided into two camps, separated by just one mile in Washington. Capitol Hill, which Democrats had controlled since 1955, squared off against the White House, which Republicans had occupied since 1969. As Ford raced to develop programs to deal with the nation’s challenges, the debate sharpened. In explaining what had gone wrong with the economy, the fiscally conservative Ford blamed excessive government activity and federal deficits. On Capitol Hill, the Democratic Congress sought to ameliorate joblessness through government assistance programs, which Ford targeted for reduction.

Ford’s struggles were difficult not just because of the nature of the crises. He operated against an environment that resisted his policies. The public and the press had entered an era of diminishing trust and confidence in government leaders. The media, Congress, and even the right wing of Ford’s own party challenged his authority and never accepted his approach to the country’s problems. In addition, Ford had difficulty in making his ideas attractive and inspiring. He could not convince Americans of the logic of his ideas, the economic achievements of his administration, or the importance of his goals.

Although criticized for lacking visionary leadership, Ford had clear priorities and a guiding philosophy. His first objective involved calming the country and repairing relations between the White House and Capitol Hill. But Ford also focused on economic objectives, such as lowering federal expenditures and the deficit to contain his cardinal foe, inflation. He also had to reassure America’s allies that the country remained an active world player, recent setbacks notwithstanding, and he had to revitalize a Republican Party so fragmented and weak that it bore the stench of death.

Ford’s press secretary, Ron Nessen, reflected that “Ford’s role in history was to clean up other people’s messes.” In a coarse metaphor, Nessen recounted an incident during one Christmas with the First Family in Vail, Colorado. A family dog had an accident on the floor, and when a White House steward went to scoop up the mess, Ford rose from the family dinner table and cleaned it himself. “No man should have to clean up after another man’s dog,” he told the steward. On a national level, Nessen thought that the “messes [Ford] inherited included: the shattered faith of the people in their president as a result of Watergate . . . [and] a sick economy ready to plunge precipitously because of mismanagement by earlier presidents and Congresses.”22 This work will examine how Ford fared in cleaning up the messes of the 1970s.

At the time, the view of Ford’s performance was unkind. Liberal reporters pummeled him, his public approval ratings were stuck below 50 percent, and he lost the 1976 election. The view has begun to change. Two decades after Ford left office, against the backdrop of the scandal-tainted presidency of Bill Clinton, pundits reevaluated their harsh assessments of Ford. In 1996, journalist Richard Reeves, whose scathing 1975 book A Ford Not a Lincoln inflamed negative perceptions of Ford, offered an unusual mea culpa. In an article entitled “I’m Sorry, Mr. President,” Reeves admitted that he had been needlessly cruel toward Ford, who “had done a much better job than I had predicted or imagined.” Reeves acknowledged that Ford generated trust while in office and “checked or slowed the slide toward today’s foul public cynicism.”23 In a similar vein, after Ford suffered a small stroke at the 2000 Republican National Convention, Anthony Lewis of the New York Times wrote, “One of my greatest regrets as a newspaper columnist is how I underrated Gerald Ford when he was in the White House. It is time, past time, to say what a model of decency and respect for the law he has been.”24 As this book will illustrate, the new appreciation for Ford has considerable merit.

Who Was Gerald Ford?

Susan Ford was happy. The sixteen-year-old daughter of House minority leader Gerald Ford had just won a $5 bet with her mother. Susan had wagered that President Nixon would pick her father to be the next vice president, to succeed Spiro Agnew. Nixon loved pulling surprises, so he kept his choice confidential, and speculation ran rampant throughout the nation’s capital. Thinking the president might be calling them, many Republican politicians in Washington stood by their telephones the evening Nixon was to notify his nominee. Congressman Ford just finished swimming laps in his pool when the phone rang. Susan answered it and yelled, “Dad, the White House is calling.” In a private Oval Office meeting earlier that day, Nixon had informed Ford that he would be the vice-presidential nominee but asked him to keep that information secret, not even telling his family. Now, Nixon telephoned to make it official, and congratulatory calls flooded the Ford house. At one point, when a well-wisher called, Susan was on one telephone line, telling her friends the exciting news. “Tell her to get off the phone,” her father said. He thought for a moment and added, “Tell her the Vice President told her to get off. That’s the only way to impress a teenager.”25

From that evening in October 1973, the Fords’ lives changed quickly and dramatically. Their quiet Virginia home became the center of activity and media attention. The garage was transformed into a Secret Service command center, staffed twenty-four hours a day, and the driveway had to be ripped up and rebuilt with reinforced concrete to withstand the weight of armored limousines.26 That was just the beginning. In accepting the vice presidency, Ford assumed that he would merely serve out the balance of Agnew’s term. Instead, his appointment as vice president sent him on a trajectory that, within less than a year, landed him in the presidency.

The man charged with leading the country through the challenges of the 1970s was described by admirers and detractors alike as an ordinary man in extraordinary circumstances.27 Gerald Rudolph Ford Jr. came from humble beginnings. He was born Leslie Lynch King Jr. on July 14, 1913, in Omaha, Nebraska, and his parents divorced when he was two years old. He was raised in Grand Rapids, Michigan, his mother’s hometown. There his mother remarried, and the young boy was renamed after his stepfather, Gerald R. Ford Sr. Jerry Ford was later compared to the furniture produced in that city—solid and plain, possessed of the virtues of middle America.28 At Grand Rapids’s South High School, Ford was a serious student who concentrated on his studies, part-time work, and football. The young Ford was a star football center, played basketball, and ran track. His parents, with four children to raise, were always pressed for money and wanted the gifted athlete to take part-time jobs while he was in school, so Ford mowed lawns and grilled hamburgers at a restaurant across the street from his high school.

After high school, Ford attended the University of Michigan, where he pursued his passion for football, playing for two national championship teams and named the team’s most valuable player his senior year in addition to All–Big Ten honors. In 1935, he graduated in the top 25 percent of his class, majoring in economics. Passing up offers to play professional football with the Detroit Lions and the Green Bay Packers, Ford set his sights on law school. He took a position as an assistant football coach at Yale University and, by his second year, grew determined to enroll in the law school. But the faculty was dubious: here was a former college athlete, now a coach, who wanted a place in a law school where more than two-thirds of the students had achieved Phi Beta Kappa status as undergrads. Ford persuaded the law school faculty to allow him to take courses part-time, and he performed well enough to be admitted as a fully matriculated student. While working full-time as a coach, Ford earned his law degree, graduating in 1941 in the top quarter of a class that included such talents as future secretary of state Cyrus Vance, future Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart, future Pennsylvania governor William Scranton, and future Peace Corps director Sargent Shriver. Returning to Grand Rapids, Ford started a law practice with a college friend, Philip Buchen, but after just one year left to join the U.S. Navy and fight in World War II.29

Returning home after the war, Ford joined a law firm, but in 1948 he made a decision that changed his life. He decided to enter the Republican primary to challenge Congressman Bartel Jonkman for Michigan’s fifth district seat. At the time, foreign affairs dominated the political landscape. The primary contrasted Jonkman’s fervent isolationism—he opposed the Marshall Plan, for example—with Ford’s internationalism. Ford ran against heavy odds. A political novice, he faced a Dutch man in a Dutch town, not to mention a ten-year House veteran and protégé of Frank McKay, a Grand Rapids political boss. Moreover, in the conservative fifth district, Ford’s internationalism and moderate Republicanism carried less appeal than Jonkman’s views. But the overconfident Jonkman took Ford lightly and exerted little effort against him.30 Endorsed by Michigan’s senator Arthur Vandenberg, Ford won the primary and cruised to an easy victory in the general election. That same year, he also married Betty Bloomer, a Grand Rapids resident who had studied at Martha Graham’s dance school in New York City.

One of Congressman Ford’s first big breaks came in 1950, when he received a seat on the powerful House Appropriations Committee. Ford’s work on the committee tutored him on the intricacies of the federal budget. He stressed fiscal discipline and supported President Eisenhower’s drive to balance the federal budget.31 In 1963, Ford gained national exposure when President Johnson appointed him to the Warren Commission investigating the Kennedy assassination. When Johnson asked him, Ford at first demurred, saying that his congressional duties were already demanding, but the president practically ordered him to serve on the commission as a national duty. Ford worked tirelessly, reviewing graphic autopsy photos and x-rays of the slain president, visiting Dallas, retracing and timing the steps of Lee Harvey Oswald from the sixth floor of the book depository to the street below, and interviewing Jack Ruby (who told Ford that he shot Oswald to spare Jacqueline Kennedy from returning to Dallas to testify at a trial). In the end, Ford supported the Warren Commission’s conclusion that no evidence of a conspiracy existed, and Ford and his first campaign manager, Jack Stiles, authored a book, Portrait of the Assassination, detailing the commission’s findings.32

Ford’s House career spanned a quarter of a century. Never regarded as a brilliant innovator in the House, Ford compensated with diligence and amiability for what he lacked in creative fire.33 His 90 percent attendance record was one of the best on Capitol Hill. His reputation for congeniality and his absence of enemies, combined with hard work and an ability to compromise sensibly, also propelled him to the top of the Republican House leadership. In 1964, by a slim margin, Ford’s colleagues elevated him to chairman of the House Republican Conference. After Barry Goldwater’s disastrous defeat and the calamitous Republican losses in the 1964 elections, the GOP hungered for an image makeover, seeking to build a reputation as a more progressive party. A disgruntled group of House Republicans banded together and selected Ford as a candidate to depose the minority leader, Charles Halleck of Indiana, whose stodgy and truculent ways did the party little good.34 In January 1965, their coup succeeded: Ford defeated Halleck to become the new minority leader. His ultimate political goal, the House speakership, was one step closer.

As minority leader, Ford earned a reputation as a conciliator, mending the breach between the conservative and moderate wings of his party, stressing compromise and collegiality. He once explained, “You have to give a little, take a little, to get what you really want, but you don’t give up your principles.” No great orator, he spoke simply, with little inflection in his voice and no bombast, avoiding grand ideas or abstractions, instead relying on facts and figures that some audiences considered boring. Ford belonged to an unlucky generation of congressional Republicans, almost always in the minority, never able to muster the votes to advance new or bold programs. To avoid the GOP’s being branded as negative or obstructionist, he opposed President Johnson’s programs largely for fiscal reasons, not just for the sake of opposing, urging Democrats to recognize the expense of their programs. “The minority has the responsibility of pointing out ‘the other side’ and this includes the cost of the program or project,” he said.35

As minority leader in the 1960s, Ford sounded the tenets of moderate Republican conservatism that he would repeat as president in the 1970s. He wanted less government intervention in people’s lives and more reliance on private initiative and the workings of the free market. He warned against the “explosion of federal spending” and worried about the “haunting image of inflation” caused by federal deficits and federal borrowing. He believed that “private ownership and free enterprise best serve economic progress” and argued that government—like any household—should be forced to live within its budget. In the thousands of votes he cast during his congressional career, Ford established himself as a solid fiscal conservative. (The conservative Americans for Constitutional Action gave him an overall 77 percent rating.)36

A quarter-century of friendship and conservative kinship translated into the minority leader’s firm support for Richard Nixon. As chairman of the Republican National Convention in 1968, Ford backed his friend against rivals Ronald Reagan and Nelson Rockefeller. Once Nixon was elected, the minority leader loyally supported the president, whose controversial policies often forced Ford into uncomfortable positions. At various times, Ford found himself defending wage and price controls, Nixon’s conduct of the Vietnam War, the supersonic passenger jet, and the doomed Supreme Court nominations of Clement Haynsworth and G. Harrold Carswell.37 In 1973, Ford recorded the second-highest rate of support for Nixon in the House and voted to sustain all of Nixon’s vetoes.38 Nixon’s landslide 1972 reelection victory, however, failed to translate to broader political gains; the Republicans held just 192 seats in the House. The continuing minority status of the GOP forced Ford to reevaluate his career. He wanted the House speakership so badly that he turned down opportunities to run for governor of Michigan, and in 1968 he casually dismissed suggestions that he make a bid to be Nixon’s running mate, gambling that the Republicans would soon win the House. With the GOP unlikely to gain control of the chamber, Ford faced bitter reality. His goal of the speakership was beyond reach. So, early in 1973, he agreed with his wife, Betty, that he would run for one more term and then retire.39

National events propelled Ford’s career plans onto a different path. In a scandal unrelated to Watergate, Vice President Spiro Agnew was accused of accepting bribes while governor of Maryland and even while vice president. In October 1973, he resigned from office, only the second vice president in history to do so.40 The vice presidency was vacant, and with Watergate transfixing the country and with mounting revelations of criminal behavior within the White House, the Agnew resignation prompted Ford to despair privately, “I just wonder how much more of this the country can take.”41

In light of his stormy relations with Capitol Hill and the brewing scandal, Nixon needed an uncontroversial replacement for the pugnacious, corrupt Agnew. Operating under the Twenty-fifth Amendment, ratified in 1967, he chose Ford.42 Ford was not Nixon’s first choice. Nelson Rockefeller, Ronald Reagan, and John Connally all ranked higher on the president’s list of possibilities.43 But Ford was the least offensive, a decent man who could add ballast to Nixon’s foundering presidency. He could win easy confirmation by Congress, thanks to his popularity and reputation for honesty, and he could work to repair Nixon’s troubled relationship with the legislative branch. House Speaker Carl Albert told Nixon that Ford was probably the only potential nominee that his Democratic colleagues would find acceptable.44 Upon learning of Nixon’s choice of Ford, Democratic senator Frank Church of Idaho commented, “It’s a very good thing for the country we’re not likely to have a protracted [confirmation] struggle.”45

Congress approved Ford by resounding margins, 387–35 in the House and 92–3 in the Senate, and on December 6, 1973, he was sworn in as the nation’s fortieth vice president. His acceptance speech, short and modest, had a typically self-deprecating touch. The new vice president told his Capitol Hill audience, “I am a Ford, not a Lincoln. My addresses will never be as eloquent as Mr. Lincoln’s. But I will do my very best to equal his brevity and plain speaking.”46 Ford’s swearing-in was greeted with a standing ovation and a palpable sense of relief in the Capitol rotunda. Representatives of both parties felt that they finally had a friend in the increasingly bunkered Nixon White House.47

Vice President Ford believed Nixon’s assurances that he was innocent of the Watergate affair, and he publicly defended the president. But as Nixon’s presidency sank, Ford distanced himself from the chief executive. He had a fine line to tread: he could not continue to support a president guilty of wrongdoing, yet he could not appear eager to push Nixon out so that he could become president. Ford recalled, “If I was critical of Nixon, people would have said, ‘He’s trying to get his job.’ If I were not critical, people were saying I was part of a conspiracy.”48 Because of this delicate predicament, Ford spent as little time as possible in the capital. Since the embattled president could do no campaigning, the responsibility fell upon Ford to be the GOP’s leader and chief spokesman.49 He traveled extensively during his eight months as vice president, logging more than five hundred personal appearances in forty states.50 “I’m trying to do everything I can to put the party back together,” he explained.51

Nixon’s demise was a distinct possibility, and members of Congress felt more comfortable about hastening his exit with Ford as vice president. In October 1973, at the reception following Nixon’s naming of Ford as his vice-presidential nominee, House majority leader Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill alluded to the probable in a conversation with Secretary of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) James Lynn. Lynn approached O’Neill and said, “Tip, what do you think of this? History is being made tonight. The Twenty-fifth Amendment is being enacted for the first time. I bet we’ll never see another night like this one.” In his deep, gruff voice, O’Neill replied, “Don’t count on it.”52

It took eight more months for events to overtake Ford.


Part One
The Leadership Challenge


Chapter 1

Hungering for Heroes

In the mid-1970s, feeling betrayed by their president after Watergate, Americans hungered for new national heroes. They found Evel Knievel. The motorcycle stuntman wore a red, white, and blue jumpsuit; spoke openly of his love of country; denounced the Hell’s Angels motorcycle gang; and urged his young fans to avoid drugs and wear helmets when motorcycling. Most important, Knievel performed stunts that demanded superhuman courage, leaping over cars, trucks, buses, and even the fountains at Las Vegas’s Caesars Palace. A legend grew around him; awestruck children claimed that he had broken every bone in his body (in reality, his crashes had caused around thirty-five fractures).

On September 8, 1974, the daredevil performed what was supposed to be his greatest stunt. He tried to jump Idaho’s Snake River Canyon on his Sky-Cycle X-3, a rocket-motorcycle hybrid. The steam-powered machine was to shoot off a ramp and fly at 200 miles per hour across the 1,600-foot canyon. On that day, when Knievel pressed the ignition button, the Sky-Cycle roared up the ramp, but as it tried to sail across the enormous chasm, the safety parachute unfurled and the bike and rider floated slowly to the Snake River below. Rescuers plucked Knievel safely from the canyon floor. The daredevil received only scrapes and bruises; no broken bones this time. But he fractured his reputation. These were cynical times, and skeptics denounced the whole affair as a hoax, even accusing Knievel of intentionally deploying the parachute early.1 The charges were untrue, but Knievel’s hero status was tarnished for good.

On the same day that Knievel made his notorious Snake River Canyon jump, more than 2,000 miles away in Washington, D.C., Gerald Ford took the most controversial action of his presidency by pardoning Richard Nixon. There were some parallels. Knievel crashed and enraged fans and detractors alike, who felt that they had been cheated; Ford’s public support crashed, and he, too, enraged supporters and opponents alike, who said that justice had been cheated, even accusing Ford of conspiratorial behavior. His presidency never fully recovered.

Post-Watergate Cynicism

On the morning of August 8, 1974, Vice President Ford had an appointment with the president. He walked into the Oval Office alone, unsure what Nixon would say. For months, the Nixon presidency had been hanging by a thread. On August 5, the thread snapped. The Supreme Court rejected Nixon’s claim of executive privilege, which he had used in refusing to turn over taped recordings of Oval Office conversations. Nixon was compelled to release transcripts of Oval Office conversations indicating that he had wanted the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to obstruct the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) inquiry into the 1972 break-in at the Democratic Party headquarters in the Watergate office-apartment-hotel complex. This evidence became the “smoking gun” implicating the president in an attempt to cover up the scandal. The release of the transcripts cost Nixon what little support he had left in Congress and with the public. Impeachment was a certainty.

Yet rumors circulated that the battle-scarred president might hang on and fight for his political life. When Ford entered the room, Nixon was sitting behind his desk. After Ford sat down, the tired president spoke solemnly and slowly. “I have made the decision to resign,” he began. “It’s in the best interests of the country. I won’t go into the details pro and con. I have made my decision.” After a pause, Nixon added, “Jerry, I know you’ll do a good job.”2 Ford would become the thirty-eighth president of the United States, at the helm of a country in crisis. His most pressing goal was to reestablish trust in government, which had evaporated during Watergate.

On August 9, 1974, as he assumed the presidency on a wave of goodwill, Ford offered words of reconciliation. Since the development of voice recording, a few presidential inaugural addresses have been powerful enough to be preserved almost as a historical archive that many citizens carry in their heads. Franklin Roosevelt’s and John Kennedy’s stand out, and Ford’s became a classic as well. After taking the oath of office in the White House East Room, the new president spoke earnestly to the nation, his voice occasionally cracking with emotion. He declared, “My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over,” which became the most quoted and best-remembered line of his presidency.3 “Our Constitution works; our great Republic is a government of laws and not of men. Here the people rule,” Ford continued. He reassured the nation, “I believe that truth is the glue that holds government together, not only our government, but civilization itself,” and he pledged, “In all my public and private acts as your President, I expect to follow my instincts of openness and candor with full confidence that honesty is always the best policy in the end.”4 These were words that Americans wanted—and needed—to hear.

By 1974, a series of presidential tragedies had brutalized Americans’ political sensibilities, and Watergate was the coup de grâce. Kennedy had been murdered, Johnson had led the country into a painful war in Vietnam, and Nixon had prolonged the war. For Americans, Vietnam was tragic not just in its outcome but in how it was conducted. Johnson, Nixon, and government officials withheld critical information from the public. During the 1964 presidential campaign, Johnson preached restraint in Vietnam yet secretly planned more bombing raids and troop commitments against North Vietnam and misled the public and Congress about attacks on American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. After deploying ground troops, Johnson tried to conceal from public view the enormous cost of the military effort. Taking their cue from the White House, top officials dissembled about the war. One assistant secretary of defense was even candid about government mendacity. In 1966, when a reporter questioned the credibility of “official” information on the war, he bluntly replied, “Look, if you think any American official is going to tell the truth, then you’re stupid. Did you hear that—stupid.” The 1968 Tet Offensive, during which the Viet Cong scored swift victories throughout South Vietnam, destroyed the credibility of American assessments that the enemy was almost vanquished and helped to drive Johnson from office. But Nixon followed Johnson’s pattern of prevarication, continuing wildly optimistic assurances, exaggerating enemy losses and the effects of American bombing, and ordering secret bombing raids into Cambodia.5 (Nixon’s diplomatic efforts throughout the world depended on secrecy and deception, sometimes leading to breakthroughs, as with his 1972 visit to China, but always surprising the public.)

Because of the deceptive conduct of the war, Americans increasingly distrusted presidential actions and decried a growing “credibility gap,” which became a euphemism for presidential lies.6 In a 1967 speech, Congressman Gerald Ford attacked Johnson’s war leadership, saying that “Vietnam gave rise to the credibility gap. Various Administration statements and actions involving Vietnam initially established the credibility gap and then widened it. This . . . has produced the deep frustration felt by the American people, a crisis of confidence at a time of international crisis for the Nation.”7 The trend toward distrusting the president had a corrosive influence on public approval ratings. During much of the post–World War II era, presidents won public approbation almost effortlessly. From 1953 to 1965, presidents usually scored an average of at least 60 percent in public approval, especially as Americans supported the president against the menace of communism. But Vietnam chipped away at this remarkable consensus, and as partisan sniping increased, Americans’ regard for their presidents fell. Beginning in 1966, approval ratings slid, and presidents had a difficult time even cracking the 50 percent mark.8

The Nixon presidency dragged the public’s trust in government down to a new low. (Ironically, Nixon had promised to be a healing president. During the turmoil of 1968, one of his campaign themes was “bring us together”; in a further irony, he promised that his administration would represent “law and order.”)9 Offenses of many different stripes continually assaulted the nation’s moral sensibilities. The president underpaid and made questionable deductions on his income taxes, and at taxpayers’ expense, he spent millions of dollars on additions to his California and Florida homes. Nixon also used the presidency for politicalcombat. He tarred political opponents as unpatriotic and kept track of them with an “Enemies List.” He ordered freeze-outs of reporters who published unfavorable stories, barring them from communicating with administration officials. Some tactics were squalid. In early 1970, when the Senate debated Nixon’s nomination of the undistinguished G. Harrold Carswell to the Supreme Court, the White House tried to sully the reputation of senators who opposed the nomination, spreading word that Birch Bayh once failed his bar exam and that Hubert Humphrey and George McGovern had restrictive covenants in the deeds to their houses forbidding their sale to blacks. (The Senate ultimately rejected Carswell’s nomination.) When Senators McGovern and Mark Hatfield introduced an amendment to force American withdrawal from Vietnam, the Nixon administration oppugned their patriotism. By fighting so dirtily, the Nixon White House cut political lacerations that would not heal as long as he remained in office.10

Watergate gouged the deepest wounds. After a long, bitter battle over the Watergate tapes in the spring of 1974, Nixon released edited transcripts. Most Americans recoiled at what they read. The transcripts revealed the president as a man of mean moral character, with private behavior sharply at variance with his public image. Senate minority leader Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania called them “shabby, disgusting, immoral.”11 Small and petty men may commit small and petty crimes, but Nixon’s peccadilloes, like cursing in private conversation, were offensive simply by the nature of his position. He disgraced not only himself but the presidency, an office that Americans revered.12

What damages a president damages the nation, and that was true with Watergate. Democratic senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina, who chaired the Senate committee investigating the scandal, hyperbolically called Watergate “the greatest tragedy this country has ever suffered, [worse than] the Civil War.”13 Watergate changed how Americans saw their government and their president more radically than any other event since the New Deal. But while the New Deal prompted Americans to view the federal government as a benevolent force and the president as their friend, Watergate convinced most Americans that their president was evil.14 Heretofore, they thought that some sheriffs or mayors could be corrupt, but their president was somehow above seaminess. Watergate shattered the assumption of presidential decency.15 At a dinner party in 1973, Newsweek writer Shana Alexander overheard CBS News anchorman Walter Cronkite saying, “I think we ought to take Lysol and scrub out the Oval Office.” Alexander agreed, reflecting that Americans “share [Cronkite’s] disgust and contempt for the soiled presidency; they too want to scrub it clean again.”16

Public opinion polls reflected the plummeting confidence in government. Whereas trust in government stood at 76 percent in 1964—the highest rate in the world—it had dropped to 36 percent a decade later.17 A 1975 poll revealed that 68 percent of Americans thought that the government had consistently lied to the American people over the past ten years. Irving Crespi of the Gallup Organization predicted, “If this trend persists, it is within the realm of possibility that the United States will in the near future experience its greatest crisis of confidence since 1933 [a Great Depression year].”18

One measure of American disgust with politicians and government was the low voter turnout in the 1974 elections, when only 38 percent of eligible voters cast ballots, the worst showing in three decades.19 Surveys indicated a limited public confidence not just in the executive branch but in Congress. In 1975, one question from Maryland senator J. Glenn Beall’s survey of constituents asked, “Do you have confidence in the ability of Congress to deal with today’s problems?” Marylanders answered “no” by nearly 2 to 1. One Baltimore couple scoffed, “We don’t have enough confidence—or trust—in our congressmen to let them take out the garbage.” In Indiana, a woman wrote to Birch Bayh to tell him that all incumbents should resign from office. A popular bumper sticker simply read: IMPEACH SOMEONE.20 This mood persisted when Ford ran for president in 1976, and in preparing the president for his debates against Jimmy Carter, adviser Doug Bailey suggested that Ford avoid mentioning his congressional experience—normally a political asset.21

Their moral fiber rubbed raw after Watergate, Americans had little stomach for shenanigans. In the mid-1970s, political careers lay ruined after revelations of scandal, like wreckage strewn across a field of ethical land mines. In October 1974, Washington Park police found Democratic congressman Wilbur Mills of Arkansas drunk in the Tidal Basin in the company of a spectacularly buxom stripper. The erudite Mills, who served as Ways and Means Committee chairman for more than a decade, was forced to relinquish the chairmanship and declined to run for reelection in 1976. That year the career of veteran Democratic congressman Wayne Hays of Ohio was ruined by scandal. Hays’s twenty-seven-year-old secretary, Elizabeth Ray, made the stunning revelation, “I can’t type, I can’t file, I can’t even answer the phone,” yet she was on the House payroll for two years. The only services that she performed were sexual favors for the congressman. After initially denying the affair, Hays confessed and resigned in disgrace.22

The 1970s became an era of distrust in government. Presidents—indeed, the entire executive and legislative branches—faced relentless scrutiny by the public and press.23 Republican congressman John B. Anderson of Illinois remarked that Ford “presided as our chief magistrate under the shadow—under the overpowering ethos of the time—which was that we had a president who had defiled his oath.”24 A clear signal of the times came with the 1975 investigations into the CIA. A firestorm in the media and on Capitol Hill broke out after a December 1974 New York Times article alleged that the CIA carried out “a massive, illegal domestic intelligence operation during the Nixon administration.” Ford responded by forming a presidential commission to investigate the CIA. When the commission generally exonerated the agency, dissatisfied senators sprang into action, creating their own committee to look into the matter. It concluded that the agency needed congressional oversight, which was immediately implemented, signaling a dramatic change in the nation’s intelligence operations. The CIA, notorious for spying, would itself be under surveillance to guard against illegal or improper activities.25

The post-Vietnam, post-Watergate suspicion was highly visible in the media. After covering the Vietnam War and Watergate and trapping the president in lies during both events, the press would not let presidential statements go unexamined. Reporters, hunting for fame, fortune, and Pulitzer Prizes, engaged in “investigative journalism” both in print and on television. (CBS’s news magazine, 60 Minutes, became a top-rated program during the 1970s and spawned imitations such as ABC’s 20/20.)26 Ford became the subject of the more aggressive and cynical journalistic code. An example occurred in early 1975, when NBC White House correspondent Tom Brokaw interviewed him at the White House. The young reporter asked Ford if he was “intellectually up to the job of being president.” The audacious question at once illustrated three phenomena: the new, bold press behavior; the diminished reverence that the media felt toward the presidency and its occupant; and the negative public image plaguing Ford. Ford replied by mentioning his solid academic performance at the University of Michigan and Yale Law School. But this was not enough. The next day, reporters demanded that the White House furnish transcripts of Ford’s grades.27 Jerald terHorst, Ford’s first press secretary, commented that the “distrust was deep and almost endemic. . . . You couldn’t talk about policy and the need for continuity without someone questioning whether there was a devious plot behind it all. The press had been feeding on Watergate and Vietnam for so long that it was hard to shift gears.” Government officials, journalist Bob Woodward believed, were usually guilty as charged, which gave the press additional incentive to pursue aggressively allegations of wrongdoing.28

Candidates for public office tried various methods to inoculate themselves against charges of dishonesty. In the 1974 elections, for the first time ever, many candidates voluntarily disclosed information on their personal finances and released income tax records. Some set voluntary limits on the size of political contributions, often just $100.29 As Birch Bayh ran for reelection in 1974, his campaign strategists emphasized the need to depict him as “honest, forthright, conscientious and hardworking. . . . Projecting honesty and accomplishment should be our primary goal.”30 The 1976 presidential primaries displayed candidates’ devotion to the new “integrity chic”; many White House aspirants portrayed themselves as Washington outsiders or as unusually honest men ready to rush in and clean up the town. In challenging Ford for the Republican nomination, former California governor Ronald Reagan looked good because he had spent his entire career outside Washington. Bayh entered the lists promising to provide “moral leadership” for the country, and Arizona representative Morris Udall unabashedly trumpeted his own “integrity.” Jimmy Carter was the most unblushing of all. A former peanut farmer and one-term governor of Georgia, Carter was the consummate Washington outsider and forged an impressive drive for the Democratic nomination with promises like “I will never lie to you.” He strategically repeated phrases like the “Nixon-Ford” era to link Ford with his disgraced predecessor and bemoaned the “deep hunger” for reassurance that Americans felt after Vietnam and Watergate. Carter went so far as to vow that he would withdraw from the race if he were ever caught in a lie.31 By winning the Democratic nomination and the presidency, Carter proved that he had struck a responsive chord.

“An Age of Nonheroes”

The national malaise of the 1970s produced a quest for new heroes. The first half of the twentieth century had been an exciting and sometimes terrifying age, with the rise of the automobile and the airplane, two world wars, the dawn of the nuclear era, and the onset of the cold war. With these historic developments came a line of immortals broad and deep: Henry Ford, the Wright brothers, Amelia Earhart, Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, Jackie Robinson, and Dwight D. Eisenhower. During the 1970s, the line had few additions.

U.S. News and World Report called the 1970s an “age of nonheroes” and noted, “In much of the world, an uneasy awareness is dawning among ordinary mortals that a shortage is developing in a much needed commodity: heroes. Nowhere in sight at this moment are replacements for the Lindberghs, the Pasteurs, the Babe Ruths, the Churchills and others who have given humanity its household words to utter, its feats to emulate and its leaders to follow.” When Charles Lindbergh died in September 1974, Time regretted that “America lost not only one of its pioneers of the machine age but perhaps its last authentic hero.” Especially lacking were leaders who could steer the nation through troubled times. During the summer of 1974, a Time cover story entitled “In Quest of Leadership” noted the dearth of not just heroes but leaders.32

The laments were understandable. Leaders had recently failed Americans, sometimes spectacularly. Even Dwight Eisenhower, a trusted, grandfatherly figure, had been caught in an embarrassing lie during the U-2 incident, when he initially denied that a U.S. plane captured by the Soviet Union was a reconnaissance jet. The episode marred his last year as president. Nixon’s disgraceful exit was all the more shocking because he had been widely respected during his first years in office. The presidential prospects of Senator Edward Kennedy, the last surviving Kennedy brother, were ruined as a result of his Chappaquiddick scandal. In September 1974, Kennedy ended speculation about his plans for 1976 by declaring that he would not run. In a way, Kennedy became a victim of not just his own behavior but also the heightened concern over morality and integrity.33

As contemporary political idols fell, icons from history also tumbled to the ground. The faults of previously untouchable heroes were exposed, especially by journalists exercising more aggressive reporting. A spate of new newspaper accounts and books sullied John Kennedy, a legend whose idolatry had reached almost religious dimensions. Journalists began to give lurid accounts of Kennedy’s dalliances, prescription drug use, and hidden illnesses. Washington Post executive editor Benjamin Bradlee published Conversations with Kennedy, which showed the slain president as a flawed human being—often vulgar, weak for vices like porn films, and disposed to make catty comments about other politicians. The Search for JFK, by naval historians Joan Blair and Clay Blair Jr., further debunked the Kennedy myth by assailing the callow lieutenant’s behavior during the PT-109 incident of World War II, which the Kennedy clan embellished into an act of heroism.34 Once larger than life, political heroes like Kennedy were reduced to smaller dimensions, destroying the ideals they represented and leaving Americans further adrift about whom they admired and whether they could any longer find leaders to respect and trust.

Americans anxiously groped about for new idols, and unlikely ones emerged. The 1976 film Rocky became a sleeper hit partly because the underdog boxer appealed to American’s yearning for new heroes. The most improbable one to surface in the 1970s (besides Evel Knievel) was a politician—Harry Truman. “Trumania,” a renewed admiration for the thirty-third president, swept the nation. Just two decades earlier, such sentiments would have been inconceivable. While president, Truman steadily lost popularity, and by his term’s end many Americans despised him for “losing” China, dragging the country into the Korean War, and mishandling the economy. While campaigning for Congress in 1948, Gerald Ford unleashed harsh language on Truman, declaring that he “has neither the mental capacity nor the historical perspective to understand what is going on [in today’s world],” and as a congressman, Ford blasted the president’s record as “one which smacked of scandal and extreme partisanship.”35

But after the sins of Watergate, Truman’s appeal shot skyward. Truman bumper stickers and T-shirts appeared. Merle Miller’s Plain Speaking, a book of Truman reminiscences, sold more than two million copies. The hit play Give ’Em Hell, Harry ran in major cities, and President Ford himself caught a performance in Washington. In 1974, the rock group Chicago released a song simply entitled “Harry Truman,” with lyrics that captured the disillusionment of the times, bemoaning the country’s condition and saying that Truman would “know what to do” to save the nation.

Ford became one of the new Truman fans, calling him one of his favorite presidents. He said he now admired the Missourian because he “had guts, he was plain-talking, he had no illusions about being a great intellectual, but he seemed to make the right decisions.” Upon assuming office, Ford asked that a portrait of Truman be placed in the Cabinet Room, along with those of his two other favorite presidents, Lincoln and Eisenhower.37 Americans reflected nostalgically on the hard-nosed, straightforward president who cared more about principles than polls. The Missourian spat in the eye of public opinion surveys, once scoffing, “I wonder how far Moses would have gone, if he had taken a poll in Egypt.” Truman’s blunt talk and forward manners, seen as flaws while he was in office, became virtues. (Prophetic and particularly appealing was his assessment of Richard Nixon as “a shifty-eyed, goddamn liar.”) As Truman’s daughter Margaret explained, “In our day, honesty was taken for granted.”38 By the 1970s, no longer.

Trumania showed that Americans hungered not just for leadership but for basic honesty. After Watergate, it was not enough to lead; one had to do so honestly. Ford knew that his primary task in government would be to reestablish Americans’ confidence in their leaders. While vice president, Ford was asked what he would do for America if he could do but one thing. He thought for a moment and replied, “As I look at our problems, [it would be] anything I could do to restore public credibility and faith in our government. Why do I pick that? Because if the American people have full and strong faith in their government, it gives the leaders of our government bigger clout both at home and abroad.” This objective became even more critical after Nixon’s resignation. Ford believed that to be a successful president, “integrity is mandatory.”39

Since his childhood in Michigan, Ford had learned the importance of honesty, which his stepfather had emphasized in three ironclad rules of conduct for Ford and his half brothers: work hard, speak the truth, and come to dinner on time.40 During his congressional career, Ford built a reputation for honesty by, for example, refusing to put his wife on the congressional payroll. Many other members of Congress were less scrupulous. What Ford lacked in eloquence on the House floor, he tried to make up for with what he termed “straight talk.” Jean McKee, a Grand Rapids lawyer who ran unsuccessfully for Ford’s House seat in 1970 and 1972, commented, “You’d have to catch Jerry Ford smuggling heroin into the country to make people in Grand Rapids think he was dishonest.”41 After Ford’s nomination for the vice presidency, an investigative microscope put Ford’s reputation for honesty to a stiff test. Congress and the FBI conducted one of the most thorough searches into the background of a nominee in the history of American politics. The FBI assigned an army of 350 special agents nationwide to work on the investigation, checking everything imaginable. Agents even interviewed a football player from an opposing high school in Grand Rapids, whom Ford had once tackled during a game after the whistle, to ascertain whether the young Ford had played dirty. Agents also visited the Grand Rapids tailor shop that Ford had frequented for twenty-five years to inquire about his sartorial tastes and payment habits.42 In all, the FBI interviewed more than a thousand people across the country—childhood friends, football teammates and opponents, college friends, professors, military officers, and politicians. The result was staggering: a 1,700-page file on Ford. When the investigations were done, Ford emerged clean, his reputation even enhanced.43 The evidence indicated that Ford was a rare commodity: an honest politician. Yet Americans soon suffered a wrenching letdown.

The High and the Crash

During the twentieth century, vice presidents who succeeded to the presidency labored to fulfill the mandate of popular predecessors and follow their policies. Most notably, Johnson ran for election in 1964 pledging “Let us continue,” a reference to the work that Kennedy had started. Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, and Harry Truman, while imprinting individual styles of presidential leadership, built on the their predecessors’ personalities, either trying to equal their energy and expand the use of the modern communications at their disposal, as with Roosevelt and Truman, or emulating a laissez-faire, low-profile approach to the job, as with Coolidge. Unlike these men, Ford could not continue his predecessor’s leadership style; he had to make a sharp break from it.44

Ford moved to reestablish public confidence in the White House. As the executive branch collectively held its breath after Nixon’s departure, Ford’s steady, calm demeanor provided reassurance. Budget Director Roy Ash recalled that after Nixon’s helicopter lifted off from the White House lawn for the final time, White House staffers returned to their offices and, with a self-assured new president holding the reins, “it was business as usual.” Ash called it a “seamless transition.”45 The stability that Ford projected was critical to maintaining morale among civil service workers throughout the executive branch. The public felt relief, too. James Cavanaugh, an associate director of the Domestic Council for both Nixon and Ford, recalled when, early in the Ford administration, the president’s motorcade traveled to Capitol Hill for a bill-signing ceremony. As Cavanaugh looked at the citizens lining the streets, “There were smiles on their faces and greetings and waves. It was a sharp contrast to the last few weeks of the Nixon administration, when there were people mingling at the White House gates, all with sad faces, if not protest signs. It was if a new beginning had arrived.”46

One of Ford’s most important early decisions was his vice-presidential nomination of Nelson Rockefeller, the liberal Republican who had served as governor of New York for sixteen years. By selecting the eminent and well-respected Rockefeller, Ford hoped to reassure the country that the executive branch was in good hands again. Ford ordered that the Oval Office be swept clean of all listening devices, and he also graciously reached out to groups that Nixon had shunned. When Ford learned of Nixon’s “Enemies List,” he observed that a person “who can’t keep his enemies in his head has got too many enemies.” “During my first two weeks in office,” he explained, “I made a strenuous attempt to show critics that an ‘open’ White House meant exactly that.”47 Noting that AFL-CIO president George Meany had not been a guest in the White House in over a year, Ford invited him for a chat. Other groups that Nixon had given the cold shoulder met with the new president, like the Congressional Black Caucus and a group of congresswomen supporting the Equal Rights Amendment, which to their great satisfaction Ford endorsed.48 Ford opened the White House to so many of Nixon’s old foes that humorist Art Buchwald quipped that when the Fords compiled their dinner guest lists, “they’re working from an old Nixon enemies folder, which they mistakenly believe was the president’s social list.”49

At the conclusion of Ford’s first week in office, he and Betty hosted a lively party for King Hussein and Queen Alia of Jordan that signaled the break from the morose last years of the Nixon reign. The dinner guests included several notorious Nixon “enemies,” including World Bank president and former defense secretary Robert McNamara, anti-Nixon congressman Pete McCloskey of California, and reporters who had been in Nixon’s doghouse. Ford happily recalled dancing to Jim Croce’s “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” and during the dancing Republican senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon yelled out an expression of emotion that many shared on that August night: “Happy New Year.” As McNamara and his wife were leaving, they approached Ford and said, “Boy, what a change.”50 Paul O’Neill, associate director of the Office of Management and Budget, said that later in the year, at the 1974 White House Christmas reception, Ford announced to those present, “Welcome to your house.” O’Neill recalled, “I’ll never forget thinking, ‘It’s just the right touch.’ ”51

Ford had to repair damaged relations in many areas and especially with the media. Nixon had despised the press. Regularly referring to reporters as “the enemy,” he thought that the liberal media constituted “the greatest concentration of power in the United States,” and his administration singled out for special harassment reporters and newspapers that he considered hostile. The Nixon White House had Jack Anderson put under surveillance and browbeat Newsday, the Boston Globe, and the president’s arch nemesis, the Washington Post, with tactics such as tax audits and exclusion from diplomatic trips. Ford generally liked reporters. He restored the practice of inviting reporters to the White House as social guests, which conveyed to the entire executive branch the attitude that the media were to be treated as friends. Time correspondent Hugh Sidey wrote of how differently the Ford White House regarded reporters: “The few times I was allowed into the back corridors of the White House during the Nixon years, the atmosphere was repressive—one of fear. . . . On my first pilgrimage into the sanctums of Ford, there was genial confusion. . . . I was given several handshakes and made to feel welcome.”52

Ford’s first press secretary, Jerald terHorst, wanted a clear break from the Nixon press conferences, in which a defensive, sometimes sweaty president faced a battery of reporters in the East Room, his back against the wall on the room’s far side. As terHorst explained, “I did not want Jerry Ford standing behind a huge, bullet-proof podium with his back to the wall . . . as Richard Nixon and Lyndon Johnson did. That set-up made them look like caged men, surrounded by cameras and reporters, with the press in a feeding frenzy, almost like sharks. Jerry Ford agreed to let me fashion something that would be different, more open.” TerHorst decided to reverse the seating arrangement, putting the president before the doorway of the great White House hallway, with the doors symbolically swung open. Gone was the massive podium that Nixon had used, replaced by a slender pedestal shaped like an hourglass, which gave a less obstructed view of the president and the hallway behind him. TerHorst explained that the new arrangement “was cosmetic, but it was also symbolic. It reinforced Ford’s promise to be an open, accessible president.”53 (Presidents have used this seating arrangement ever since.) Moreover, at his first press conference Ford appeared without makeup, which signaled that he intended to remain the same man reporters had known in the House.54

Reporters responded enthusiastically, even excessively, to Ford’s unpretentious style. During his first month as president, they indulged in an orgy of praise, exulting that Ford had restored the presidency to the people, tickling themselves over his common touch. The media seemed agog that the nation had a president human enough to engage in everyday tasks like fixing his own English muffins for breakfast or appearing in pajamas on the front porch of his Alexandria, Virginia, home, looking for the morning newspaper. (In a thoughtful gesture to allow the Nixon family time to move out of the White House, for his first two weeks as president, Ford continued to live at his suburban home. Like thousands of other federal employees, the president commuted daily to Washington.) Newsweek paid homage to Ford in almost messianic terms, commenting that “the manner of his coming felt as cool and cleansing to a soiled Capital as a freshening Lake Michigan breeze.”55 Time gave a similarly glowing tribute: “Last week Washington and the nation seemed satisfied to rejoice in such simplicities as having a Chief Executive who worked in his shirtsleeves, who said what he meant and meant what he said, who by his honesty and accessibility was swiftly exorcising the pinched ghosts of the Nixon era from the White House.” Naturally, Ford felt flattered. “In the first month of my Presidency,” he wrote, “I had received the kind of press coverage that every politician loves but almost never gets.” But with a dose of realism, he added, “I’d been in politics long enough to realize that popularity of this magnitude wouldn’t continue forever.”56 The media praise of Ford was like a giant, overblown balloon, just waiting to be popped.

It burst on September 8, 1974. That Sunday, Ford went to a church across Lafayette Square from the White House. Strangely, he went without his family and sat alone in a pew. After receiving Holy Communion, he returned to the Oval Office.57 From there, Ford addressed the nation on television and announced a shocker. He decided to grant Nixon “a full, free, and absolute pardon” for all offenses he had committed “or may have committed” while president. Ford believed the action was in the country’s best interests. After just one month in office, he found that he had to devote inordinate time and energy to the lingering problems of the former president. Exasperated, he wanted to sweep these problems aside and focus his and the nation’s attention on urgent issues, especially the economy, the energy crisis, and foreign policy. Ford recalled that he was devoting “about 25 percent of my time listening to lawyers argue what I should do with Mr. Nixon’s papers, his tapes, et cetera. At the very same time, our country was faced with serious economic problems, inflation, higher interest rates, unemployment going up. And we had allies that were uncertain as to what would happen. And the Soviet Union—we never knew what they might do in this change of presidency.” Confronted by such challenges, Ford decided that “the right thing for me to do was to spend one hundred percent of my time on the problems of 240 million Americans and not 25 percent of my time on the problems of one man.”58 Despite Ford’s eloquent inaugural words, the long national nightmare was not over. It lingered on, and Ford thought that pardoning Nixon would finally end it.59

Most Americans did not see it that way. An avalanche of criticism buried the White House, as more than 30,000 messages poured in, running six-to-one against Ford’s decision. When the president appeared in Pittsburgh the next day, protesters chanted, “Jail Ford, jail Ford.”60 Ford’s rating in the Gallup opinion poll plummeted from 66 percent to 49 percent, the worst single drop in the history of that poll.61 One constituent telegrammed House Speaker Carl Albert, “Ford gutted justice. Do something,” while another called on Albert to impeach Ford.62 Angry critics fumed that Ford allowed Nixon to escape not only punishment but even a trial. The most powerful man in the disgraced administration went free, while subordinates—more than forty in all—received indictments or marched off to prison.

Amid the furor, Ford received a blow that hurt personally as much as politically. The morning that Ford was to pardon Nixon, Jerald terHorst entered the Oval Office to discuss arrangements for the upcoming telecast. Ford could tell that something was on terHorst’s mind, and the press secretary finally pulled out an envelope and handed him a letter. The message explained to Ford that terHorst opposed the decision to pardon Nixon. It concluded, “Thus it is with a heavy heart that I hereby tender my resignation as Press Secretary to the President, effective today.” Ford was stunned. He stared outside the window for a moment, and then turned to face his friend of twenty-five years. “I hope that you will reconsider and change your mind,” he said. TerHorst replied, “My decision is final.” His startling departure only poured more fuel on the fire, aggravating the president’s attempts to explain the pardon. Ford felt hurt and betrayed by his longtime friend.63

Politics is a fickle business, and while almost every president begins his term with a honeymoon, many eventually get burned by public opinion. (One of the only presidents who had no honeymoon, remaining unpopular throughout his term, was Abraham Lincoln, whose controversial election triggered the secession of Southern states and, one month after he took office, civil war.) As Franklin Roosevelt wryly noted, the legendary Mr. Dooley, a humorous Irish-brogued character created by journalist Finley P. Dunne, commented that people build triumphant arches for their heroes only to pull bricks from the arches and hurl them at the heroes. The list of twentieth-century presidents who left office defeated or discredited included many whom the public initially embraced: Hoover, Truman, Johnson, Nixon, Carter, and George H.W. Bush. All of these men were broken on the wheel of public opinion and left office either by resigning, losing an election, or wisely declining to seek another term. But the political destruction of all of these men was gradual, lasting months or years. Ford’s fall was instantaneous, and it illustrated the converse of Lyndon Johnson’s coarse principle that “in politics, overnight chicken shit can turn to chicken salad.”64

For a brief moment, some Americans had felt that they found a “hero” in their new president, a forthright leader in whom they could repose their trust. By pardoning Nixon so abruptly, Ford punctured those feelings. The pardon reignited the cynicism pervading the country. The angry accusations and the jolting end to Ford’s honeymoon reflected the national mood after Watergate, when Americans thought that all political motives were morally bankrupt.65 Ford’s plunge down the cataract of public opinion showed that the media benediction of his young presidency rested on shaky ground. Reporters still held a large reservoir of distrust for politicians and stood ready to give vent at any moment.66 In his highly critical 1975 book, A Ford Not a Lincoln, journalist Richard Reeves scored Ford and his ilk, writing that all politicians were “in the information-deploying, image-making business. Their stock-in-trade is favorable partial truths.”67

Some reporters chastised themselves for having been too quick and fulsome in praising the new president. Columnist Mary McGrory noted that the press was responsible for the euphoria over Ford: “The Washington press corps lost its head over Gerald Ford. A thousand reporters turned overnight into flacks for Jerry Ford. They raved about his decency, his smile, his English muffins, his peachy dancing. . . . He perhaps did us all a favor by slapping us awake that Sunday morning.”68 As for “the exhilarating atmosphere of honesty and belief that surrounded Gerald Ford in his first month in office,” a Time staff writer commented, “that unreal glow is gone, and it will probably never return.” The magazine was right. Never again did the press view Ford in a generous light, nor did he ever again enjoy public opinion ratings over 70 percent; indeed, his ratings seldom crept above 50 percent. As Reeves commented, after the pardon “reporters just turned a full 180 degrees and began to pound Ford and his lousy English muffins.”69

Ford was shocked at the public outcry that the pardon engendered. “I thought the public would understand my reasons for the decision, which I tried to explain. I thought perhaps the public would consider the resignation of a president as sufficient public punishment, shame, and disgrace,” he said. He had expected an understanding and forgiving public and instead got an angry one. The adverse public reaction was one of Ford’s greatest disappointments while in office.70

Most damaging to Ford was speculation that as vice president, he had cooked up a secret “deal” with Nixon to trade the presidency for a pardon. Outside the White House, protesters hoisted a bedsheet that read, “Promise Me a Pardon and I’ll Make You a President.”71 Ford sincerely believed that he had made no deal. (The charges echoed the accusations of a “corrupt bargain” that haunted John Quincy Adams immediately after the House of Representatives elected him president in 1825, as supporters of the defeated Andrew Jackson claimed that Adams had fashioned a secret deal with Henry Clay to exchange Clay’s support for Adams in the House with Clay’s appointment as secretary of state. The charges were never substantiated, but Adams began his presidency under a cloud of suspicion that he never could dispel. He subsequently lost the 1828 election to Jackson.) A week before Nixon resigned, White House chief of staff Alexander Haig met with Ford to inform him that the president might resign. At this meeting, Haig presented Ford with six possible scenarios for a Nixon resignation (including, incredibly, the president’s pardoning himself and then resigning). The sixth option was for Nixon to resign and then have Ford pardon him. Ford refused to agree to any of the options, but when he told speechwriter and longtime friend Robert Hartmann about the sixth option, Hartmann was furious. Ford should have immediately rebuffed Haig at the mention of that scenario, he insisted. At Hartmann’s urging, Ford telephoned Haig to confirm explicitly that he had agreed to no deals.72

But just a few weeks later, the new president informed his aides that he wanted to pardon Nixon. Ford believed that, in his conversations with Haig, he had set no preconditions for Nixon’s resignation nor committed himself to a pardon. No evidence ever surfaced to suggest any collusion between Ford and Nixon. Years later, Ford acknowledged that some observers may interpret his discussion with Haig as involving “a deal,” but he never agreed to Haig’s proposals and made his decision independently, using his own judgment and appraisal of a pardon’s merits.73 The most convincing construction of Ford’s action was that he indeed viewed it as a way to put Nixon and his crimes behind and concentrate on more important national issues.74 The pardon was critical if Ford were ever to dispel the miasma of Watergate and begin his own presidency. Republican congressman Elford Cederburg of Michigan commented that a pardon “was the only thing Ford could do that made any sense. He could have chewed on that problem for all the time he was there [as president]. He had to get rid of it.”75 A Nixon trial would have kept the former president in the headlines for months, even years, diverting attention from more pressing issues, poisoning political dialogue, and damaging America’s image throughout the world.76 Moreover, finding an impartial jury was impossible, and the former president’s health was so poor that he may not have survived a trial. Instead, Ford extracted from Nixon an agreement to turn over to the government his tapes and papers, which have continued to provide more valuable information than a trial would have, dribbling out new insights into his words and actions while in office.77

Many decisions that Ford made while in office involved a high political cost in the short term while taking years for critics and the public to appreciate; the Nixon pardon was a classic example. Journalist Bob Woodward recalled how dismayed he was to hear of the pardon; he awoke that Sunday morning to a phone call from Carl Bernstein, his Washington Post colleague, who angrily barked, “The son of a bitch pardoned the son of a bitch.” Yet over the years, after interviewing Ford and viewing his action through the prism of time, Woodward concluded, “Ford was wise to act. What at first and perhaps for many years looked like a decision to protect Nixon was instead largely designed to protect the nation.”78 Though Ford acknowledged that the pardon may have cost him the 1976 presidential election, he maintained that “the decision was right and I don’t feel badly about it.”79 Ironically, while many observers might count the pardon as one of Ford’s failures as president, he considered it a signal achievement.80

But anger can cloud people’s vision, and infuriated Americans were in no mood to see the logic from the president’s perspective. Ford exacerbated the public fallout by not vetting his decision. He informed only a small cadre of advisers and members of Congress, then dropped the bomb on the American public. Press assistant John Hushen said that the pardon “was delivered to the country like Pearl Harbor.”81 It was an unfortunate way to make such a momentous decision. The pardon caught the country off guard, and for many Americans it was an event frozen in time, one of those immortal moments when they can remember precisely what they were doing when the news came. The blow was unpleasantly similar to the Watergate shocks during Nixon’s second term. Presidential adviser David Gergen wrote, “Just as I can vividly remember coming out of a restaurant in downtown Washington when word hit of Nixon’s Saturday Night Massacre, I can recall careening off a back road in Virginia when our car radio reported on the pardon.”82 It came too soon after Nixon’s resignation, before the public had digested that historic event. When Ford informed close associates that he would pardon Nixon, some expressed shock at the timing. “Jesus, don’t you think it’s kind of early?” Tip O’Neill blurted out. Hartmann implored, “What’s the rush? Why must it be tomorrow? Why not Christmas Eve, or a year from now, when things quiet down?”83

As great a president as Lincoln waited until a propitious moment, when the Union had won a battle victory at Antietam, before issuing the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. To prepare the public, Lincoln also dropped intimations in a letter to newspaper editor Horace Greeley. The Nixon pardon was, likewise, a decision of such magnitude that the president needed to brace the public beforehand and then wait for the right moment. Melvin Laird, Nixon’s defense secretary and a close Ford friend, recalled telling Ford that he had made a disastrous mistake by pardoning Nixon so hastily. If Ford had given him advance warning, Laird would have had time to lobby for bipartisan support in Congress. “I would have had them begging him to do it,” Laird believed.84 Ford should have consulted widely and frequently before issuing the pardon. He should have sent up trial balloons, hinting at what he contemplated, and shored up the political and public support needed to sustain him in the face of a possible outcry. By handling the decision in a politically clumsy way, he damaged his image of rectitude.

In a sense, Ford’s popularity and the media adulation during his first month in office established conditions that made his poor handling of the pardon possible. When awash in public support, presidents experience an almost heady feeling of infallibility that makes them prone to lapses in judgment. The resulting errors explode like political powder kegs, blackening the president’s image and damaging public trust in him. Some of the most invidious executive actions or scandals have occurred after a president has experienced a whopping electoral victory or high numbers at the polls. Thus Franklin Roosevelt promoted a misbegotten “court packing” scheme after his resounding 1936 reelection; Kennedy approved the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion during his rosy first weeks in office; Johnson deepened American involvement in Vietnam after his 1964 landslide; Nixon pursued a Watergate cover-up after his 1972 reelection triumph; Reagan stumbled through the Iran-Contra scandal after he pounded Walter Mondale in the 1984 election; Bill Clinton, still popular despite the Monica Lewinsky scandal, granted egregious pardons just before leaving office; and George W. Bush, riding stratospheric approval rating after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, ordered a dangerous and controversial invasion of Iraq.85 High approval ratings breed a sense of presidential hubris or carelessness; it is difficult to imagine Ford granting the Nixon pardon so abruptly had he suffered from lower poll ratings and rougher media treatment. In a more adverse political climate, he likely would have been more cautious. Had he waited until after the 1974 midterm elections—which might have helped spare the GOP a drubbing—campaign politics would have naturally ended his honeymoon by that time, and he would have had the opportunity to act more circumspectly. As it was, Republicans suffered; Senator Bob Dole of Kansas, locked in a difficult reelection battle, called the pardon “premature” and begged the White House not to spring any more “surprises” before November.86

Ford worked hard to contain the damage from the pardon and restore his image of integrity. In a dramatic move, he went personally to Capitol Hill to testify before the House Judiciary Committee’s Subcommittee on Criminal Justice. No president since George Washington had taken the extraordinary measure of appearing in person before Congress to testify. Many of Ford’s advisers urged him not to risk the testimony, fearing the appearance would only unleash demands for more such personal testimonies.87 Appearing alone at the witness table, he explained to the committee that the purpose of the pardon “was to change our national focus. I wanted to do all I could to shift our attentions from the pursuit of a fallen President to the pursuit of the urgent needs of a rising nation.” At one point committee member Elizabeth Holtzman, a Democratic congresswoman from New York, brusquely challenged Ford about a “deal.” He responded angrily, pounding the table and exclaiming, “There was no deal, period, under no circumstances.”88

Ford did not mention his aides’ belief that Haig had indeed broached the idea of a “deal,” and his testimony did not completely allay suspicions.89 Yet his appearance before the committee was courageous and won praise. U.S. News and World Report said that Ford “impressed viewers as unflustered, forthright, a man with nothing to hide.” A writer for the Washington Post editorialized: “The President was categorical and compelling, in our view, in refuting the allegation that his pardon of Richard Nixon was part of a prearranged ‘deal.’ His mere presence, as well as his ease and good temper, said a lot about the restoration of civil relations and a sensible balance between the executive branch and Congress.” Other journalists disagreed. The Washington Post’s William Raspberry wrote, “Anybody who previously had suspicions about a ‘deal’ between President Ford and his predecessor has exactly the same suspicions now. There is no way that [the] namby-pamby session between the President and the House Judiciary Subcommittee could have eased anyone’s doubts.”90

Despite Ford’s attempts at damage control, the pardon irreparably harmed his presidency. Since the famous “Hundred Days” of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency, when Congress passed a whirlwind of New Deal legislation, observers have used the first hundred days as a benchmark to judge a new president’s activity and success in office. Frequently, those days are a period when a president enjoys high public opinion ratings and congenial relations with Congress. Because of the pardon, Ford’s presidency was already in trouble by the thirty-day mark, making his the rockiest beginning for any modern president. Although Ford brought a welcome change of atmosphere to the White House and restored a sense of trust to government, the pardon exploded the delicately emerging image of a savior president, and lingering suspicion sapped his presidency of strength. Republican congressman Barber Conable of New York recalled that after the pardon, Congress sensed that the president “was a wounded fish,” and the Democrats became sharks “circling on the floor of the House. There was no question about it—they were determined to put him away because he was vulnerable. And he was vulnerable because he had pardoned Nixon.”91

The Nixon pardon was a defining event of the Ford presidency. In another era, it might have seemed a salutary move for the country. But Ford was a victim of the times. A cynical Congress, public, and press viewed a politically courageous decision as an act of malfeasance. By damaging Ford’s reputation and political strength, the pardon hampered his ability to promote the policies that he later introduced. Ultimately, it may have also cost him election to a full term.


Chapter 2

The Congenial Presidency

On October 11, 1975, at 11:30 P.M., a new program debuted on television. NBC’s Saturday Night (later renamed Saturday Night Live) became a hit partly because it was so different. It aired live, which infused energy and spontaneity into its antics. Unlike other television comedies, it welcomed a different guest host each week. It starred fresh, raw talent; most cast members were younger than thirty. It featured a so-called cold opening that dove straight into a comedic sketch, skipping the prefatory title and credits. The show came at a good moment, too, since the nation needed laughter after the morose days of Watergate and Vietnam. Saturday Night also succeeded by tapping into a new market, baby boomers, who had grown up watching television. By the 1970s, many of them were in college, staying up late, and they wanted more risqué, irreverent comedy than what aired on prime time. The show’s first guest host, George Carlin, set the tone with cracks like, “God can’t be perfect; everything he makes dies.” God was fair game on the show; so were presidents. Saturday Night regularly poked fun at the nation’s chief executives. Young viewers, who embraced television as their main source of political information, shaped their views accordingly.

Among the Saturday Night cast, one standout was a thirty-two-year-old comedy writer with a heavy cocaine habit, Cornelius Chase. His grandmother called him “Chevy,” and with the same name as an affluent Washington suburb, he had an instant trademark. Chase also had a standard gag: the fall. “The fall is my favorite thing,” he said. “I love making people think I’ve killed myself.” He did it well, too. The sight of his tall, six-foot-four frame hitting the floor and creating chaos made studio audiences shriek with laughter.1 In Gerald Ford, Chase found the perfect marriage between his love for falls and the show’s presidential satire. Chase launched his career and left Saturday Night after just one season to pursue movie roles. But his buffoonery indelibly marred Ford’s image.

“Pleasant Plainness”

One irony of Ford’s presidency was that although he tried to maintain good press relations, reporters often ignored substance for the sake of an entertaining caricature. That misfortune had not happened while he was in Congress. Although some reporters found Minority Leader Ford to be dull, they liked the affable and accessible Michigander. In 1965, the National Press Club formally recognized Ford’s good relationship with the media by awarding him their prestigious Meritorian Award.2 Congressman Ford appreciated the press’s importance to the proper functioning of government; once president, he thought that the press was one of the chief executive’s few links to the outside world, preventing insularity and providing reality checks by continually critiquing his job performance. Thus he invited reporters to White House social functions and even attended dinners at reporters’ homes.3

Ford said that he was “well aware that the trust between the media and the White House had been severely battered” during the Nixon administration. In addition to cosmetic innovations like the East Room’s new seating arrangement, Ford introduced substantive changes to improve his dialogue with the media, such as allowing reporters to ask follow-up questions at press conferences.4 Press Secretary Ron Nessen permitted Time and Newsweek writers to interview the president during quieter moments, such as weekends, so that they could get more detail for their stories. Ford took the unprecedented step of appearing as a guest on a weekend public affairs program, CBS’s Face the Nation. Nessen recalled other innovations in the president’s relations with the media: “When Ford traveled, he would have news conferences out of town, and we would have half the questions from the White House press corps and half from the local press corps. We tried different locations for the news conferences; he would sometimes have news conferences in the Rose Garden.”5 As Nessen observed, “One of the things about Ford was that when you came to him and said, ‘Here is an idea of how to improve relations with the press,’ he always had the same answer, which was: ‘Let’s try it!’ ”6

Ford’s official photographer, Pulitzer Prize–winning David Kennerly, enjoyed unprecedented access and arranged for other photographers to shadow the president. One notable example was Fred Ward, a freelance photographer who enjoyed two months of nearly unrestricted access to White House offices, First Family quarters, and Camp David, eventually producing an elegant picture book of the Ford presidency, Portrait of a President. Ford granted other reporters similar treatment. He allowed Pulitzer Prize–winning author John Hersey to spend a week at the White House, interviewing and observing him at work; the result was a book, The President. Mark Rozell’s appraisal of Ford’s relations with the media, The Press and the Ford Presidency, offers a charitable view: “Ford knew what journalists wanted from the White House after Richard Nixon: more press conferences, more access to the President, more ‘straight talk.’ He no doubt helped ease press cynicism and rancor by stressing the ‘open’ presidency theme.”7

The Office of Public Liaison (OPL) was a Ford administration innovation that underscored his attempt to conduct an “open” White House. Its purpose was to get Ford out of the Oval Office and bring the president and the people together again. William Baroody, director of the OPL, recalled, “I had previously pitched the idea [of an OPL] to President Nixon but he was only about 25 percent behind the idea. . . . I made the proposal for such an office to Jerry Ford and, almost immediately, he was one hundred percent behind the idea.”8 The OPL held meetings every Wednesday at the White House, during which invited guests met with administration officials and sometimes with the president himself. Consumer advocate Ralph Nader was invited to one such meeting, and one of his assistants marveled, “Can you imagine? [Nader] couldn’t have gotten in the White House door with an ax during [the Nixon presidency].”9

The most innovative OPL program was the “townhouse meetings” held across the country with audiences comprising a cross section of the host community. Baroody recalled that Ford attended almost every townhouse meeting, which far exceeded original expectations of presidential participation. Reporter Sarah McClendon praised the OPL as “an effective and original idea,” and Budget Director James Lynn admired Ford’s performances during the OPL conferences: “If you wanted to see Ford at his best, he was really good in those. I used to come away from those with my jaw down in awe. . . . He’d talk for 10 to 15 minutes. And then he’d spend two hours answering questions” from a diverse crowd often at odds with presidential policy.10

Ford’s accessibility marked a welcome departure from Nixon’s presidency. The difference was like that between a narrow artery and a wide one. Access to the Nixon White House had been constricted, at times even closed. Nixon limited the flow of persons seeing him to only a few privileged and powerful. Still the shy Quaker, he made decisions alone, avoided face-to-face meetings, and preferred written comments to oral discussions. By contrast, Ford widened access, seeing a variety of persons, encouraging participation, enjoying face-to-face discussions, and relishing the give-and-take of debate.11 Speechwriter Robert Orben marveled that administration members enjoyed “amazing access to the President.” Chief of Staff Donald Rumsfeld, who functioned as the keeper of the Oval Office’s open door, explained that Ford’s philosophy was that “you can gain a lot from reading and thinking, but you’re more likely to acquire a sense of the mood of the country by meeting with people.” About every six weeks, Ford met with a kitchen cabinet comprising friends from government and industry, which gave him feedback and brought an infusion of ideas from different political and ideological backgrounds.12 Ford communicated with the academic community through Robert Goldwin, a University of Chicago constitutional scholar who described his role in the administration as “an outsider on the inside” and who brought in academic groups to confer with the president.13 Goldwin observed that Ford “was very good at listening to other people’s ideas, and in any meeting he seemed to be able to get everybody to speak. And if somebody didn’t volunteer, he would seek him out, and get him to comment. And he listened to the lower-ranking people as he did to the highest-ranking ones.”14 One important difference, both symbolic and substantive, was that Nixon traveled on Air Force One with his compartment door shut; Ford kept it open.15 Nessen believed that “a lot of what Ford’s administration did was designed to demonstrate both substantively and symbolically that this was not the Nixon administration. This is the White House that did things differently, did everything they could differently than the Nixon White House.”16

The psychological differences between Nixon and Ford significantly affected their presidencies. Where Nixon was insecure, plagued by inner demons that made him hypersensitive to criticism, Ford was more at ease with critics, a disposition that he credited in part to his background in sports. (As a football star, he grew used to columnists critiquing his performance.) During discussions, Ford tolerated a wide range of viewpoints. Chief of Staff Dick Cheney described Ford as “a man who was able to sit down and listen to debates. He never cut off an individual’s access because that person disagreed with him.”17 Alan Greenspan, chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors (CEA), said he would sometimes feel guilty after talking to the president in what he later realized was an excessively contentious manner. Ford knew his own strengths and weaknesses and felt comfortable with himself, a psychological security that Nixon lacked and that enabled Ford to share conflicting ideas with others and to forge political compromises.18

Shortly after Ford assumed the presidency, he called Barber Conable to the Oval Office to solicit the congressman’s recommendations for a vice-presidential nominee; one possibility they discussed was Nelson Rockefeller, whom Ford eventually nominated. Conable believed that Ford wanted to make certain that he had fully explored his range of possible selections, that he had not overlooked any potential nominee. Conable observed in his diary, “The president really invites vigorous exchanges, participates in them himself, and thus carries on his tradition of wanting a good, collective input before he makes up his mind about matters of policy and strategy. This was his pattern when he was minority leader, and he appears to continue it as president.” This openness to new ideas was one of Ford’s greatest strengths, and it was a quality Conable seldom found in presidents. “Most presidents think they know it all,” he regretted. “That’s partly because they’re elected, and they know they’re anointed by God and the American people to do their thing. Jerry knew he wasn’t. And he invited debate . . . because he wanted to be sure that he had all inputs on which he could base his decision. He knew he didn’t know it all.” Conable found that “very, very refreshing” in a president.19

By communing with a range of people, Ford brought the presidency down to earth. He thought that one of the best ways to reestablish trust in the presidency was to remain a part of the people and avoid elevating himself to a rarefied atmosphere. As he commented, “A President has to have the backing, faith, and trust of the American people. I don’t think a President can get that by adopting an attitude that maybe he is better than they. As a matter of fact, my feeling is that a President ought to be a part of the American people.” This kind of perspective allowed journalist David Broder, who knew presidents from Lyndon Johnson to Bill Clinton, to call Ford “the least neurotic president I’ve known.”20

Ford’s uncommonly human behavior as president may be partly ascribed to his having bypassed the normal route to the White House. The path to the presidency, usually involving grueling primaries followed by a rigorous general campaign, is pitted with traps and snares and demands a degree of meanness. Ford’s personality had never endured the tough, annealing process of a national campaign. Thus his “nice guy” touch was unaffected by the rigors that normally test and winnow presidential aspirants. Unusual circumstances had resulted in an unusual president.

Douglas Bennett, who served as director of the President’s Personnel Office, recalled members of the Ford administration were conscious of the arrogance that marked previous administrations. Ford worked studiously to avoid it. Bennett noted that when Ford selected his appointees, he was meticulous about one condition: “He didn’t want arrogance. He didn’t want this condescending attitude [just] because you’re in the White House.” To ensure that potential administration members were approachable and congenial, he took an active role in choosing his staff and met with Bennett three to four times a week to review candidates.21

This care in staff selection yielded an administration whose members have enjoyed long careers in public service. Ford biographer James Cannon pointed out that in contrast to preceding and succeeding administrations, no prominent Ford cabinet member or appointee finished his or her political career in disgrace or, worse, in jail. On the contrary, many went on to high positions in government or industry (most notably Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul O’Neill, who all worked as CEOs of corporations and then served as vice president, defense secretary, and treasury secretary, respectively, in George W. Bush’s administration, and Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan).22 David Broder observed, “By the end, when he’d replaced Nixon’s people with his own, Ford had one of the most competent staffs any of us have seen.”23

A subtle element of presidential leadership involves when to hold back: when to refrain from using power, issuing public comment, or acting regally and above the hoi polloi. Acutely conscious of the last, Ford dismantled many of the ostentatious trappings of the presidency before Jimmy Carter excited public comment with the same goal. Ford’s longtime friend and White House Counsel Philip Buchen thought that he “humanized the presidency after it had gained the reputation of being almost an imperial office. . . . Yet, I don’t think he demeaned the office. . . . Ford did not carry his own suitcase, but he showed in other, more natural ways that a person in the position of President can act in a very human fashion.”24 Ford instructed the White House band to limit playing of “Hail to the Chief,” replacing it instead with the rousing University of Michigan fight song, “The Victors.”25 Friends commented on his ability to remain unchanged, despite the power of his position. He wanted close friends to continue calling him Jerry rather than Mr. President.26 The open and relaxed atmosphere at Ford’s Vail, Colorado, rented chalet contrasted sharply with Lyndon Johnson’s sprawling Texas ranch and Nixon’s cloistered homes in San Clemente, California, and Key Biscayne, Florida. Ford’s retreat was within easy eyeshot of neighbors’ homes, and on Vail’s slopes, reporters and townspeople caught glimpses of the president skiing with his family.27

Ford’s sense of humor tended toward self-effacement, a welcome contrast to presidents who took themselves too seriously and another crucial aspect of his approach. One of the best examples of Ford’s ability to poke fun at himself came after his November 1974 trip to Japan, where he was photographed next to Emperor Hirohito wearing embarrassingly short trousers that ended above his ankles. The sartorial fiasco received considerable media derision. After he returned from the trip, during a speech at the Boy Scouts Annual Awards Dinner, Ford—an Eagle Scout who remembered his oath by heart—opened with the line: “They say once a Scout always a Scout, and I can tell you from my own experience that is true. After all these years I still love the outdoors. I still know how to cook for myself, at least breakfast. And as anyone who saw those pictures of me in Japan will know, on occasion I still go around in short pants.”28

While Johnson and Nixon had penchants for big moves and drama, often with disagreeable results, Ford adopted a style that journalist Joseph Alsop described as “pleasant plainness.”29 For example, after Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge seized the U.S. merchant ship Mayaguez, reporters noted that the crisis atmosphere of the Johnson and Nixon days was remarkably absent as Ford planned reprisals against Cambodia. The calm reaction reflected his character and presidential style, which was frequently described as boring and bland.30 Political cartoonist Jules Feiffer said that Ford “fills space like vacuum,” and Ford once conceded that he lacked “that kind of electrifying leadership FDR gave.”31 He hoped to compensate by capitalizing on attributes that he felt the country needed at that time: “straightforwardness, complete honesty, and just talking straight.”32 Ford believed that an unpretentious style was a virtue. As vice president, he once declared, “It’s the quality of the ordinary, the straight, the square that accounts for the great stability and success of our nation.”33

The Ford brand of leadership left its mark on the 1970s. By the summer of 1975, his quiet, undramatic style translated into something that the nation’s capital had not felt for years: boredom. The summer was so serene that Newsweek dubbed Washington “Dullsville, U.S.A.” A slogan began to wend its way around town that residents could “stay bored with Ford.” The press had no White House scandals to pursue, no protests to cover, no dramatic presidential moves. Former Democratic senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas likened the atmosphere to the halcyon days of Eisenhower’s presidency, and political comedian Mark Russell wisecracked that the summer was “so boring that the kids sit around in circles and get high on Scoop Jackson speeches” (a reference to Senator Henry Jackson of Washington, known for a soporific speaking style).34 With the nation’s cities and campuses at peace, the political turmoil of the past decade was easy to forget. In an essay simply entitled “Sigh!” columnist Russell Baker wrote, “The nineteen-seventies are boring. The decade is already half over and its chief legacy is an engulfing swamp of boredom.” Baker noted that “President Ford is boring, which is his chief political strength.” But Baker added, “In the nineteen-sixties, of course, Americans hungered for boredom. A sleepy Government, some peace in the streets. . . . In all that turbulence, it seemed an unattainable dream of paradise. Now we may have it, and may even be enjoying it.”35

The serenity, which was a welcome relief, was evident again the following summer during celebrations commemorating the nation’s bicentennial. Douglas Bennett recalled that in 1976, while campaigning for Ford, he reminded audiences that less than two years earlier Americans “were angry . . . we trusted nobody, and in the course of two years this president has restored a confidence. And this past Fourth of July was the bicentennial, hundreds and hundreds of people gathered at places around this nation without incident—and I think that is a direct tribute to the leadership of President Ford and the restoration of confidence, tranquility, and trust in our nation.”36 Ford himself spoke proudly of “a new spirit” in America that he observed during bicentennial celebrations.37

During Nixon’s term, observers spoke of an “imperial presidency.” Ford’s was a congenial presidency, the antidote to Nixon’s reign. But the pleasant style did not guarantee political success. Americans love a president who leads with style and panache; for this reason, their affection for John Kennedy far exceeds his modest achievements in office. Ford offered stability, a quality that was virtuous yet unlikely to generate fervent support. Moreover, he had to cope with domestic crises, especially regarding the economy and energy, and furnish a blueprint for the nation’s future. And he had to convince the public and the press that his policies measured up to the nation’s challenges.38

A Vision for America

The distrust of government was one of the greatest challenges that the nation faced during the 1970s. At the end of his presidency, Ford won bipartisan praise for quelling the anxiety and mistrust that the public had developed toward the executive branch. Tip O’Neill gave Ford high praise in his memoirs, suggesting that Ford’s presidential ascension owed something to divine guidance: “God has been good to America, especially during difficult times. At the time of the Civil War, he gave us Abraham Lincoln. And at the time of Watergate, he gave us Gerald Ford—the right man at the right time who was able to put the nation back together again.”39

At a time when Americans bemoaned the dearth of heroes, it may have been easy to overlook Gerald Ford because of his undramatic leadership style. Americans sought a hero of Homeric dimensions. Yet Ford’s leadership may have satisfied a deeper yearning that Americans felt. As Ford was about to leave office, David Broder wrote, “In an odd, inexplicable way, the truth has begun to dawn on people in the final days of Gerald R. Ford’s tenure that he was the kind of President Americans wanted—and didn’t know they had.” What Americans wanted, after a decade of presidents who aggrandized power, was “a man of modesty, good character, honesty, and openness. They wanted a President who was human and prudent, peaceable but firm. Especially, they wanted one uncorrupted by the cynicism and lust for power that they had come to associate with Washington politicians.” Ford, Broder reminded readers, was exactly this kind of leader.40 Presidents before Ford, especially his two immediate predecessors, used power extraconstitutionally and turned the presidency into an instrument that weakened public confidence and divided the country. By contrast, as Democratic congressman James Hanley of New York pointed out, Ford used the presidency as an instrument to unify the nation.41

But when Ford left office, many media assessments tempered their praise for his decency by criticizing his inability to articulate an inspiring vision or activist agenda. Dennis Farney of the Wall Street Journal, commenting that “ ‘decency’ was not enough,” believed that “Gerald Ford never seemed to have a clear idea of just what he wanted to do with the vast powers he inherited.” Time faulted Ford for failing to provide inspirational leadership, while the New York Times declared that Ford “never persuaded the public that he was firmly in charge or keenly determined to lead the nation toward specific objectives.”42

Because he wanted to reduce the size of government, Ford avoided bold new paths and major projects. Moreover, lacking an election mandate, he would have found it rough sledding to get sweeping new programs accepted by Congress and the people and could have exacerbated political tensions if he had tried.43 Republican senator Henry Bellmon of Oklahoma recalled, “I think it would have been wrong at that time to have a president who proposed a great many innovative things. The Democratic Congress was not too receptive to much input from a Republican president, anyway.”44

Rather than propose new programs, Ford wanted to restore normal political relations in a troubled capital and provide a sense of stability. According to Bennett, Ford “felt his greatest challenge was to restore integrity and confidence in the office of the president, in the White House, and in the leadership of our country. I think that prevailed over everything. That was a vision, an objective that he felt was critically important.”45 While Ford may have been criticized for lacking a broad presidential vision, Nixon’s CEA chairman Paul McCracken commented that Ford “had a vision of a country regaining its self-confidence, and he helped it do that. And that was quite a legacy. A greater legacy than most presidents leave.”46

This objective, coupled with Ford’s inherently unassuming personality, gave the nation a presidency that, while not spectacular, was steady. This leadership style was a fitting corrective to the unhappier attributes of his predecessors, for it helped to defuse the cynicism that permeated the land after Vietnam and Watergate. As Ford reflected on his mission in office and the circumstances surrounding his stewardship, he remembered the “unhappy condition of the country” when he took office. “My main concern was to overcome that crisis, to restore trust in government, to restore confidence that our country had weathered the storm.”47 Ford turned his energies toward restoring a sense of decency and probity to the executive branch. This, in John B. Anderson’s words, Ford did “with grace, with dignity, and with honesty and integrity at a difficult time—when we were teetering on the brink of a constitutional crisis. And for that I think he will and should deserve a place in the affection of his countrymen.”48 In many political aspects of his presidency, Ford fared unevenly, landing in the maw of controversy after the Nixon pardon, enduring stiff resistance from Congress, and failing to win a full term. But in his role as a healing president, Ford provided a personal and institutional stability that allayed national cynicism.

The Image Problem

Although Ford helped to dispel post-Watergate animosities, his leadership had a less felicitous aspect. He never achieved a high popularity rating in public opinion polls. His average approval rating for his two and a half years in office was just 46 percent. An even more devastating reflection of how the public perceived Ford’s presidential performance came in a poll taken during his last weeks in office. When asked to name Ford’s greatest achievement, 24 percent of those questioned said that he had no great achievement, while another 24 percent replied that they did not know. A quarter of respondents had positive appraisals: 10 percent credited Ford with restoring faith in the presidency, 7 percent with improving the economy, 6 percent with uniting the nation, and 5 percent with having “cleaned up Watergate.”49

Clearly, many respondents had an underwhelming view of Ford’s accomplishments, which may have stemmed from his difficulties in appearing “presidential.” In late 1974, as the country slipped into a deep recession, Barber Conable wrote, “Increasing doubts are arising as to whether Gerald Ford can administer the government. . . . The impression he has created so far is that of a nice man struggling manfully in the deep water far over his head.”50 Two years later, the president suffered the same image problem. After Ford won the 1976 Republican nomination, Dick Cheney’s aides and pollster Bob Teeter prepared an assessment of Ford’s chances of winning the race. In blunt terms, they told the president: “You are not perceived as being a strong, decisive leader by anywhere near a majority of the American people.”51 Ford struck the public as a nice, decent man, but not presidential timber.

Any politician thrown into the post-Watergate presidency might have suffered in public opinion standings. The 1970s was a difficult era for presidents because public confidence in the economy and American institutions was shaky and because cold war concerns over communism, which rallied Americans around the commander in chief in the 1950s and 1960s, had lost their urgency. With economic concerns taking precedence, a majority of Americans grew impatient, thought that inflation might never end, and doubted the country’s future prosperity.52 Moreover, the stench of the Vietnam War and Watergate still hung heavily in the air. After visiting his home district during the summer of 1975, Democratic representative Edward Mezvinsky of Iowa reported, “I discovered disillusionment with the whole political process. I thought the disillusionment would dissipate after the war and Watergate, but it hasn’t.” Ford labored under the additional burden of the Nixon pardon.53 Ford’s low public approval ratings translated into decreased congressional support for his programs because, as Lyndon Johnson noted, “presidential popularity is a major source of strength in gaining cooperation from Congress.”54

Ford’s public image suffered for other reasons. Notably, the press was more aggressive after Watergate. White House reporters had been frustrated by the deceptions of five and a half years of Johnson’s presidency and the five and a half years of the Nixon presidency. Nessen recalled, “So you had two presidents in a row spanning over ten years, in which this relationship [with the White House media] had grown absolutely poisonous, and Ford inherited that.”55 The Nixon pardon aggravated reporters’ levels of distrust. After depicting Ford’s homespun values during the first few weeks of his presidency, the press felt betrayed after the pardon and reacted with more hard-hitting scrutiny.56 The caricatured portrayals that resulted worked against Ford’s efforts to be perceived as an earnest, capable leader. The White House press corps trailed their subject with a sense of hard-bitten skepticism; anything was fair game for attack.57

In June 1975, the media hit their mark. That month, something happened to Ford that irrevocably altered press portrayals of him. He slipped. Ford was on a diplomatic swing through Europe, and Air Force One landed in Salzburg, Austria, where it had just rained. Ford had slept poorly the night before—a pitfall of frequent travel—and the damp weather stiffened his arthritic football knees. As he helped Betty down the airplane’s slick metal steps—one arm around his wife and the other clutching an umbrella—he lost his footing and tumbled to the tarmac. Unfortunately, it happened with reporters’ cameras trained on him, and thus began a media carnival. After this incident, they magnified and replayed any incident of Ford falling, stumbling, or bumping his head.58 For example, Ford fell while skiing in Vail, and the mishap made the evening news and newspaper front pages. While swimming laps, he crashed his head into the end of a pool and cut himself; he bumped his head on the entry hatch of the presidential helicopter; working a crowd, he tripped over the outstretched leg of a woman in a wheelchair.59 The impression was that Ford, the accidental president, was accident prone. The press was all too happy to cover such incidents; Assistant Press Secretary Larry Speakes remarked, “The press was determined to make him look like a klutz.”60 Indeed, some of the press corps seemed disappointed if, on any given day, nothing physically untoward happened to Ford. After a 1976 campaign stop that went without incident, a reporter for the Oklahoma Morning Press wrote, “I kept wishing the president would bump his head or skin his shins or suffer some small mishap for me to peg a paragraph on.”61

Irreverent jokes depicting a maladroit president became standard comic fare. One wisecrack concerned a “Jerry Ford doll” that, after being wound up, lurched into something. Another was that the Secret Service forbade Ford from throwing out the first pitch of the baseball season because they feared that he would hit himself with the ball. Ford had the misfortune of serving as president when NBC’s Saturday Night premiered. The program’s presidential spoofs were hilarious, and Chevy Chase rose to national prominence through his slapstick impressions of Ford. The dopey comedian stumbled into lecterns, hit golf balls with tennis rackets, and even pretended to staple his ear to his head. The impressions were primitive, as Chase made no attempt to parrot Ford’s mannerisms or speaking style. Instead, he fell down wildly, once accidentally smashing his testicles on a podium so badly that he had to miss two weeks of the show. The routines, however crude, had a lasting impact on millions of amused viewers.62

The bumbler depictions of Ford toppled a lifetime of sports achievement. Ford had always been proud of his athletic interests; he sprinkled speeches with sports metaphors (calling colleagues “team players” or “60-minute players” or talking about “huddling” on an issue) and as both participant and spectator enjoyed this human endeavor with a zest that exceeded his love of politics. (In reading the newspaper, he liked to turn to the sports pages first, partly because, he reasoned, a fan has at least a fifty-fifty chance of being right.) Jimmy Carter observed that Ford “was the best athlete who ever lived in the White House,” and indeed his athletic past and present were impressive. As president, he enjoyed tennis, swimming, and golf while in his early sixties. He was one of the only chief executives ever to ski while in office, and he did so avidly. (Painful football knees did not deter him from vigorous activity, even after a 1972 operation on his right knee.)63 Sports Illustrated, in ranking the most overrated and underrated athletes in history, declared Ford the most underrated “jock politician.” Noting the relentless ribbing Ford received from comedians, the magazine commented, “The irony is that no president has come close to Ford in athletic ability.”64 The press knew how athletic Ford was. They followed him playing sports; they once tried to tag along when he skied in Vail, and only two reporters could keep up with him.65 During the fall of 1974, caricaturists often drew Ford as a muscular ex-football-player-turned-president. But after the June 1975 tarmac tumble, all that changed. The press focused not on Ford’s athletic prowess but on mishaps.

Ford believed that he generally received fair press treatment during his presidency, and he tried to shrug off the media’s new obsession. “Anyone who competed in college athletics, football particularly, got used to what the sports writers wrote, and they were a lot more hard-nosed than even the White House people,” he explained. “So although it bothered me, it didn’t affect my attitude on substantive matters or the operations in the White House.”66 Sometimes, though, the bumbler depictions got under his skin. Hearing some of the jokes about his alleged clumsiness “kind of hurts your pride a little because you know it isn’t true,” he admitted, and in Vail he complained privately that many of the reporters who were lampooning his skiing were half his age, got most of their exercise on bar stools, and could not even ski down the beginners’ slope.67

Administration members tried to defend the president. J. William Roberts, an assistant press secretary, explained that Ford’s bumping his head on the helicopter could be easily understood, “because he was a tall guy and he had this habit of waving just before getting into the helicopter and then not ducking before turning around to get in. Well, that’s just human.”68 Discerning reporters chastised their colleagues. Journalist Martin Schram described the bumbler stories as “an example of the media at its very worst.” After all, everybody trips and falls occasionally, and they can only hope that nobody sees it. Unfortunately, Schram observed, “Jerry Ford had the whole world watching him” whenever he took a spill.69 Ford’s staff was worried enough about the image problem to mention as a 1976 campaign objective that Ford should avoid self-deprecating remarks (such as “I’m a Ford, not a Lincoln”) and actions (they made a specific reference to Ford wearing cowboy hats, as he did at one appearance).70 When the unflattering depictions first appeared, the president told a worried Nessen that the ribbing would soon stop. As Ford recalled, “There was no doubt in my mind that I was the most athletic President to occupy the White House in years. ‘I’m an activist,’ I said. ‘Activists are more prone to stumble than anyone else. If you don’t let their questions get under your skin, they’ll realize that they’re just wasting time, and they’ll start to focus on something else.’ ”71

But the image of a klutz stuck to Ford like glue, and the White House could never peel it off. It became so deeply embedded that often it was the prevailing image that people had of the president. When advertising executive Malcolm MacDougall was asked to work for the 1976 Ford election campaign, he admitted that “the first thought that popped into my mind was that President Ford bumped into things. The press had done that to him. As I thought about it, I felt that here was a guy who had been given a bum rap.”72

These portrayals did more than just convey an impression of clumsiness. More seriously, they implied a congruence between Ford’s athletic missteps and his intellectual powers. Entertainers and less responsible members of the media translated the klutz depictions into the image of a man who was mentally obtuse, prone to making policy blunders as well as physical ones.73 Ford’s critics mused with condescension as his energy programs got entangled in a web of congressional committees and subcommittees; his vetoes created a sense of legislative impasse; his moderate policies were attacked by liberals and conservatives; and his 1976 presidential campaign struggled. Was Ford somehow given to political accidents as well as physical ones?74 When Ford took a spill while skiing, CBS correspondent Bob Pierpoint commented that such pratfalls “have been almost symbolic of the Ford administration.”75

The image of a genial oaf took shape, further riveted in place by wisecracks that President Johnson had made against Ford. The House minority leader was one of Johnson’s chief political opponents, and, along with Senate minority leader Everett Dirkson of Illinois, Ford appeared on a weekly television show to promote Republican positions and assail the president. Johnson grew irritated, and he vented with crude, scatological remarks. He once tapped his head and remarked that Ford played too much football without a helmet; he also famously said that Ford “is so dumb he can’t walk and fart at the same time.”76 In 1976, a Jerry Ford Joke Book appeared in paperback, full of cracks not only about the president’s alleged clumsiness but also about purported mental lapses. “During the 1976 primary in frigid New Hampshire Mr. Ford in his absentminded way kissed a snowball and threw a baby,” went one joke.77 When Ford visited Kansas in 1975 to promote his economic and energy programs, he referred to the Wizard of Oz, prompting reporters to parody the scarecrow’s song:

I could overcome inflation

Put gas in every station

And we would feel no pain.

I could make the Arabs cower

I could be an Eisenhower

If I only had a brain.78

Charges that a president lacked brainpower were nothing new. Andrew Jackson’s critics pointed to his lack of schooling and ridiculed his numerous mistakes in pronunciation and diction. Lincoln’s detractors questioned his intellectual qualifications for the job; the New York World called him “the obscene ape of Illinois,” a “third-rate” lawyer who was “ignorant” and “boorish.”79 More recently, liberal critics have challenged the intellectual credentials of Republican presidents, variously implying that Eisenhower, Ford, Reagan, and George W. Bush lacked mental powers. With Ford, the charges were particularly incongruous. One of the best-educated men to serve as president, Ford earned a bachelor’s degree from the University of Michigan and was only the second president to hold a graduate degree from an Ivy League institution, a law degree from Yale.80 Yet time and again the White House was forced to defend the president against allegations that his intellectual credentials were substandard. The charges were, by their very nature, difficult to counter: How does one “prove” how smart one is?

In April 1976, Nessen attempted to dispel Ford’s klutz image by accepting an invitation to host Saturday Night and good-naturedly joining in Chevy Chase’s spoofs of the president. His participation in the charade, Nessen hoped, would demonstrate the administration’s sense of humor and neutralize Ford’s growing image problem. But the gambit seemed only to feed the fire, and stories immediately surfaced reporting the First Family’s displeasure with the press secretary’s appearance on the program. While Ford said that Nessen’s appearance “wasn’t a major problem,” he admitted, “I wish in retrospect he hadn’t done it.”81 Nessen agreed, conceding that “it’s obvious that my attempt to smother the ridicule of Ford by joining the laughter on ‘Saturday Night’ was a failure.”82 Later, Nessen reflected that his greatest shortcoming as press secretary was that “I could never change Ford’s image; I could never convince the press that he wasn’t clumsy and a bumbler.”83

The ridicule reduced respect. Carter wryly admitted that during the 1976 campaign he “thoroughly enjoyed” the jokes about Ford’s clumsiness but acknowledged that the depictions were unfair and wounded Ford politically.84 The parodies, while fun for the press and comedians, damaged Ford’s public image irreparably, adversely affecting his policies and his ability to promote them. After the Nixon and Johnson administrations, the president was no longer a sacred figure, spared from savage satire. “Gone was all the reverence for the No. 1 position in the land,” wrote columnist and radio commentator Earl Wilson. New York Times reporter Philip Shabecoff felt that reporters less frequently invoked regal language to depict the presidency and portrayed Ford more as court jester than as king. Yet, Shabecoff noted, Ford was in much better physical and mental condition than his predecessors, and he delved into complex issues from fiscal and monetary policy to strategic arms control.

But the media glossed over such complex issues. Presidential scandals and blunders attract more attention, and if a president is low in the polls, such news constitutes a theme consistent with his public standing. As presidential scholar George Edwards III observed, Ford’s administration was “especially plagued by the press’ emphasis on the superficial. Coverage of trivial shortcomings, such as his skiing and golf mishaps [i.e., hitting a spectator with a golf ball], his awkwardness on plane steps . . . regularly appeared on the front pages of America’s newspapers. . . . The substance of speeches or meetings were ignored or superficially covered in a few second paragraphs.”85

Ford’s public persona was bland and inoffensive, but the post-Watergate journalistic ethos inspired reporters to search for spectacular sins. In Ford, they found none of the chicanery or character defects of past presidents. Washington Post publisher Ben Bradlee admitted, “There wasn’t all that much to investigate, nor that much time to investigate it, during the Ford administration.”86 Finding no serious moral shortcomings, the media focused instead on visual pratfalls and used them to create excitement. Comedians did the same, as Chase explained: “Ford is so inept that the quickest laugh is the cheapest laugh, and the cheapest laugh is the physical joke.”87 (More liberal comedians also had a political interest in lampooning Ford. Chevy Chase, for example, called him a “terrible president” and declared, “He’s never supported any legislation to help people in his life. He is a totally compassionless man.” Three days before the 1976 election, Saturday Night took a shot at Ford by rebroadcasting his speech announcing his pardon of Nixon, just to remind voters.)88 The “trip-and-fall” stories were the lowest common denominator for lazy reporters. They were easy to cover, made entertaining copy, and obviated the need to understand complex economic or energy issues. A herd mentality took hold, too, as reporters wanted to avoid being left behind on a growing media obsession. So they pounced on the untoward image of Ford, Nessen explained, “because it’s easy and fun, and everybody else is doing it.”89

The press criticism of Ford came from other, more substantive angles as well. In The Press and the Ford Presidency, Mark Rozell argued persuasively that journalists faulted Ford for not articulating a leadership vision. They wanted Ford to use government resources munificently to solve domestic problems. When Ford instead preached fiscal austerity and vetoed Democratic initiatives, journalists criticized him as merely a “reactive” president who lacked innovative public policies. Rozell wrote that journalists faulted Ford “for not responding to the nation’s problems in a Rooseveltian fashion. . . . [Ford] wanted to be Ford. They wanted Roosevelt.”90 By fundamentally clashing with Ford’s public policy, the press weakened Ford’s ability to build support for it and detracted from an image of a strong leader who had serious programs to offer.

While the lash of a liberal media came down hard on Ford, his problem had another, more subtle aspect. Lyndon Johnson’s domestic agenda may be fairly described as the most liberal of any president’s in history, yet the media often treated him roughly. Nixon believed more strongly in an activist government than did Ford and was far less physically coordinated, even needing help from Secret Service agents to open prescription medicine bottles. But the media focused on the Nixon administration’s combativeness and corruption rather than his surprisingly moderate domestic agenda or his awkwardness. At bottom, one of Ford’s problems was that he was too easygoing and psychologically secure to produce front-page copy or the lead on the evening news. Reporters hoping to emulate Woodward and Bernstein wanted action and conflict, while Ford had—by comparison—a steady style and modest goals, reducing activist governance and providing stable economic growth.

Then, too, there was the eloquence problem. Leaders often lead through well-spoken words and, by doing so, can parry media thrusts using journalists’ own weapon, the English language. Theodore Roosevelt, a media darling, trumpeted the presidency as a “bully pulpit,” from which the chief executive could promulgate new programs. Yet the Ford White House failed to develop some of his themes—like fiscal austerity—in a way that appealed to the public and the media. It did not, for example, use a name or catchphrase like the “New Deal.” Paul O’Neill admitted to frustration that Ford “was never able to communicate [his values] in a way which the general public could understand and respect.”91 Ford could not, as British prime minister Margaret Thatcher said of Ronald Reagan, take words and send them out to fight for his cause.92 Ford’s verbal blandness prevented his programs from catching fire. He came across as a president without a program, a leader of a rudderless administration. No reporter could make flashy headlines or win a Pulitzer Prize by investigating these objectives.

Ford was capable of a simple eloquence; his inaugural address stands as one of the most earnest and reassuring in history. Often, though, his speaking style was slow and uninspiring. Television cameras turned him to stone; he seemed to freeze before them, becoming rigid and unspontaneous. His pronunciation was labored, as he turned “judgment” into three syllables and flubbed words like “serendipity,” saying “ser-a-binity.” The problem may have stemmed from stuttering that afflicted Ford as a small child; Robert Hartmann, additionally, suspected that Ford may have been tone-deaf, for he never heard the president hum or sing a tune. But Hartmann also felt that Ford never understood how critical a well-delivered speech was to his presidency’s success.93 Ford hoped to make up for his lack of eloquence and charisma by substituting a commonsense and plain style that might appeal to Americans jaded by slick politics. He once conceded, “I am the first to admit that I am no great orator or no person that got where I have gotten by any William Jennings Bryan technique. But I am not sure that the American people want that.”94

Over time, Ford’s court jesters appreciated the virtues of his style, regretting their cruelty and in their own ways belatedly apologizing. On a Saturday morning at the end of Lyndon Johnson’s term, Ford was at home when the White House suddenly dispatched a car to take him to see the president. Ford figured that an international crisis had broken out. Instead, he found Johnson sitting alone upstairs in the Lincoln bedroom. He sat down close to the president, who put his hand on Ford’s knee and said, “I’m going to leave here in a couple of days, and I’ve been thinking about it. . . . I said some pretty mean things about you.” Johnson admitted that he had been wrong, that Ford had been a loyal supporter who had the nation’s best interests in mind; the big Texan said he was sorry. Chevy Chase also regretted his insensitivity to Ford. One of Ford’s sons told Chase that his Saturday Night sketches sometimes hurt his father’s feelings. At first, Chase did not understand. He believed that, as a public figure, the president could endure any kind of mockery. Years later, though, Chase conceded, “Of course, now my feelings have been hurt so much, I know exactly what he means.”95 But these apologies neither received public attention nor undid the damage to Ford’s image.

In January 1976, as Ford prepared to kick off his election campaign, he expressed hope that the public would look beyond the bad imagery and discern the essence of his presidency. His administration’s achievements “have not yet been understood by the majority of the American people. But I am encouraged because I believe these are accomplishments the American people in the long run will recognize and respond to.”96 As Ford spoke, the economy was rebounding from a deep recession. Real gross national product (GNP) was increasing at a robust rate of more than 8 percent. Unemployment had dropped for the third straight month. The number of Americans holding jobs increased by 800,000 in January 1976, a near-record monthly gain. Perhaps most significant, inflation was running at an annual rate of 4.8 percent, substantially down from the double-digit rate when Ford took office. But these auspicious statistics did little to change perceptions of Ford. Despite the good economic news, his approval rating was just 46 percent.97


Chapter 3

Gerald Ford and the Ninety-fourth Congress

January 20, 1977, was Gerald Ford’s last day as president. After Jimmy Carter was inaugurated, Ford and his wife, Betty, now private citizens, strode through the Capitol rotunda, walked down the building’s rear steps, and boarded a helicopter to fly to Andrews Air Force Base. It was a sunny winter day in Washington, and Ford asked the helicopter pilot to circle over the Capitol so that he could take one last look at the building where he had spent a huge part of his career. As the chopper flew over the dome, Ford gazed down and said, “That’s my real home.”1

Years after he left Washington and the presidency, Ford’s thoughts often came back to his life on Capitol Hill—and one unfulfilled goal. “I still would have liked to be speaker [of the House]. . . . It would have been a great achievement,” he reflected. “To be speaker is the number one job in the country.”2 Ford felt that his innate talents were as a legislator, and he knew Congress well, after twenty-five years in the House and eight months presiding over the Senate as vice president. But for all his fondness for the legislative branch, when Ford was in the White House, his perspective of Congress changed dramatically. He still loved the institution, but the people in it—and its revolutionary changes—proved trying.

Repairing the Rift

Gerald Ford thought of himself as a “healing president,” and one area badly needing the palliative touch was relations between the White House and Congress, where Nixon did much damage. Throughout his presidency, Nixon had complained that he was stuck with a Democratic Congress, which was true, but he did little to help his plight. He joylessly went through the motions of flattering, cajoling, and horse-trading with Congress. He poisoned the dialogue between the two branches with his secretive conduct of the Vietnam War, impoundment of budget money appropriated by Congress, and the abuses and mendacity of Watergate. At times, he treated Congress with contempt and recoiled from joining hands with Capitol Hill in a necessary partnership. By 1974, as his presidency unraveled and Congress debated impeachment, Nixon privately joked about dropping a nuclear bomb on Capitol Hill.3

Institutionally, Nixon thought that he could govern without Congress, but he was also by nature a loner, shutting himself up at the White House, Camp David, or his vacation homes, sometimes for weeks at a time. Legislative aide Max Friedersdorf recalled that if an issue involving Congress cropped up, Nixon “didn’t want to see the congressman or senator. That was the last thing that he wanted to do. We had to really work to get somebody in to see him. . . . He much preferred that we wrap it up in a memo . . . and he would act on the memo without ever seeing anybody. I think if we left him to his own devices he would never, ever see a congressman or senator.” The mercurial president so isolated himself that in 1973 Republican senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona wrote to him to warn, “You have to stop living alone. You have to tear down that wall you have built around you.” Goldwater’s letter contained a blunt conclusion: “No one whom I know feels close to you . . . you’ve got to become the warm-hearted Nixon and not the Cold Nixon, which you are now.”4

Using hard-bitten aides like H. R. Haldeman and John Ehrlichman, Nixon kept legislators a country mile away. The two men presented so formidable a barrier that detractors called them the “Berlin Wall” and “the German Shepherds.” Haldeman and Ehrlichman ignored the basic courtesies essential to congenial relations between the White House and Capitol Hill. Minority leader Ford disliked both men, whom he called “obnoxious when it came to their dealings with the Congress.” He complained that “Haldeman, Ehrlichman, and a few of their associates on the White House staff viewed Congress in much the same way that the chairman of the board of a large corporation regards his regional sales managers. We existed, they seemed to believe, only to follow their instructions and we had no right to behave as if we were a coequal branch of government.” Haldeman seldom took the trouble to visit Capitol Hill and on one occasion stated, “I don’t think Congress is supposed to work with the White House.” When Ehrlichman—who once claimed, “The President is the government”—came to Ford’s Capitol Hill office to meet with Senate and House Republican leaders, Ford recalled, “Ehrlichman sat over in a corner in a big chair, obviously bored to death. He was silent, totally disdainful of the serious effort we were making to work out an accommodation. I’m not sure he didn’t sleep; he had his hands over his eyes. I was disgusted.” Senate minority leader Hugh Scott felt that after Nixon’s 1972 reelection landslide, the president’s advisers acted even more arrogantly, as though they could ride roughshod over Congress. At one meeting, Ehrlichman told senators to support a Nixon veto. Scott expressed doubts and asked how he could get other senators to support the president. Ehrlichman suggested, “Well, hit them in the face.” The odd remark underscored Ehrlichman’s complete failure to understand the subtleties of congressional relations.5

Ford had to restore normal executive-legislative relations. Nixon had selected him as vice president not only because he could win swift confirmation from Congress but also because he could help build and repair bridges between the Nixon White House and the Ninety-third Congress. Upon becoming vice president, Ford declared, “Working with Congress will be my major responsibility, as I see it.”6

As president, Ford wasted no time to begin a ritual of healing. He gathered Nixon’s few friends and many foes from Congress in the White House East Room for his swearing in. The invitees included men long banished from Nixon’s White House, like Republican senator Robert Griffin of Michigan, who had helped to force Nixon from office, and former New York senator Charles Goodell, a liberal Republican whom Vice President Agnew had gleefully watched lose a 1972 reelection bid. Just three days into his presidency, Ford hastened to Capitol Hill to address a joint session of Congress. Pledging that his motto toward Congress would be “communication, conciliation, compromise, and cooperation,” he told his colleagues, “I do not want a honeymoon with you. I want a good marriage.”7

Ford’s repair work showed in his legislative liaison staff. A key ingredient for successful relations between the Oval Office and the Capitol is the president’s legislative liaisons, who function as the telegraph lines that convey the president’s wishes to Congress, marshal votes, and keep information and the traffic of ideas moving smoothly. Patrick O’Donnell, a legislative assistant for Nixon and Ford, thought that “there was no sense of personal warmth between [Nixon] and his legislative people. He was not comfortable dealing with Congress on a daily basis, and that showed in his attitude toward us.” Indeed, Nixon did not even know the name of one of his most important congressional liaisons. At a 1972 presidential campaign stop in Indiana, a large sign amid the airport crowd read, “Welcome Home, Max Friedersdorf.” Nixon whispered to Ehrlichman, “Who the heck is Max Friedersdorf?” Not only was Friedersdorf a key aide, he was on the plane.8

The contrast between Nixon and Ford was striking. Ford elevated his legislative liaison staff to his most trusted inner circle. O’Donnell said that when Ford “had his frequent meetings with congressional leaders he made it a practice to have the liaison people sit right up at the table.” Friedersdorf had a prominent profile in the Ford administration as a senior political assistant. Vernon Loen, the liaison for the House under both Nixon and Ford, recalled, “I served under President Nixon for almost exactly a year. I was with him in the Oval Office exactly three times, always when I escorted a member of Congress to see him. I saw him only at public ceremonies like bill signings. When President Ford came in, I would see him four or five times a day.” Ford telegraphed to congressional leaders his trust in his legislative staff, thereby reaffirming their credibility. With Ford’s closeness to them so clearly defined, the liaisons found that representatives and senators respected them and called on them directly.9

Ford’s Oval Office became the site of frequent and friendly meetings between the president and members of Congress. Just after assuming power, Ford invited Barber Conable for a private Oval Office meeting, where he was shocked when the congressman told him that it was the first time he had been there. Here was one of Nixon’s most steadfast supporters in the House, the chairman of the House Republican Policy Committee, and the second-ranking Republican on the Ways and Means Committee, yet a complete stranger to the president’s office. That would change starting now, the new president assured Conable, telling him that he would see plenty more of the Oval Office.10

Ford remained a true creature of Congress and “was in his element when he was around congressmen or senators,” Friedersdorf remembered. “So it made my job and our congressional relations staff’s job just such a ball after Nixon. It was like night and day.”11 Every week Ford set aside “congressional hours,” during which a steady stream of congressional visitors flowed into the Oval Office. William Kendall, who served both Nixon and Ford as the deputy assistant to the president for legislative affairs, contrasted the two presidents: “When Nixon brought in people from the Congress for a meeting there was no opportunity for feedback. He told them in no uncertain terms what he had to sell. The members of Congress knew Jerry Ford and respected him. Much of that respect had to do with the fact that he would take the time to listen to them.”12 Democratic congressman James Hanley of New York found Ford “a very open person who . . . tried hard to maintain an open door and enjoy good relations with the members [of Congress].”13 In the estimation of presidential scholar George Edwards, among recent presidents Ford ranked second only to Johnson in the strength of his congressional relations.14

Instrumental to his relations with Congress was the equanimity with which Ford accepted partisan scraps. Political struggle was normal and inevitable, he believed, and he never let policy disagreements interfere with his personal relations. He regretted the “us versus them” mentality among Nixon’s White House aides and believed that their inability to live by former House Speaker Sam Rayburn’s adage—“disagree without being disagreeable”—constituted “one of the worst failings of [Nixon’s] Administration.”15 Ford reflected that “all my political life I have believed that when you’re in office you have an obligation to get things done, and you can’t get things done if you just are an extremist and refuse to work out a solution.” He recalled that “whenever a problem arose, even though I might have a disagreement with a Democrat or another Republican, I was always looking for a way to resolve the difference and get the problem solved.”16

One of Ford’s favorite refrains was that he had “many adversaries, but not one enemy” in Congress.17 When Ford’s House colleagues sought a new minority leader, they debated whether to put forward Ford or Melvin Laird to challenge Charles Halleck. They settled on Ford because he had fewer enemies than Laird. Time magazine’s Hugh Sidey wrote admiringly of Ford’s political sportsmanship: “Ford plays hard, but when the contest is over and it is time to walk off the field, the battle is left behind.” Sidey noted that Ford “had founded his successful congressional career on the idea that good fights did not make permanent enemies.” Forgiving by nature, Ford refused to dwell on yesterday’s scraps. During his long career as a congressional liaison, Friedersdorf said that the best advice he received came when he was a new lobbyist on Capitol Hill. The Republicans had just lost a crucial series of votes, and Friedersdorf recalled, “I was actually sick at my stomach, really sick.” The disheartened aide entered minority leader Ford’s office and disparaged his political foes. “I’ll never forget his reaction,” Friedersdorf said. “He looked at me and said, quite sternly, ‘Forget today’s vote and look to tomorrow.’ ”18

During his presidency, Ford maintained close relations with Democrats as well as Republicans. He continued to golf with Democratic friends from Congress and invited Democrats to accompany him during presidential trips. Long-standing friendships with influential congressmen were important. Ford maintained close contact with Tip O’Neill from the first moments of his presidency, calling the House majority leader to invite him to the inauguration. “Jerry, isn’t this a wonderful country?” O’Neill asked as the two chatted on the phone. “Here we can talk like this and we can be friends, and 18 months from now I’ll be going around the country kicking your ass in.” O’Neill was true to his word, but he admitted that under Ford’s presidency, the political atmosphere in Washington was “much more congenial and relaxed” than under Nixon.19

The Democratic Landslide

Despite Ford’s good relations with Congress, the reality of politics intruded; the 1974 midterm elections approached soon after he took office. Even if the Nixon pardon had not squashed Ford’s popularity, the elections would have ended his honeymoon with Congress. Friedersdorf believed that it ended even before the pardon, only days after Ford’s inauguration, as partisan bickering resumed over issues such as the economy. “If it hadn’t been an election year, we might have gotten more of a honeymoon,” Friedersdorf speculated. “But all the congressmen were fighting for their political lives.”20

Without the benefit of a vice president to share in the fall campaigning (Nelson Rockefeller’s nomination was hanging fire in Congress), Ford had to invest considerable time and energy on the hustings for Republican candidates. The party was in serious trouble after Watergate, and Ford plugged extensively for GOP candidates, delivering eighty-five speeches in twenty-eight states. But the 1974 elections were a disaster for Republicans. Discontented Americans vented their anger and frustration toward the GOP over a raft of complaints: Watergate, the Nixon pardon, double-digit inflation, rising unemployment, and the absence of an energy policy. The Democratic landslide was the most resounding since the depression days of 1932, when economic stresses propelled Democrats to huge victories and sank the Republican Party to its knees. For twenty years, voters identified the GOP with a single calamitous event—the Great Depression—and the party was shut out of the White House. In 1974, the question was whether Watergate would do the same.21

Golfing with Ford a few weeks before the election, Tip O’Neill warned him, “It’s going to be an avalanche,” and predicted Democratic gains of forty to sixty seats in the House. O’Neill was right. The Democrats picked up forty-three seats in the House, far greater than the average of twenty-five seats that the party out of power has gained in midterm elections after World War II. The victories brought the Democratic advantage in the House to 291–144, better than two-to-one. Ninety-two freshmen joined the chamber, the most since 1949, when a class of 118—including Ford—entered. In the Senate, the Democrats picked up three more seats, giving them a 61–39 advantage. Democrats also gained four governorships and thus controlled thirty-six states.22 Even Ford’s former Fifth District congressional seat in Michigan nestled into the Democratic fold, as Richard Vander Veen, a liberal Democrat who won the seat when Ford vacated it for the vice presidency, kept it by an even greater majority.

The midterm elections were a thundering rebuke of the GOP. Ford tried to put the disappointment in perspective, saying, “I don’t know of an Administration that faced more potentially adverse problems on Election Day than this one—with inflation at 11 percent, unemployment at 6 percent, and Watergate. Now, that’s a pretty tough combination.” The Nixon pardon also contributed mightily to the Democratic landslide. In retrospect, Chief of Staff Dick Cheney wished that Ford had pardoned Nixon after the fall elections. The pardon, Cheney regretted, “did cost us seats. . . . If we had had 20 or 30 more House Republicans during the two years of the Ford presidency, we would have been in much better shape than we were from a legislative standpoint.”23 The one act that did so much to damage Ford’s popularity also drained Republican strength in Congress.

The 1974 elections tarnished Ford’s prestige. His campaign efforts availed little, and the lopsided losses made Republicans question his effectiveness as party leader. Larry Speakes later commented that it was Ford’s nature to help out his friends in Congress, but he added that Ford “should not have staked so much of his prestige on the congressional elections.”24 Historically, presidential campaigning in midterm elections has been ineffective, and for Ford, the November calamity was a chilling reminder of how a president’s reputation gets tarnished when his party suffers deep losses.

More important for Ford was the election’s meaning for his presidency. The Ninety-fourth Congress would be emphatically Democratic, and Ford’s base of support on Capitol Hill would be narrower and weaker. His struggles against this Congress would be a defining theme of his presidency, a source of great political hardship to him, and an obstacle to his policies.

The sheer size of the Democratic majority was only part of Ford’s problem. The seventy-five first-term Democrats in the Ninety-fourth Congress were cut from different cloth than the usual new arrivals on Capitol Hill. They were inexperienced, with thirty-one of the seventy-five holding elective office for the first time, and they were young; the incoming class helped to drop the average age of House members below fifty for the first time in the postwar era. Galvanized by public disillusionment with government, these “Watergate babies” promised their constituents that they would fix what was wrong in Washington and stormed into the capital with activism and iconoclasm on their minds.25

An unwritten rule on Capitol Hill was that new members of Congress should be seen but not heard. The 1974 freshman class wanted to rewrite the rule. Many new members were fiercely independent, resistant to the traditional seniority concepts of Congress, and eager to defy authority.26 The president and the majesty of his office failed to awe these rebellious new Democrats. Charles Leppert, a deputy assistant for legislative affairs in the House, recounted a display of appalling effrontery. “I will always remember the President’s first State of the Union [address] in 1975,” Leppert said. “Several of the Watergate babies just got up and walked out of the House chamber before the President even began to speak. . . . I can’t recall such disrespect for the President of the United States in any other era.” Democratic representative Christopher Dodd of Connecticut, the deputy House whip, commented that in the 1970s he found it “awfully hard” to mobilize Democrats on legislative issues. The younger members “don’t want to feel as though they have to be responsible to the leadership,” Dodd felt. “They see themselves as being leaders.” As a result, he dared not tell younger members to vote a particular way just to follow the Speaker’s instructions.27

The maverick spirit among the freshmen made it difficult for Democratic leaders to control them, which in turn made it hard for the White House to use Democratic leaders as levers of influence. Tip O’Neill called the newcomers “weak Democrats” because of their soft support for the party.28 The Watergate babies accelerated the breakdown of party cohesion among both Democrats and Republicans, and Ford had to work with a Congress that cabinet secretary Jerry Jones called “an unpredictable, lurching mechanism.”29 But this mechanism was sure-footed enough to try to regain political strength in Washington.

The Presidency Weakened

“I think what happens in our country is not really controlled by the President. It’s controlled by Congress,” said a Baltimore civil engineer in 1976. The 1970s was one of the few times in postwar history that Americans could hear such a statement. During the decade, power drained away from the presidency, so that some Americans thought the president had become a mere figurehead, unable to carry out his duties before congressional opposition. Overseas observers were surprised to see Congress coerce the president. The Soviet people, wrote Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin, “could not imagine an American president who was not exactly a supreme ruler” and were “shocked” at incidents when Capitol Hill dictated diplomacy.30

The situation of a politically weak president facing an ascendant Congress was not new; indeed, in the nineteenth century it was common. Whig Party presidents in the 1840s and 1850s (William Henry Harrison, John Tyler, Zachary Taylor, and Millard Fillmore) were far more restrained in using presidential power than Andrew Jackson had been, partly because their party opposed Jackson’s vigorous use of power; in fact, the Whig Party had even been born to challenge it. The last half of the century saw presidents come to office by succession or through elections in which they lost the popular vote, and they lacked a strong political base (most notably Andrew Johnson, Rutherford B. Hayes, Chester Arthur, and Benjamin Harrison); the period from Andrew Johnson to William McKinley was an age of congressional ascendancy. While Ford’s predicament might not have been unusual a hundred years earlier, the twentieth century was the era of the strong executive. The nation had come to expect a colorful, activist chief executive, and Ford’s situation contrasted with those of his recent predecessors.31

Since the days of Franklin Roosevelt, the presidency had steadily accumulated power far beyond that envisaged by the nation’s founders, and the trend accelerated during the cold war. In the nuclear age, the president had devastating military power at his fingertips. In the face of Communist threats, the national sentiment was to allow him to be unencumbered by constraints on his decision-making powers and free to make rapid responses to any international crisis. Congress also depended more on the president to propose major policy initiatives. Ironically, the president—not Congress—often assumed the dominant role in the legislative process. With the growth of domestic programs, the president also acted as the final arbiter among the competing local and state interests voiced in Congress.32 Thus the president’s concentration of power and authority came at the expense of Congress. But after Congress investigated the president so effectively during Watergate, it emerged from the crisis self-assured, revitalized, and eager to restore the constitutional balance of power. It had challenged not just Nixon but the presidency itself.

The Ninety-fourth Congress ached to reclaim some of the power lost to the executive branch before the 1970s. With a hefty Democratic majority and a president lacking an electoral mandate, the moment for congressional resurgence was ripe. After the 1974 elections, John Brademas of Indiana, the House Democratic deputy whip, declared, “We have a White House weakened by Watergate, occupied by a President who is not elected, who campaigned hard for his party at the polls and was overwhelmingly repudiated.”33

To be sure, the presidency remained an office of awesome power. But by the mid-1970s, its power was less awesome. Never in the country’s history had the office been so controversial. There were limitations—even if temporary in nature—to Ford’s presidential power. Obviously, the unprecedented circumstances under which he assumed office diminished his claim to power. Elected to neither the vice presidency nor the presidency, Ford had a weakened sense of political legitimacy. He had less influence over Congress, since no member of Congress arrived on Capitol Hill on his coattails, and his 1974 midterm campaign efforts proved unavailing. Some members of Congress painted Ford’s unusual ascension to office as a blotch on his political legitimacy. When protesting administration policy, Democratic senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia pointed out that Ford “doesn’t have a national constituency, and his is an inherited presidency. . . . It doesn’t have the national support that it should have.” Columnist Russell Baker observed of Ford, “I saw a president with no mandate to govern being treated like a president with no mandate to govern.”34 Congressional Democrats regarded Ford’s claim to office, while legal and legitimate, as tenuous.

Party dynamics further circumscribed Ford’s power. After Americans punished Republicans during the 1974 elections, Ford found himself at the helm of a party ravaged by deep disaffection and defection. Claiming 38 percent of American voters in 1940, the Republican Party’s share of the electorate slipped to just 18 percent after the 1974 elections; the Democrats, by contrast, claimed 46 percent.35 With the GOP hemorrhaging members, Ford’s task was not merely to lead the party but to resurrect it.

It was no small order. Although an effective House minority leader, Ford lacked a national constituency. When he became president, he had less than one year of widespread exposure to politics at the national level, and until he became vice president most Americans had never heard of him. Moreover, he was trying to unite and strengthen a party deeply divided between conservatives and moderates. These handicaps became all too clear during the 1976 primaries, when conservative Ronald Reagan almost wrenched the party’s nomination from Ford.

With an incumbent president laboring under so many hardships, Congress saw an opportunity to reclaim power at his expense. Ford did not find a stronger Congress necessarily bad. While in the House, he recognized that the pendulum of power had swung too far toward the presidency. As minority leader, Ford complained about “an erosion of power and prestige of the legislative branch” juxtaposed with “an awesome buildup of strength and the use of this power in the executive arm.” He added, “In this situation, there is a modern-day parallel with the story of David and Goliath. Congress, the legislative branch, David. The executive, the White House and all its agencies, is Goliath.” He complained of Johnson’s “presidential arrogance” and said, “I believe the power of the presidency has become so intoxicating for Lyndon Johnson that he believes he can accomplish anything he sets his mind to.”36 Ford was acutely aware of past presidential encroachment on the power and prerogatives of Congress, saying that “both [Johnson and Nixon] used presidential power, I think, more than can be justified.”37

Ford wanted to observe the proper constitutional powers of the presidency and avoided the heavy-handed or flashy leadership of some of his predecessors. He maintained a low-key, congenial leadership style with members of Congress. Republican senator Henry Bellmon of Oklahoma said that Ford “realized his ascension to the presidency was somewhat unusual, so he didn’t throw his weight around.”38 Legislative aide O’Donnell commented that “Ford was firm but always personable,” adding that he “was not of the LBJ mold where you grabbed someone by the lapels of their jacket and gave them the hard sell. Arm twisting was not his style and if he found out about people on his team using such tactics he would always investigate the situation carefully.”39 Ford demanded that his staff respect congressional opinions, even if they differed from the administration’s, and ordered the firing of aide Vern Loen after he publicly criticized Republican congressman Larry Pressler of South Dakota for voting against the president on a bill.40

During the 1970s, many members of Congress felt that Capitol Hill, after languishing for decades in the presidential penumbra, had become the dominant branch of national government. Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield remarked, “For the time being, at least, Congress is resurgent.” In the year before Ford became president, the Ninety-third Congress had been unusually active in tilting the balance of power away from the president. One example was the War Powers Act (WPA), which symbolized Congress’s struggle to regain control over foreign policy after Nixon had shut Congress out of virtually every major diplomatic decision of his administration, especially Vietnam. The act, designed as a safety valve in case the president deployed troops abroad, required the president to give Congress an accounting of presidential actions and gave Congress the right to withdraw the troops after sixty days. In 1973, Congress overrode Nixon’s veto to make the WPA law. In the decades since its passage, every president has skirted the WPA, easily deploying U.S. troops abroad. But the WPA showed how Vietnam and Watergate had shattered the political thinking of the postwar era. Before these two synergistic events, a WPA would have been improbable; in their aftermath, Congress resolved to reduce the scope of the president’s foreign policy powers.41

Foreign policy was not the only area where Congress chipped away at presidential power. The Budget Impoundment and Control Act, passed in 1974, expressed Congress’s determination to put itself on equal footing with the president on budgetary matters. Nixon impounded funds, refusing to spend money that Congress appropriated, and he used the tactic heavy-handedly, often to starve or dismantle Great Society programs. Whereas Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson impounded an average of $7.15 billion a year, Nixon withheld an average of $11.10 billion a year in his first term and, in 1973, about $20 billion. The Budget Impoundment and Control Act allowed Congress to intervene if the president cut spending or cancelled a program. The act also created the Congressional Budget Office, which submitted a budget draft of its own so that the president’s budget draft was not the only one considered. The Congressional Budget Office soon became one of the most trusted and accurate sources of economic forecasting in the federal government. The days when Congress simply accepted administration fiscal numbers were gone. Now armed with its own arsenal of experts, figures, and facts, Congress could put the executive branch on the defensive with independent budget analyses and estimates.42

Changes within Congress made it more resistant to presidential authority and more difficult to control. On a structural level, traditional power preserves like seniority were under attack. In 1971, the House began to dislodge senior Democrats from key subcommittees by ruling that no representative could chair more than one subcommittee and further dispersed power two years later by adopting a party rule that guaranteed each Democrat a major committee assignment. In the Senate, a 1975 rule encouraged power distribution by granting junior senators the assistance of committee staff, a privilege previously reserved for senior senators.43

The sheer number of congressional subcommittees posed a problem for presidents by diluting power. In the 1960s and early 1970s came a proliferation of subcommittees that Ford called “unbelievable” and blamed for an adverse effect on Congress’s ability to function. In 1955–56, the Eighty-fourth Congress had 83 subcommittees in the House and 88 in the Senate. By 1975–76, the Ninety-fourth Congress had 151 subcommittees in the House and 140 in the Senate.44 The subcommittees were of virtually every possible size and for every imaginable subject, including the Special Subcommittee on the Freight Car Shortage and the Subcommittee on Small Business Problems in Smaller Towns and Urban Areas. Congressman Morris Udall joked that since there were so many subcommittee chairmen, he could greet any new Democratic congressman whose name he did not know by saying “Good morning, Mr. Chairman.”45

Committees and subcommittees are the loci of congressional power; they control legislation, for bills are born and take shape there. With the growth of this system, each congressman became his own lord, ruling over a fiefdom. They jealously guarded power within their committee, competing with other members of Congress, other committees, and the president. Fellow representatives and senators and even the president were averse to challenging committees, not only because they lacked the expertise in a committee’s bailiwick but also out of traditional courtesy.46 By the mid-1970s, the wealth of committees and subcommittees dispersed power among more members, making each harder to control, especially since each committee and subcommittee was vulnerable to interest-group pressures. The nature of the committee system also gave a fragmented feel to legislation. Each committee claimed one patch of policy, and bills were parceled out among committees. Yet there was no way to coordinate the hodgepodge of legislation that resulted. Ford suffered the frustration of this legislative patchwork when his 1975 State of the Union energy proposals splintered among four committees in the House and nine in the Senate.47

These complications led to legislative torpor. During a bill’s tortuous path through Congress, lawmakers put their feet in concrete and rigidly held their positions, supported by their immense staffs and lobbying groups. Committee and subcommittee majorities were hard to achieve, and each member had to be supplicated and placated individually, which often required marathon bargaining.48 Thus Democratic leaders in Congress had trouble controlling the party’s members, and the president had trouble securing legislation. No longer could a president simply cut a deal with the big fishes on Capitol Hill and expect all the little fishes to swim along.49 Constituents grew frustrated with the intra-Congress gridlock; one woman complained to House Speaker Carl Albert in 1974, “We urgently need a reformed House of Representatives with viable, strong, responsive committees—not as present committees with competitive, parochial, divisive leadership.”50

Congressional leaders of the 1970s failed to meet the challenge. Neither Democratic leader, Carl Albert or Mike Mansfield, was effective, especially compared to assertive predecessors such as Sam Rayburn, John McCormack, and Lyndon Johnson. Mansfield had a passive approach to leadership and dispersed power by giving more say to junior senators.51 Complaints about Albert were common. Democratic congressman Bob Carr of Michigan wanted Albert to resign because he “doesn’t have the dynamic leadership personality to inspire the party to march solidly behind him.” In 1975, a handful of Democrats even started a “Dump Albert” movement.52

The approaching election year made Congress even more obstreperous. Some of Ford’s most vociferous critics in Congress—notably Senators Henry Jackson and Robert Byrd—eyed the 1976 Democratic nomination, which tinged their actions with political ambition. Lyndon Johnson believed that when a president dealt with Congress, “you’ve got just one year when they treat you right, and before they start worrying about themselves. The third year, you lose votes. . . . The fourth’s all politics. You can’t put anything through when half the Congress is thinking about how to beat you.”53 Since he was completing Nixon’s second term, Ford worked with a Congress during the third and fourth year of a presidency.

Many of the structural changes in Congress took place between 1970 and 1975, so Ford was the first president to face the “new Congress.” These changes and the charged political environment made Congress much more difficult to bring to heel. Ford complained that “Congress was more rebellious, more assertive of its rights and privileges—and also more irresponsible—than it had been for years.” During his first months in office, he was angered that the Ninety-third Congress petulantly delayed the confirmation of Rockefeller as his vice president. He considered the legislative branch especially intrusive in foreign policy. The legislative branch had became so aggressive that Ford warned not of an imperial presidency but an “imperiled presidency.”54

Ford believed that many of Congress’s actions were not just imprudent but unconstitutional. “Congress tried to, in my opinion, do certain things that extended their influence. I happen to think that the War Powers Resolution was a clear case of unconstitutional action, not only unconstitutional but unwise.” Ford later noted that in the years since Congress enacted the WPA, presidents have repeatedly defied it. “So it’s a meaningless piece of legislation, but it does show that Congress was trying to encroach on a president’s prerogatives,” he observed. Ford also saw the Budget Reform and Anti-Impoundment Act as “a case where Congress was encroaching on the presidential prerogatives of the right of impoundment. So in these two cases particularly, Congress—over the veto of President Nixon in the War Powers [Act], and over a lot of objection in the Budget Reform [Act]—moved in, and those powers are still in the hands of Congress.”55

Congressional resurgence became a theme of 1970s Washington. Jimmy Carter was frustrated with the atrophied strength of the presidency and the growing power of Congress. During the first year of Carter’s presidency, a reporter asked him if he found his presidential powers more limited than he expected. Carter “nodded his head instantly, almost like an ‘amen.’ ” Carter found the new Congress unruly and wrote that Speaker O’Neill “had a nearly impossible job of trying to deal with a rambunctious Democratic majority that had been reformed out of any semblance of discipline or loyalty to him, and on many occasions he and I were to commiserate about the almost anarchic independence of the House.”56 It took the decisive 1980 election victory of Ronald Reagan and his ability to communicate directly with the American people for the pendulum of power to swing back toward the White House.

The Congenial President and Congress

To a small extent, Ford’s warm personal relations with Congress helped him win political support. Representative Charles Mosher of Ohio, a liberal Republican ideologically more at odds with Ford than with the more moderate Nixon, nonetheless voted the Republican line more often during Ford’s term “because I liked Jerry Ford so much.” But despite the vastly improved dialogue between the White House and Capitol Hill, political stalemate was often the victor in Washington, leading to Carter’s charge during the 1976 campaign, “This is government by stalemate. . . . there has been a constant squabbling between the President and the Congress, and that’s not the way this country ought to be run.”57

The legislative struggle between Ford and Congress was essentially a draw. As Barber Conable summed it up at the end of the Ninety-fourth Congress, “The [Democratic] majority repeatedly locked itself unproductively into a clash with the White House that resulted in the enactment of neither party’s programs.” A new term was coined to describe the legislative standoff in Washington—gridlock.58 Congress blocked Ford’s attempts to move the nation on a more conservative path, especially in fiscal and social policy. But, especially by using the veto, Ford prevented the large Democratic majority in Congress from enacting programs to increase entitlements. Budget Director James Lynn thought that, given Ford’s political predicament, Ford’s ability to nullify the will of the opposition testified to his skill in marshaling presidential power. “Sure, there was a resurgence of congressional power,” Lynn observed. “But what amazes me is with the resurgence, [the Democrats] would reject our programs, but they didn’t get any adopted of their own. I mean, how [Ford] can do that sitting where he is, with those kinds of majorities on the other side, is a real feat.”59 Stalemate represented a small victory, keeping Democrats from enacting legislation that Ford deemed wasteful. Douglas Bennett said that during Ford’s term, “there was a sense of stalemate but I think what it had the effect of, at least to some degree, [was] holding down spending.”60

Ford found congressional resistance to his authority a formidable obstacle, and he complained that the Ninety-fourth Congress was the least productive Congress he had ever seen.61 The experience altered Ford’s view of Capitol Hill. As he explained, “When I was in Congress myself, I thought it fulfilled its constitutional obligations in a very responsible way, but after I became President, my perspective changed. It seemed to me that Congress was beginning to disintegrate as an organized legislative body. It wasn’t answering the nation’s challenges domestically because it was too fragmented.”62 Dick Cheney recalled that Ford “was capable, after he had been in the White House for a few months, of going behind the closed doors of the Oval Office and saying some very tough things about his former colleagues. It was a very different perspective when he got down to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.” In his fiery speech accepting the Republican presidential nomination in 1976, Ford blasted Congress. He repeated the phrase “Congress won’t act” three times and stated that his administration’s achievements came about “in spite of the majority who run the Congress of the United States.”63 Ford’s campaign message centered largely on his struggles with Congress, attacking the legislators for wasteful spending and trumpeting his role in restraining them.

Ford could not build a governing coalition in Congress, a prerequisite to winning legislative victories. As a result, he achieved no grand, sweeping programs. Instead, one of his most notable accomplishments was his extraordinary string of vetoes and his ability to have most sustained.64 Although more congenial than Nixon, Ford faced an even more Democratic Congress than the ones Nixon faced, and he was more conservative than Nixon. Philosophical clashes were sharp. Democratic congressman Frank Thompson of New Jersey said that compared to Nixon, “there was more personal acceptance of Ford, because people in Congress were very fond of Jerry Ford. But in the end, it came down to the same thing—Ford was at least as conservative as Nixon, if not more conservative.” Even members of Ford’s administration acknowledged that his relations with Congress were personally congenial but, due to philosophical disagreement, substantively thin. O’Donnell conceded, “The Ford Administration will probably not be remembered for what it pulled off in the legislative arena. Ford had good congressional relations because of his personal attitude and experience . . . but a good attitude and comfortable approach just didn’t have much to do with making a measurable impact on the bigger policy picture.”65

Ford’s relations with Congress were better than those of his successor, who had the advantage of having a Congress of his own party. Jimmy Carter never hit it off well with Congress. Alien to the practice of striking deals and trading favors, Carter neither fully understood nor enjoyed the political game of dealing with Congress. He once admitted that “horse-trading and compromising and so forth have always been very difficult for me to do,” while one of his chief speechwriters commented that Carter’s “skin crawled at the thought of the time consuming consultations and persuasion that might be required to bring a legislator around.”66 Instead of bargaining, Carter preferred taking a pious stand on issues. Members of Congress complained that Carter never consulted with them enough and resented his self-portrayal as a political detergent sent to clean up Washington.67 Ford was better suited than Carter to succeed Nixon and carry out the task of improving the political atmosphere. He appreciated the mechanics of personal relations and was good at it. Under Ford, the president and Congress once again governed together.

“All politics is personal,” says an old adage, and Ford treated the members of what he considered his “real home” respectfully and affably. Given the wide philosophical gap between Ford and the Ninety-fourth Congress and their clashes on substantive issues—like the economy, energy, and foreign policy—his comity with Capitol Hill was vitally important in post-Watergate Washington. The New York Times praised Ford for “a better working relationship” with Congress than either of his Republican predecessors, Eisenhower and Nixon. Ford never resorted to extralegal methods to advance his agenda, even when he had difficulty in promoting it. He respected the balance of power, consulted with Congress frequently, and dared not govern without it. Political scientist James Reichley wrote that by promoting his policies “in a spirit of amity and civility, rather than through attempted intimidation and aggression, Ford advanced the healing, not only of the executive, but of the entire governmental system.”68 He salved raw wounds between Congress and the president, reduced the post-Watergate animosities and suspicions, and restored civility to political conflict. In an era of disillusionment with government, Ford’s accomplishment was a great feat. While some of his successors developed rabid enemies by the time they left the presidency, when Ford finished his term he could make the same claim as during his congressional career: he had adversaries, but not a single enemy, in Washington.
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