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The Ford Presidency: A Conservative Perspective

Preface

It is an ironic twist of historical fate that Gerald Ford was
one of our least resvected Presidents. He became the scapegoat for
problems he neither created nor fostered. Ford's Presidency came
on the heels of the most pervasive scandal that has ever rocked the
office of the Chief Executive. Yet Gerald Ford was and is noted
for his personal intesrity. Even his most vociferous onponent would
not dispute that the ovnenness of Gerald Ford was a refreshing change
from the shady silence of the Nixon Administration or the back-
slapping, but devious administration of Lyndon Johnson., Even the
Kennedy Administration, reouted by many to be the modern Camelot,
was more tight-lipped about the country's affairs than was the ad-
ministration of Gerald Ford,.

In many ways it would seem logical that Gerald Ford would be
a candid President; he looks honest., You would buy a used car, or
almost anything else, from this man. Gerald Ford is a classic
American,s In much the same way that Abraham Lincoln was the per-
sonification of the nineteenth century American Midwesterner,
Gerald Ford symbolizes a modern American., His features are rugged,
but his demeanor is calm. His speech is often nondescript, but to
the point, Much as Lincoln was often the butt of cartoonists'
attacks, Ford was often ridiculed in the press and through the
television and radio mediums as a slow, practically stupid
Midwesterner., Yet Ford was very near the top of his law school
class at Yale, How is it that Gerald Ford, whose record reflects
not only his personal honesty, but also his personal intelligence,
came to be a target of humorists and lost his bid to retain his

stable, if somewhat static, Presidency?
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That question will be the focus of this thesis, for I believe
that the American peovle (a slim majority of those who voted) made
a serious error in choosing Jimmy Carter over Mr, Ford in 1976, A
brief bibliography and notes on source material will be included at
the end of the paper, but a good deal of the argument for Mr. Ford
will be based on personal recollections and, in some cases, on the

clear vision rrovided by hindsigcht.
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Gerald R. Ford, Jr. was born in Omaha, Nebraska in 1919, but
that was not his name at the time., Gerald Ford was Lesley Lynch
King, Jr. when he was born., His mother Dorothy and Mr. Lynch, Sr.
were divorced shortly after Ford (Lynch) was born. Dorothy took
her young son to Grand Rapids, Michigan, where she met and later
married a pairt salesman named Gerald R. Ford. The elder Mr, Ford
adopted Dorothy's son and changed his name to Gerald R. Ford, Jr,.
If being an adopted child had any adverse effects on the future
President, they are not apparent. It seems ironic that an adopted
child would later become a2 sort of adopted President. In the came
manner that a step-father constitutes an almost quasi-father figure,
it seemed that the nation was predisposed to make Gerald Ford a
quasi-President, a bench warmer for the Democrat'S candidate in 1976,

It was not in Gerald Ford's character to be a bench warmer for
anyone. Ford was a participant in athletics at South High in Grand
Rapids. He was also a capable student and enrolled at the University
of Michigan after finishing hisgh school., Although recruited by the
University of Michigan to be a football player, Ford was able to
maintain a B averaze in the classroom. Ford wanted to pursue his
education and Zurned dovm contract offers to vlay football profes=-
sionally. Instead he became an assistant football coach at Yale
University, where he wanted to study law., The University was
reluctant to accept Ford as a full-time student of law while he was
working as an =zssistant coach, but eventually he was accepted and
earned his LL. B. degree in 1941, Ford and a friend from his days
at the University of Michigan began a law firm in Grand Rapids, but
the partnership was short-lived; Ford joined the Navy on April 20,
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Ford's Naval career was outstanding, though not as gaudy as
that of John Kennedy. Beginning his career under the tutelage of
former boxing great Gene Tunney, Ford rose to the rank of lieutenant
commander. He was also a physical training director and an assistant
navigational cfficer. After the war, Ford returned to Grand Rapids
and began to practice law in the firm of Butterfield, Keney and Am-
bergs He continued in the practice for less than two years before
deciding to challenge four-term Revpresentative Baritel J. Jonkman
in the Republican primary. Ford's effective campaigning and
vopularity gave him a substantial victory over Jonkman, and an easy
win over his Democratic challenger, Election to the House of
Representatives did not onccuny all of Ford's thoughts in the autumn
of 1948, however, In October he was married to a divorcer, Elizabeth
Bloomer Warren. The vear in which Ford began his tenure as a
Michigan Congr=ssman, he was also chosen by the United States Junior
Chamber of Commerce as one of the ten outstanding voung men in the
United States. Gerald Ford was on the first rung.

Ford served his first term quietly and was reelected in 1950,
'52, '54 and so on until his final victory in the 1972 general election.
He retained his popularity in his home district and was consolidating
his own power in the House of Representatives., He was among the
delegation of House Republicans who banded together in 1956 to per-
suade President Eisenhower to resist the attempts of Harold Stassen
to remove Richard Nixon from the GOP ticket as the Vice-Presidential
candidates. Ford was already a favorite of the Vice-President as
Ford had jolned Nixon's social and political "eclub" for Republicans,
the Chowder and Marching Club. It was this organization that helped

save Richard Nixon from political annihilation in 1956, Ford
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further cemented his relationship to Nixon by being a whole=hearted
supporter of the Nixon-Henry Cabot Lodge ticket in the 1960 campaign,
Ford was more successful than Nixon and Lodge in the '60 elections
and after being reelected, Ford became an active campaigner for more
clout within the GOP delegation to the House of Representatives,

In 1959, Ford had joined in the ouster of Massachussetts conservative
Joseph Martirn from his position as House minority leader., Martin

was replaced by another conservative, Representative Charles Halleck
of Indiana, but Halleck's disciplinary actlions were considered too
stern by the more moderate House Republicans., By 1963, these young
Republicans, including Charles Goodell of New York, Robert Griffin

of Michigan and Melvin Laird of Wisconsin, banded together and named
Gerald Ford to revnlace the aging Charles Hoeven of Jowa as the chair-
man of the House Republican Conference. This group, which came to

be identified as the "Young Turks," grew increasingly impatient «/#4
Halleck's heavy~handedness. Led by Melvin Laird, the "Young Turks"
accomplished the unseating of Halleck as minority leader., To revlace
Halleck, the GOP chose one of Laird's cohorts, Gerald Ford. Thus
Ford achieved one of his goals as a Representative: to become the
House minority leader.,

As do many Congressmen, Ford had a desire to be Speaker of the
House, and his dream came nearer to reality with his ascendancy to
the minority leadership position in 1965, During the previous year,
Ford had been preoccupied with serving on the Warren Commission,
investigating the assassination of President Kennedy. In 1965,

Portrait of the Assassin, Ford's account of the Commission's pro-

ceedings, was published. In this book, Ford not only concurs with
the findings of the Commission, but he also painted a lucid picture

of Lee Harvey Oswald as an unstable psychotic, troubled by deep-



seated personal and emotional problems that made killing Kennedy
the only means of achieving his major goal in 1life: fame,

As the war in Vietnam vnersisted and replaced Kennedy's murder
as the primary object of public and Congressional concern, Ford
became an outsnoken critic of the Johnson Administration's conduct
of the war., Ford was Hawkish on the war, feeling that American
military strength was being poorly managed by LBJ and his advisors.
Ford was one of many Americans who questioned the advisability of
waging war without making a concerted effort to win that war. At
any rate, Ford's criticism of the Johnson Administration's war effort
was matched by his distaste of Johnson's Great Society. A fiscal
conservative, Ford was not in favor of heavy spending for President
Johnson's social vrograms while the nation's armed forces were
foundering so badly in Vietnam. The "Ev and Jerry Show," featuring
the House mincrity leader and the venerable Senator from TIllinois,
Everett Dirksen, was a criticism of Johnson's volicies, both foreien
and domestic, and gave Gerald Ford his largest national exposure to
that time.

Revnresentative Ford had little difficulty in findins 2 GOP

[N

Preridential zspirant to sunrort in 1948, Ford was a lcyal Nixon
supvorter when Mr., Nixon had served as Vice~President and the two
had btecome friends while members of Congress, Ford's closeness to
Nixon was to cost him a considerable measure of vrestige in later
vears. Indeed, his close association to Nixon durine the first
term was a majior factor in Ford's later inability to detach himself
from the stigma of being a Nixon favorite. (A problem which could
have the same effect on the junior Senator from Indiana in future

years.) He became Nixon's spokesman in Congress, and because of

his position was asked tco deliver some curious proposals to an
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often hostile Consress, At Nixon's urging, Representative Ford was
at the forefront of the move to impeach liberal Supreme Court Justice
William O. Douglas in 1970. Ford's loyalty to Nixon prevented him
from questioning the President's motive in removing Douglas. One

of Ford's biographers, Clark Mollenhoff, suggests that Ford's
acceptance of such Nixon edicts was predictable, but highly damaging
to his reputation., Nixon was seeking to remove Douglas in political
response to Congressional refusal to approve either Harold Carswell
or Clement Haynsworth to fill the Supreme Court vacancy created by
the forced retirement of Justice Abe Fortas., Of course the attempt
to slap the wrists of an intransigent Congress was doomed to fail
because of the large Democrat majority in both Houses. Ford had
willingly carried the ball in Congress and was thrown for a large
loss in prestige as Nixon's play calling was true to form.

Because Gerald Ford was such a reliable, loyal supporter of
President Nixon, he often bore the brunt of the criticism of Nixon's
policies in Congress., Not only was Ford attacked for his support
of the President by the Democrats, but liberal Republicans, including
many of the former "Youns Turks," also sniped at Ford's willing,
staunch support of unpopular policies, Not surprisingly, Ford
became a2 somewhat more reluctant ball carrier for the White House
after being so roundly attacked for his support of the ill-fated
attempt to impeach Justice Douglas. The House minority leader
remained loyal to his party's President; however, and Ford's support
of Nixon's policies never wavered, Ford zave many of the same
contradictory statements regarding the bombing of neutral Cambodia
and the later "incursion" into that country in Congress as were
given to the American public by Nixon's staff.pefsoﬂnel. Later Ford

wgg~ a supporter of Nixon's controversial economic policies in



the President's multi-phase war on inflation. And, of course, many
hold to this day that Gerald Ford was a knowing participant in the
Watergate cover-ub.

Ford was cléarly a leader of the move to block the proposed
investigation of the Watersate burglary orior to the 1972 Presidential
election . Wright Patman of Texas was the chairman of 2 special
committee investigating the affair in September, 1972 and Ford was
able to hold the minority tozether during the preliminary hearings,
The actions of Ford and his colleagues prevented the Patman commit-
tee from intensifying the hearings in the period before the election,
The President's wieldinzg of governmental authority was approved by
a "silent majority" of Americans and the Watergate affair was a
potential monka2y wrench in a smoothly operated campaign headed
toward a political massacre in November, Some suggest that Ford's
role in blocking the efforts of Wright Patman was the key factor in
Nixon's selection of Ford to replace Vice-President Spiro Agnew,

In 1972, some periodicals proclaimed that the landslide victory
over George McGovern not only guaranteed Americans "four more years"”
of Nixon, but also insured at least four years of Spiro Agnew,.

These articles may have overestimated the Vice-President's personal
avpeal nationwide, but it was certainly plain that the American
people were well satisfied with the Nixon Administration. The
victory could not be savored very long. Richard Nixon was by far
the most successful Republican in the '72 elections. The Democrats
still held large majorities in both Houses of Congress and it was
evident that the Democrats had not forgotten the Watergate incident,
The Ervin committee hearings preoccupied the American public with
the misdeeds of Nixon's henchmen in the summer of 1973, The Pres-

ident made futile efforts to divert national attention to his



foreign policies, but the problems of Vice-President Agnew helped
to intensify the public pressure on Nixon,

Minoritv leader Ford's role in the long Watersgate trauma was
not a new one for him to play. Ford's postition among the leadership
of the House, his record for party loyalty and his long assoclation
with Richard Nixon made Ford the only lozical choice to spearhead
Nixon's defense in the House. 1In essence, Gerald Ford remained
what he had teen %o the Administration throughout the first term of
Nixon: an unauestioningly loval mwember of the President's party in
Concress. When Spiro Asnew's financial indiscretions came into
the mubliec limelizht, it may have been that Ford received the appoint-
ment to replace the discredited Agnew because of his role in hand-
cuffing the Patman hearings of 1972, but it seems more likely that
the President picked Ford because he was politically the safest
choice,

In October of 1972, Spiro Agnew resigned in disgrace from the
Vice-Presidency and Nixon was faced with the politically difficult
selection of a successor to his much-maligned Vice-President. Many
felt that Nixon would chocose either Nelson Rockefeller or Ronald
Reagan to succeed Agnew, The choice of elther of these veteran
noliticians would have further eroded Nixon's framework of support
within the GOP. To avoid antasonizing either the 1liberal or conserv-
ative wings of his vparty, President Nixon chose Gerald Ford to be
the new Vice~President. Stoppage of the Patman hearings a year
earlier may have entered into Nixon's consideration of Ford, but
it seems more likely that the President picked Ford to decrease
the possibility of aggravating his already monumental problems of

Congressional non=-suvport. That Gerald Ford was a wise choice by
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Nixon is evidenced by the relative ease with which Ford passed
throuszh the rigors of Senate confirmation hearings. This case pre=-
sented the first opportunity for the mechanisms provided for Vice-
Presidential replacement by the twenty-fifth amendment to the
Constitution to onerate, and the Democrat-~controlled Senate was
not inclined to let any Nixon appointee enjoy a rubber-sitamp con-
firmation., Indeed, the hearings served to show Ford's vpersonal
integrity and to reinforce his record of honesty.

Anyone serving as Vice-President under Richard Nixon in late
1973 and the first half of 1974 would have had difficulty in
retaining his credibility. Gerald Ford stepped into the number two
vosition in December aftesr confirmetion of his selection by the
Senate in an administration facing more tribulations than have
confronted any peace-time President in American history. The situ-
ation was further complicated by the fact of Ford's long-time per-
sonal association with Nixon and Ford's propensities to party
loyalty. Richard Nixon was still a Revublican and still the Pres-
ident, and Ford's nature dictated that he support a man who was
not only the President, but Ford's friend as well, Throughout the
early months o 1974, Vice-President Ford indeed supported the
President, if somewhat half-heartedlv., Most of the campaigning Ford
did in those months was not for the faltering President, but for
candidates involved in the upcoming "off year" elections, in which
it was hovned trat the Republicans could gain seats in the HYouse
and Senate. But it was also evident that the Democrats would not
allow the elections to impede the processes of impeachment, It
was also paramount to House Democrats to conclude the Judiciary
Committee hearings on impeachment exveditiously, to have the

hearings finished durine the summer, well before the general



elections,

As the imveachment hearings ground to their climax in July,
Ford's position became increasingly difficult. On the one hand,
he could play the role of Ad#minstration proponent and asitate
azainst the forces of impeachment, On the other hand, he could
anticipate the seemingly inevitable demise of Richard Nixon and
attempt to create a national constituency for his own Presidency.
Nixon was badly in need of a leader to organize support for his
Presidency in Congress and probably hoped that Ford would be the
loyal Congressional mouthpiece sorely needed by the tottering
Administration.s But Gerald Ford was no longer the House}%inority
leader and his personal advisors urged the Vice-PresidentT%eparate
himself from the beleagﬁ?ed Nixon Administration. ASs the most?t
damaging evidence against Nixon came to light, and as he persisted
in his bulldogish refusal to surrender subpoenaed materials in their
entirety, Congressional hostility toward the President was unremit-
ting, and was matched by a growing bitterness among the people who
had given the President his overwhelming electoral victory in 1972,
The President, because of Congressional activities and the virtually
continuous media coverage of the events, lost his base of suvport
nationally as approval of his tactics as Chief EHxecutive plummeted,

As the nation lingered in the death throes of the Nixon Admin-
istration, Vice=-President Ford became more ambivalent in his sup-
port of the President., Ford's public appearances increased, as did
his national exnosure, as he made a series of trips around the
country, ostensibly to garner support for GOP candidates in the
November elections, but more likely in the attempt to gain popular
approval in the event that Nixon was removed from office or resigned

of his own volition. In those appearances, Ford's vocal support of



of the Nixon Administration became cautious. He maintained his
belief that N'xon was personally innocent of any wrongdoing other
than being something less than candid about the affair when
speaking to the American veople., As the likelinhoc2 that the
Vice=-President would soon Ye ths President increased, Ford could

not alienate “he votential supporters of his Presidency. Putting
the Presidency back into operation after having spent just over two
vears attempting to "apply the brakes"™ to the accelerating Watersate

crisis would require a broad bass of supnort among the American

e

peoples as Nixon's Vice~President, Ford faced a difficult task in
attemptineg to make the American peonle forget two years of political
infighting and confirm a new administration to put the zovernment
back into normal operation, In its hearings on *he question of
impeachment, the House Judiciary Committee recommended three separate
articles of impeachment =against Nixon. Couvled with the Supreme
Court's unaninous decision acainst the President in the case
rersarding the fate of the subpoenasd taves, the "other" branches of
government provided by the Constitution exercised their duty to sct
as a check on the executive branch. The President had bheen charged
with obstruction of justice in Congress and had baen denied the
cloak of national security to zuard his infamous tapes,

Congress was in the process of laying the groundwork for the
trial of Richard Nixon in the House chamber on three bills of
impeachment when Nixon abruptly announced his inevitable decision
to resign on August 8. Gerald Ford was sworn in by Chief Justice
Burger as the thirty-eichth President and asked the American
peovnle to bind torether and seal the open wounds of Waterzate,

Actually Watergate was the salt in the Vietnam wound that had

barely begun to heal when one branch of American government

12.



collapsed. The wounds of Watercate aggravated what proved to be a
greater problem for Ford than the lingering aroma of the scandal:
the new President's laclk of a2 constituency. As a2 member of the
House of Repressentatives, Ford hzd been careful fto maintain the
image and presence of a Congressman from Grand Rapids, Now all
that Gerald Ford had to do was unify the nation without having been
chosen to do so by the very peovnle he was *to unify! A President
whose party is a minority in Congress must have a vocal national
constituency to pressure Congress to aporove Presidential policies,
Ford was supported by Republican organizations throughout the United
States, but it soon became apnarent that most Americans felt that
he was too clnsely associated with the former President to be

taken seriouslyv. In spite of his strong record, Ford was often

the butt of jokes among his fellow Representatives and this
unfortunate reputation was a continual plague to Ford during his
Presidency.

President Ford was a good deal more vopular with the press than
was his predecessor. He was also popular among the American people.
Perhans the new President's popularity was more a function of
national relief that the Watergate trauma was no longer a cancer
vpreventine the effective operation of the executive branch than of
any general anoroval of the new President. At any rate, Ford basked
in the warm glow of personal ponularity, While few expected Ford's
leadershin to be assertive or dynamic, all agreed that the President's
reputation for stable leadership offered welcomes relief from the
two=-year strucgle to apply the nation's laws to President Nixon.
Ford himself offered the nation salve for its critical injuries.

But along with the obvious national afflictions, the nation was

suffering from a plethora of chronic diseases that served to

13
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aggravate the pains of Watergate.

The Nixori Administration had been incanable of any active role
in domestic affairs as the battle with Congress and the Courts
concerning the legal authority of the President to withhold materials
from *the other branches of government continued during the first
half of Nixon's second term., Former President Nixon had been
unable to pursue such domestic reforms proposed in his New Federalism
campaigne. Nixon hoped to cut the size of the bureaucracy by decen-
tralizing the federal government, His plans called for the elinm-
ination of certain federal services and the return of tax funds *to
the states, which could anpropriate the funds for svecific programs
of services as dictated by the n=seds of the locality. Congress had
aporoved of revenue sharing legislation, but that volicy and other
pet Nixon vrojects were rejected during his abbreviated second term,
Mixon was also unable to take any action to correct the sagcing
economy as Congress zealously nursued its investigation of his
covert zctivities,

Maglect of national trohlems under Nixon assured that the eron-
omy would falter badly, and this problem gave President Ford his
worst long-term headaches, but it was his pardon of the former
President that first brcught putlic wrath to bhear on the Ford Admin-
istration, By 21l accounts Ford was convinced that nardoning Nixon
was the only effective means of rapidly terminating the public
debate over Nixon's suilt or innocence. By his own accoumt President
Ford continues in his resret that he failed to fully explain to the
nation the admission of zuilt implicit in the acceptance of a par-
done In Ford's estimation, Mr. Nixon was too hard-nosed, too bel-
ligerent in defeat, too unwilling to surrender and admit his errors,

The President also expressed his concern for Nixon's well-being, as



the traumatic experience of toppling from a position of maximum
power had taken a heavy toll on Nixon's vpsychological and vphysical
welfare,

Ford hoped the pardon would enable the nation to turn its
attentions and enercies to correcting the ominous currents of the
economy and other vproblems left virtually unattended as the gov-
ernment worked to rid itself of a rotten branch. Instead, he
aroused the ire of the vast majority of Americans who had heen forced
by the weicht of evidence to conclude that the former President was
indeed guilty, From the President's own party came the criticism
that Ford had not acted quickly enough to salvage sufficient sup-
vport for any of its candidates in the upcoming elections. Many
Democrats charsed Ford with dealing the vardon in exchange for
the earlier rasignation. Ford vehemently denies all such charses.
From time to time he has lucidly stated that, in view of the
notential weakness that would have persisted for the United States
if a trial of Richard Nixon had been conducted,the national interests
would have been better served if Nixon had "contritely" accepted
the vpardon and its implicit admission of guilt,

Perheps in an attempt to calm the storm of protest that erupted
because of the pardon, Ford announced his conditional n»nlan of am-~
nesty for those who had refused to serve in the armed forces during
the Viétnam ware. The plan solved few of Ford's problems and nrobably
served to increase pressure on the President from conservatives
within his own party. The President plunged headlong into economic
problems, taking numerouvs leaves to campaign for the il1l1-fated GOP
candidates in the '74 Congressional elections. The tidal wave of
"Watergate backlash" +wess swept former Nixon supporters out of

office and a horde of young Democrats into both Houses., It was
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clear that any strong policy advocated by the President would face
much resistance from a Congress in which the opposition party held

a two-thirds majority in the House and was within one vote of such

a majority in the Senate. After the crushing defeat of Republicans

in the '74 elections, many came to regard Ford as a Presidential

bench warmer for the Democratic nominee in 1976, Thus Ford was
restricted by Congressional opposition in initiating vigorous programs
to alleviate inflation and balance the economy.

The President's decision to embark on the "WIN" campaign
was temvered by the lack of Congressional surport for more concrete
attacks on the nemesis of inflation. Ford was aware of the fact
that Congress would not be supportive of his proposed tax cuts
because of their accompanying reduction of governmental services,
which may or may not be essential, but are of personal interest to
individual legislators. The Whip Inflation Now campaign, publicized
by colorful buttons, was little more than a voluntary program for
consumers and businesses to cut corners, save money and force
prices down. The economy was obviously headed into a major slow-
down,caused in no small measure by Congressional obsession with the
Waterzate affair. Republican losses in the elections guaranteed
that there would be minimal asreement on appropriate economic
measures durirg the remainder of the Ford Administration.

Congress did agree to the income tax rebate program in an
effort to give consumers enourh money to make the necessary expend-
itures to get the economy in motion. Rates of inflation stabilized
as spending decreased, but the result was a slowdown in industrial
nroduction, which increased the level of unemployment, Congress
cculd not run roughshod over the President in matters of domestic

volicy, because the former House minority leader was mnot reluctant



to guash the desires of Congress by use of the veto, Ford was given
plenty of opportunities to disvlay his willingness to negate Con=-
gressional policies by effectively wielding the veto power,

The use of the veto did little to endear the President to Con-
gress, which was alsc making a priority of regaining vower lost to
the executive branch during the Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon Admin-
igtrations. Nixon and his foreign volicy coordinator, Dr. !enry
Kissinger, compounded the powers assumed in the operation of
American foreien policy by Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. Escalation
of the war in Vietnam, 2and later its deescalation, détente with the
Soviets and the first step toward ravprochement with Communist
China were concluded virtually exclusive of Congressional parti-
ciration. Pressured because of ths continuation of the Viestnamese
war, Nixon and Kiesinger began conducting foreign nolicy by means
of face-to=-face negotiation., Congress was left with the role of
ratifying treaties, but could exercise little or no control over
executive agreements, whizh became the foundation of foreign nolicy
under Nixon., In an effort to orevent the sidestepping of Conoress
that had resulted in the nation being plunged into the morass of
Vietnam during the Johnson Adminstration, Congress passed the War
Powers Act in 1973, which severely limited the President's auth-
ority to commit American troopz tn an extended war. This law did
little to prevent Nixon and Kissinger from conducting foreign
nolicy by direct negotiation and executive agreement, however,
Indeed, Kissinger negotiated the cease fire that brought an end to
the Yom Kinpur war between Israel and its Arab neichbors with little
or nc consultation of the legislative branch.

Policy by negotiation zave *the Chief ZExecutive creat latitude

in foreign affairs and the United States began to barcain with the
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two nations it had aszeressively opposed for a quarter of a century.
Elevated to the position of Secretary of State 2fter having served
as chairman of the National Security Council, Henry Kissinger was
free not only to barcain in the best interests of the United States
with long-time allies, but also with long-time enemies where the
formerly ideologically separated nations could help one another,

.

issinger's hands were free cnough to allow him to practice "shuttle

v
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Tomacy" and temporarily defusc the Middle East time bomb, lead
the American delecation to the Paris peace talks with the Vietnamese
Communists and help to vpreserve detente with the Soviet Union despite
pres3sures to limit dealings between +the superpowers, President
Ford asked Kissinger to remain as a member of his administration
and Kissinzer agreed tec do so. But with the war in Vietnam winding
to 2 collapse of South Vietnam and American interests not imminently
threatened in the world, Congress was more abrasive to Secretary
Kissinger and conducted a probe into allegations that Kissinger had
used illegal wire taps.

If the Congressional inquiry into Kissinger's possible use
of 1llegally sained information hearkened back to the fall of
Richard Nixon, the fall of South Vietnam in April, 1975 hearkened
back to American involvement in the most divisive external war in
the history of the United States., The recession abated but the
economy remained stasnant and many Americans began to nerceive that
the United States was in a sort of limbo between the upheavels of
of the previous decade ~nd the need for change to meet the nation's
growing problems in energy and natural resource manacement. The
Arab o0il embargo of 1972 illustrated American reliance on oil
imports and the conflict over the construction of the oil pipeline

ac
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oss Alaska showed the difficulty of the dilemma caused by the

interference of intereste in the nation. On the onec hand, the
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ration needed the o0il of Alaska's north shore and coz2l resources in
the Midwest and West, On the other hand, the continued use of
nonrenewable resources could not continue unrestricted; the pineline
was potentially harmful to wildl®fe in Alaska and coal vresents
ecological vnroblems in all vhases from minine to burning.

Gerald Ford was in the unenviabkle vosition of having to serve
as a link bhetween the countervailing forces in American life., He
had to do 5o as a President not elected by the peorle but anvpordted
by a man whose ouster from the Presidency was deemed necessary by
an overwhelming majority of the American people. President Ford
was in the unrrecedented position of having to pick up the pileces
of an admini=stration broken by the alienztion of its suvporters,

The Remnublicars remained loyal tc the President for the most vart,
but there was little public suprort for Ford's solutions to American
rroblems, The American peorle arparently wanted the sovernment to
leave them alone., The legislative and executive branches had not

vet resumed normal relations after having spent nearly eichteen

monthe in an adversary relationshin. Congress was ardently nressuring

Nixon and the Democrats controlling the legislature were reluctant
to support President Ford's vpolicies, particularly after his pardon
of Nixon allowed the obtject of the Congressional hunt to slip into
the briers of political exile. Congress and public opinion
seemed to conspire to limit Gerald Ford te the status of a lame duck
President, heclding the office only for the interim between elections.
The 1976 Presidential election began much earlier than has any
other such election in our histnry. The eventual winner after the

seemingly endless campaigning started his drive for the Presidency

more than a year before the election was to be held. President

20,



Ford had bzen forced to campaign for support from the beginning of
his administrations Ford had to cell his nolicies to the American
people at every turn. Ford was zenerally apvroved of by Americans,
but the approval could be more aptly described as toleration., Often
such minutiae as a Presidentizl head-bumping, a fall on a ski slope
or a trip on o boardins ramop were events worthy of coverage by the
national news media., Ford had long been the butt of jokes in the
nation's cavnitol and, after he became President, the tendency to
ridicule the good-natured Ford became something of a national pas-
time, Many felt that the small scale blunder associated with the
"recapture" of the Mayazsuez indicated the President's incompetence.
0f course, these peonle fail to realize that, while the President
can *ake acticn to commit American troops, he has very little
control over where these troops ond up. That they were sent to the
wrong island was more likely the fault of the commander directly
involved than of the Commander-in-Chief. Nonetheless, the Mayacsuez
incident became more fuel for the encine of ridicule that drove
away President Ford's credibility.

Ford's stabilizing influence on American gcvernment in the
wake of the Wstergate crisis did not go unnoticed or unannrecizted
among those who had been supporters of former President Nixon. As
the '76 election drew near, most interest was focused on the large
field of candidates vying for the Democratic nomination. Senator
Kennedy was indeed serious about his refusal to run, but several
Democrats offered themselves as the candidate who could comnlete
the reversal of the 1972 disaster, Regardless of Watercate, Senator
George McGovern had had little hove of unseating the successful
incumbent in 1972, but Nixon's fall from power and the magsive vic-

toriee by the Democrats in the 1974 Congressional elections made it



clear *that the Democrat's nominee would hold the inside track to
victory in the '76 Presidential race. As the primaries proceeded,
the earliest announced candidate, Jimmy Carter, won important early
victories and staved off strong challenges from Representative
Morris Udall, Senator Henry Jackson, Senator Frank Church and

Governor Jerry Brown to secure the Democratic nomination. In spite

&}

of the large number of candidates that competed for the nomination,
the selecton of Carter was not divisive. Democrats enjoyed more
unityv in 1974 than they had experienced at any time since the LBJ
lzndslide of 1964,

Infortunately for Gerald Ford, the Democrats were not the
only active challengers fto hic Presidency. Many Renublicans shared
the view that Gerald Ford was an interim President. There were
strons currents within the GOP that suggested Ford's seeking election
to the Presidency would 2llow the Democrats to make use of the
considerable leverase of Watergate, ‘This groun of Renublicans was
larsely conservative and it chose former California governor Ronald
Reazan to challenge Precident Ford for the Rerublican nomination.
Ford was suppcrted by Nixon's more moderate supporters and wes still
favored by liheral Republicanse. Ford was the cheice of most GOP
regulars in most states, but Reagan »nroved to be a formidable ovnpo-
nent, In the vrimaries, Ford was the consistent winner in the
industrial states of the Northenst and the Midwestern farm bhelt,
but Reagan won imvnortant victories not only in his home state, but
also captured the potentially nivotal states of Texas, Mississinpi,
Folrida ard Tndiana., 3ecause the Reagan victories were nearer o
the Republican convention, the internal challenge to the incumbent
President gained momentum and further eroded President Ford's

prestige, Rarely had an incumbent President been so severely
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tested from within his own party since the institutionalization of
the Republican-Democrat two party system in the latter nineteenth
century. The Republicans were leaning to the right, often ignoring
+the fact that the American shin of state was sailing smoothly again
after narrowly avoiding beingz dashed on the rocks of vervasive
corruntion. Ford had bheen able to restore stability to government
but hzd been unable to inspire confidence in his leadership among
the American vublic., Seemingly endless nresentations of the Pres-
ident as a harmless buTfoon did little to reinforce the nublic's
trust in Ford's leadership,

At any r=te, President Ford's campailgn for reelection survived
Reazan's tenacious challenge, and once azain the President faced an
unhill strugsles Jimmy Carter's nopularity was creat followinz the
Demozsratic convention, and Ford was shown well behind Carter in volls
conducted after the Republican convention. Carter held strong
majorities among black voters and was conceded predominance in much
of the South, President Ford held most of his strength in the West
Midwest, In *the industrial states of the North, the candidates ran
nearly a2 dead heat, Carter campaizned as the crusading Washinoton

outsider, untainted by the corruntion and ineptitude of nast

A

dministrations. Ford campzigned on his record., He sousht to
rebuild the imaze of the remainder of Richard Nixon's second term
in the White House, and azcentuate the hich voints of his own
administration; the stabilization of thz economy, continued ad-
vancements in forégen affairs and a rveturn to normal government
functions after the mnear collapse because of Waterrate,

Democrats had not forgotten +hat it was Richard Nixen who had
given them one of the worst defeats in the history of American

Presidential elecctions. Jimmy Carter was not unwillins to remind
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Americans of tae links between President Ford and his predecessor,
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Ford was continually comnared to NMixon in terms of domestic volicy;

Henry Xissinzer's domination of foreign nolicy provided another tie
to the Nixon Administration, and was criticized because of Kizssinger's
affinity for secrecy in ~onducting foreign nolicy. The televised
debates gave cach candidate the ovportunity to elucidate his
varticular vlan of action for the approval of the United States
electorate., Each candidate had ample opnortunity to exvound his
vpropdsalss each made his points 1n the course of the debates, btut
naither was abtle to use the debates as well as the Kennedy oganization
had in 1960, Carter offered the American peonle open government,
promised te trim the bureaucracy, balance the federal budget by 1980,
reduce unemnlcyment and make the zovernment responsive to the needs

of tho peonle, On the other hand, Ford asked the peonle to provide

him with the cpportunity to zovern the nation with a vornular mendate.

In substance, PFord's nolicies were basically a continuation of

«t

Nixon's first term policy aims. Tav cuts were necessary, in Ford's
view to help the American people enjoy the henefits of an economy
somewhat healthier than it had been when he took office,

As clearly as cach contestant stated his proposals in the
debates, each nmade glaring errors in his anoeal for votes, Carter
vacillated on the specifics of his vpronosals to reduce the size of
the bureaucracy and balance the budget where they touched existing
orograms. Not surprisingly, Ford's most glaring error, his
statement resardinz the autonomy of the Poles and other Fastern
Furopean reopl was seized umon by the media and helpned to convince
an already skeptical American public that Ford should not be re-
elected. On balance, the challenge to Ford lacked denth, Althouch

Carter

2
3

s promises were attractive, close scrutiny of them should



nhave shown the Amarican poople that Carter's inexperience in national
nolitics made his vroposzals unrealistic. Ford's steady leadership
became overshadowed by his revutation as a gocd-natured bungler,

The American people hecame insensitive to President Ford's
vleas for supnort, There had been two attempts to assassinate
Ford within a vears; the President was a tarset of fHational contempt,
Aftor Nixon's attamnt te eircumvent the law, the public and the

media made certain that Gerald Ford did not amass ennusgh nower to

=

challenge the Constitution. By making Ford a butt of jokes,
became possible for Americans to refuse to take the President
seriously. It mattered little what policies Ford had backed.or

how strong his leadership could have become had he been taken seri-

ouslys; his »nolicies were ridiculed because they were Ford's policies,

The United States was anparentl:r obsessed with the feeling that s

)

7amn who admits to bHeino human, who bumpe his head in low door-
ways, who falls on ski slopes, who refuses to promise wha* he
cannot deliver, cannot effectively zovern the American vpeonle,
Democratic majorities in both Houses of Congress made his task of

~overnance moce difficult, but such a condition is certainly not

unheard of in American nolities, For many, the Ford Administration

hearkenad back to the Nixon years, but Ford's relations with Concress,

the media 2nd the American peonle were far more onen and candid
than were most »revious Presidencies., The candor of the Ford
Administration carried over into his family, and nossibly cost
him some votes in tho election. Betty Ford's candid discussions
2bout life in modern America cost Ford conservative cupnnort in the
primaries and may have bheen a factor in the election,

Althouzh Gerald Ford had attemnted to guide the nation into

the nost-Watergate world and, bv and larese, had been successful in

"
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doing so, it was his link with Richard Nixon, vparticulary the pardon,
that donmed Ford's attemut to succeed himself to failure., For
the most part, %the American »neople wanted to be left alone by -~
politicians., Jimmy Carter offered fthe vnromise of a leader for
the United States who was not a member of the increasingly susvect
politiecal leadershin., President Ford's connections to Richard

Nivon were rerdered unforsettable by the vnardon and, combined with
nublic dissatisfaction with Washington-based government in general,
served to swing a slim majority of American voters into the camp
of Jimmy Carter,

Once azain, the American peovle had voted for party afiliations
and neglected to weigh the credentials of the narticinants. Carter
was inexnerienced in foreieon nolicy and had few connections with
key individuals in Washington. Althoush his vproposals struck close
to the major concerns of many Americans, he was vague on specifics
and it was doubtful even to Carter's supnorters that he could make
his nromises Tact., Gerald Ford was a knovm quantity; he had well-

d2veloned con®acts with CZonzrectional lesders. The econtinuatior

derahly reduced
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of HMenry Kizsincer's Toreion policies
aver=-cmeldering Conld War tensions and helped to relieve vressures
in the unnredictable Middle East. Many Americans wore unernloyed,
but upward pressure on nrices had heen reduced and the country's
economy was in slow mo%ion onerntion, which is a good deal more
desireable than 2 nonmoving economy, as 1t had been when Ford +took
office, The American people (a slim maiority of thnse who voted)
onted for the unknown in Jimmy Carter =and rejected the stability
promised bv *the retention of Gerald Ford., Ford foucht uphill

battles into the House leadership, had walked the ti~htrone

between disloyalty and nractical lendership as Vice-President, and
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served adeauately as an irterin President confronted by overwhelmning
Demoeratic majorities in hoth Houses of Coneoress., The peonle were
not willine to elect Ford to the Presidency, but bv votinz for
Carter they denied one of this country's moet able, hore=t and hard-
working politizians an ovportunity to fully exercise his ahilities
to govern backed by a national constituency. Perhaps we would

not now be mired in the muck of indecisiveness if the American

naonle had been fair-minded enoush to allow Gerald Ford a full

opvortunity to govern,
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Notes on Sources
Information on the Ford Presidency is not easily found. Much
of the primary source material remains unavailable to the researcher,
This problem is further compounded by the fact that none of Ford's
major biograrhers include a bibliogranhy in their works. There
are several good books on the Ford Precidency, however. The Ford

press secretary who resigned after the Nixon nardon vprovides a

st

critical assessment of Ford's abilities in his book, Gerald Ford

and _the Future of the Presidency. Ford's other press secretary,

Ron Nessen, provides 2 Jjournalistic account in It Sure Looks

Different from thes Inside. Another book more critical of the

Ford Administration was written by Clark Mollenhoff: The Man Who

Pardoned Nixon. A more favorable account is Richard Reeves'

A Ford not a3 Lincoln. John Hersey examines one day ine the 1life

of Precident Ford in The President. Jonathon lMoore and Janet

Fraser edited a useful look at the 1976 campaizn throuzh the eyes

of the campaizn managers in Camvaion for President. Malcolm

MacDougall also considers the '76 campalsn in We Almost Made Tt.

Ford's view o7 the United Staks is recounted in Robert Winter-

berzer's compilation of The Gerald Ford lLetters and Ford's view

of JFK's murderer, Poritrait of the Assassin,




b

SIBLIOGRAPHY

Ford, Gerald.Portrait of the Assassin, New York: Simon and Schuster,

1965,

Hercey, John, The President. New York: Alfred A, Knopf, Inc., 1975,

MagDougall, Malcolm,We Almogt Made It. New York: Crown Publishers,
IHC., 1977

Mollenhoff, Clark R. The Man Who Pardoned Nixon. New York:
St, Martin's Press, Inc., 1976,

Moore, Jonathon and Janet Fraser, eds. Campaion for Precsident.,
Cambridee, ¥ass,: Ballingeor Publishing Co., 1977,

Nessen, Ron.It Sure Looks Different from the Inside. Chicago:
Playboy Press, 1973,

Reeves, Richard. A Ford not a Lircoln. New York: Harcourt, Brace,
Jovanovich, 1975.

ter Horst, Jerald F. Gerald Ford and the Future of the Presidency.
New York: Third Press, Inc., 1974,

Winter-Berger, Robert N. The Gerald Ford Letters. Secaucus, N. J.:
L. Stuart, 107“’0




