Gerald Ford’s
Near Miracle of 1976

Watergate, the Nixon pardon, the Reagan challenge, a sick economy
and a debate debacle left the incumbent Ford in a huge hole—yet he
nearly pulled off the greatest presidential election comeback in history

by Yanek Mieczkowski

erald Ford was angry. He had just
barely beaten back = challenge
from his birer political rival, for
mes California Goversior Ronald
Reagan, in the midse of perhape
the most divided Republican
National Convention ever, Now,
his two top aides, White House
Chief of 81aff Dick Chency and Pulitical Director
Sruart Spencer, were challenging his jodgment and
resisting his idea to Xick off the campaign in Russell,
Karsas, the hemetown of Sen, Bob Dole, who Ford
selected to be his running mate,

“Bullshit!™ blurted out Cheney and Spencer when
Ford broached the idea of going to Russell. The men
protested that staff members had worked for theee
days seraight with no sleep and needed a rest. They
urgued back and forth, the president growing visibly
irate, until his aides relented. When Spencer sighed
and suid “if thats what you want, we'll do it," Foed
grablied the younger mun by the arm and “ssid:
“Dammit, I know what I'm doing. | know 2 Little bic
about politice.”

From the etart, Ford seemed sn underdog president,
and he endured several such moments of doubes sbout

his judgment and challeages to his Jeadership during
his term and the ensuing 1976 clection campaign. He
was the only chief executive not to have won election
to the J ¥ oF vice | ey In October 1973,
ucting under the provisions of the 25th Amendment,
President Richard M, Nixon nominated House
minority leader Ford 1o be vice president aftes Spiro
Agnew stepped down amid catruption charges. Thea,
in August 1974, when Nixon resigned bocause of his
role in the Watesgate cover-up, Ford took office. Tn his
firss address 1o the people at president, Ford assured
Amesicans that the Watergate wandal had ended, pro-
claiminyg, "Our lorig national nightmare is over.”

Yet the unprocedented scandal's staing still darkenod
the White Houwse. On September 8, when Ford
shocked the nation and issued Nixon s full and uncon-
ditional pardon for any crimes he may have commirted
against the United States while president, his approval
rutingy plunged. Other setbacks followed. In late 1974,
the nation slipped into n deep recession, forcing Ford
to sbandon his much-touted anti-inflation initiatives
and instead move to stimuleie the cconomy,
Mesawhile, the Cold War raged on and, when
Communist North Victnam overran South Victnam
in April 1975, Ford ordered afl Americans in Saigon

Gerald Ford camie tantallzingly dose to plowing through the dhstacles of Richard Nixon's pardon, Ronsld Reagan't
slashing challenge, Bob Dole’s snarling demeanos, Smmy Cartier's fresh faca and his own gafies snd bumbling image.
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evacuated. The last sad chapter of the American war in Vietnam
sppeared to be a superpower in retreat,

hen, a5 antention umed to the 1976 presidential
contest, the challenges came from within Ford's
party. Since hia firet election as 2 Michigan con-
gressman in 1948, Ford had built solid credentials
s % conservative Republican, yet ws predident,
when he chose iberal Republican Nebion Rockefeller as vice
president, conservatives were outriged, and some prepared to
rebel. They supported Ronald Reagan, and both Cheney and
Spencer recoguized the threat that the former California gover-
not posed. “Reagan hud a major following in the party,” recalled
Cheney, and he *had been shooting for the '76 presidential cam-
paign for probably eight years,” ever since an abortive run at the
ination in 1968, Spencer,

the former actor’s 1966 elec-
tion a4 California governor,
remembered Reagan *felt thar
he was the helr-spparent after
Watergate,” with Ford just an
ppointed intesim presid
After the Nixon predidency
collapsed, Resgan stobed his
supporters with regular radio addrestes and & newspaper column.
The Ford White House waiched Reagan nervously, even after
julyI??S.wlwn}‘onhlidthnhcmuldmknfuﬂtmn.]mtfmu
months later, on November 4, Ford d that Rockefel)
requested to be dropped from the 1976 ticket. The pressdent dis-
nmhkdahoullhcnm,lamdmiuinglhnlgmadd\:ﬁu
president 1o step aside o placate conservatives. Along with the
Rockefeller snnouncement, on that same dsy Ford unveiled a
massive administration overhaul, ineluding the ppoi of
Donuld Rumfeld a1 defense secretary, George LW, Budh os
CIA director, and Cheney 23 Whits Houte chief of seaff
Rockefeller's dismissal failed 1o deter Resgan who, on
November 19, 1975, telephaaed the Oval Office t0 tell Ford per-
sonally be would challenge him for the nominstion. With that
call, Ford's political woeld changed. Instead of cruising to his
party’s nomination as the sitting president, he would have to hit
the eampaign trail. The firnt primary in New Hampehice was erit-

‘Urgved to quit the race, Reagan
instead vowed to run in every
primary up to the convention
even if he lost every single one)

president. Making that many speeches, Spencer predicted, s pres-
idential hopeful would get sloppy snd sy something outlandish,

And Reagan had. In Seprember 1975, he proposed transferring
§90 billion in federal programs to the states, Such a move would
place @ huge tax burden on states—palitical poison, the Ford
campagn knew, in ree-avere New Hamphire. Just ahead of the
primary, Ford suffers fed Reagans propesal to reporters, who
then peppered him with questions and forced him on the defen-
sive. "Reagan got out of rhythm,” Spencer recalled, and wus
“stumbling through New Humpahire, trying to enawer questions
that he coulds't anewer.” On primary day, by anly 1,317 votes, the
president scored 4 slim but crucial victory, proving Ford could
compete at the national level. When news of the victary came,
peechwriter Robert Orben cecalled the president striding into
:luWTﬂuHmmud&:hﬁngwﬁhuﬁs&cdm.'lbopc
that's the last time | hear that the
only elections | ever won were in
my congressionial districe,”

When Ford won the next pri-
maries in Massachusetts, Vermont
and Florids, White House political
operatives urged Reagan to quit,
Even his own sides were privarely
suggesting that he comider bowing
out. After all, the Republicans had
enough problems already following
Wiatergate without a divisive primary fight, and Ford 2nd Reagan
were cloke on most iuues, including tax cuts, smaller government
and & strong national deferae, The ies only served 1o wtir
Reagas's competitive juices. He told his wides that he would “run
in‘every single prumary from here to the comvention even if | lose
cvery tingle one,” and then managed to pull off & mrprise victory
in North Carolina.

Reagan was gaining traction with the fictitious charge that
Ford had let LS. military power stip behind the Sovier Union's.
Coeming on the hecls of the humiliating end of the Vietnam Was,
the sccusstion struck s responsive chord amony conservatives,
mdfmdn:mlnfllupriamrymml‘wdmdkugmmdtd
biows. Ulimately, Ford won 15 state primaries o Reagan’s 12,
but neither candidate won enough delegates to sew up the nom-
ination before the August convention in Kansas Ciry: Foe the first
time in half & century, 3 political party headed into the summer
uncertwis of iy sominee,

ical, because if an incumbent were to losz thae thie d
could be faral.

Working for the president’s canspuiyn, Spencer was in 2 unique
position, since he knew both candidates snd und d Reagan's
suengths and weaknesses. The former governor, Spencer ssid,
wat & “rhythm candidate.” Once he gotinto a campaign speaking
thythm, he was nexrly impossible to beat. But "when you keock
him out of that fythm, all of & wdden hes not zbe Ronald
Resgan anymore,” Spencer obumerved, The Ford campaign had 1o
throw Reagan off-balance, and the key wis to dig up the hun-
drnd-lofnp:t:hml!ulﬂugmhldmdcukpnpdmimmnfnr

‘
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By & were united as Jimmy Carter bear out
3 artnwded field of preddential aspirants to emenge as the Homi-
nml{:wmunﬂh!ycmd&@e,lﬁwmomtummof
Grongia with virtually no autional name recognition. But he
tursied his incxpericace into 2n asset, capitalizing on the post-
Watergate distaste for Washington and saying, *Il never lie to
you,” & promise that d with scandal Ameri
Carter forged » balanced ticker by picking 2 Midwest senator,
Wmmhimdmuhmmﬁmmudhjdy
the Dx were well prepared 10 take on wh the GOP
advanced as its candidare.

evacuated. The last sad chapter of the American war in Vietnam appeared to be a superpower in retreat.




The Bicentennial Battle for the White House

1976 General Election Results

Republicans

otil Ford became president, Cheney recalled,

Reagan “was much betrer known....And the

president had never run outside of Grand Rapids

in his congresxional rices.” But as the incumbent,

Ford enjoyed enarmous achantages, Celebrating

the countsy’s bicentennial in July 1976, the president functioned
as the nations master of ceremonies, leading cvents in
Washingron, New York and Philadelphia. During these obeer-
vances, Ford used the power of incumbency to woo uncommitted
delegates, enjoying photo opponunities and a msjesty that
Reagan's team could not lummaon. “We'd armive in Air Foree One,
theyd anive in charter. We'd have Secrer Service, we'd have the
inge,” 5 bered. “All of those things we mitked

& much a8 we could.”
A esjor political blunder by Reagan also gready aided Ford.
The challenger took an unprecedented step by naming his run-
- ning mate before the Zonvention. In sn effort to attract moder-
ares, Reagan chowe tiberal Republican Sen. Richard Schweiker of
Pennsyhvania, o pick that infuriated loyal comervatives. Making
matters worse, 3t the comention, the Reagin camp rried unsuc-
cessfully 1o ehange procedural rules to force Fod to name his
running mate exrly, s tactic that Ford’s staff dubbed "misery loves
company.” In Kansas City, the v thifted d the
president, who won the nomination on the fisst ballot. In doing
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Electoral Vote
preyty

Popular Vote

Carter 40,825,839
Ford 39,147,770
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s, Fard thus becamie the only man ever to beat Reagan in @ head-
to-head politin] race.

A Ford-Reagan ticket might have quickly usified the parey.
But Reagan had declared himself out of consideration, and given
the bruising buttles and the poor perional chemistry between the
men, they would have had trouble parching up their differences.
“Ford wasat eager to have Reagan on the ticket. Reagan wasn't
eagex to be an the ticket,” Chency mid, “There was a belicf that
that would have been the best combination we ceuld have come
up with. But they had been so competitive with one another
through the course of the primaries,” Cheniey re d, thata
Ford-Reagan combination was nearly impossible.

Instead, Ford chose Dole, who could help the ticket ixs the ryp-
ically Republican farm staces, which, in 1976, were trending
towsrd Carter, 2 peanut farmer. Doles cotservative reputation
could aleo help in mending ferices with Reagan’s supporters, an

“Idea thet Reagan seemed to confim whin he met slosie with the

president whter Ford clinched the nomination. Afier Ford men-
tioned six possible running mates, Reagan singled out Dole, aay-
ing he would be excellene,

The first campaign stop in Kansss—which Ford, Cheney and
Spencer had 5o vigorously sgued over—proved a palitical boon.
Ax Air Foree One descended into Russell, Ford gleefully pointed
out the window, showing aides thut the roads were clogged with
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vehicles for miles, Dole gove an emotional speech in (rant of his
hometown erowd, weeping as he thanked supporten. The heavy
media coverage gave the Ford-Dole ticket 2 thot in the 2m,
Ford desperately needed such drama. Trailing Carter by 33
points in the polly, he looked doomed to lote. In his nomination

Carter's fead. Carter further damaged his campaign with an
embasraysing interview in Py, The veaue was unusual
enough—s magazine featuring pude women—but Carter's reve-
lations raised even moee eyebrows. Though deeply religious,
language

aceeptance speech, he took & gamble, challenging Carter to
debate on national television hing no sitting president
had cver done. Ford bad mor to lose by giving Carter television
expature, ind 1 poor performance—such as Vice President Nixoo
sflered i his 1960 face-off against Sen. John Kennedy—could
do inestimable damage. SBll, with Carter so far out frony, the
president seeded to convert millions of votess to his ude within
just two manths. *Shaking hands wasn't going to get you there,”
Cheney belinved. *You had 10 come up with something far bold-
er...that would let you reach out and touch a lot more people
And that's why the debates were antractive.”

Ford's campaign team took another strategic gamble. They
noticed that when Ford hit the hustings, his popularity in the
polls took 1 five, Even though people who met the peesident per-
sonally came away impress=d with his warmth, his cratory was
wooden, In a confidential memo, White House photographer
Disvid Kennerly boldly eriticized the preddent: “Your spesches are
usually bong, boring, and filled with thetoric that tums people off”
Ford's strategises decided to keep him at the White House to act
peesidential, leaving the heavy hirting on the campaign tnil to Dole.

Thus Ford sdhered to 2 *Rose Garden strategy,” which one
sraffer dubbed the “no-campaign campaign.” By tending to eco-
nonic policy and diplomacy, he remained above the fray: He did
practice hard for the debates, rehearsing responsed to questions
and closing statements, and when the first debate took place in
Philadeiphia on September 23, Ford was ready. As he strode onto
the stage wearing a theee-plece wit, the executive image was
clear, and 1t 6 feet 1 inch tall with 2 football player’s build, Ford
cut & more impressive figure than his slendes, S-foot- 10 oppor-
nent. Carter seemed tenmanve duning the debate while Ford
appeared in command, enticrzing the former Geangia governor
for vacillation asd vagueness. He set the tone with his opening
lime:*1 dorit betieve that Mr. Caster has been any more specific in
this case than be has been in raady other instances.”

Polls showed that viewens considered Foad the numow winner
and—mace important—hix stong pedormance sliced into

Time Runs Out on Gerald Fard’s Comeback Campaign
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Carter displayed 3n odd tendency to mix crade with
pious pronousicements. After openly discussing his faith, he used
terrmis like “screw” and “shack up” w discusy sex and then admit-
ted: “Pve looked on a lot of wonen with lust, I've committed
adultery in my heart many times.”

Many Americans were shocked. While Carter had built his
campaign around the post-Watergate yearning for honesty, this
was too miuch. His words helped cast doubt upan the very char-
acter virtues that had heought him from political amomymity to his
party’s nomination, He faltered in the polls, with ane survey even
showing him lagging behind Fard. Momesitum—a critical fctor
in peesidential races—was now on Ford' side w1 he prepared for
the second debate, focused on foreign policy, in San Francisco,

n papet, Ford seemed poited to dominate that
conteat. Whereat the former Georgia
had no diplomatic experience, the presid had
traveled extensively overseas and could boast of
armi-control  wegotistions with the Sovie
Union, 1 fist-ever presidentidl wip to Japan and the 1975
Hebsinki Accords, which promoted human rights and greates
ficedom in the Sovier Union's Eastern European satellites. But it
was precisely thar beeakthrough that got Ford into touble.
Conservatives and Americams of Eastern European descent
denounced the sccords for allegedly ratifying the postwar lron
Curtain boundarics. Ford had grown defensive about those
charges. Whea a debate panclist xsked him about the Helinki
Accords, he reflexively hit back hard, prochaiming, “There is no
Soviet domination of Eastem Europe, and there never will be
under 3 Ford adminiseration.” Ford had meant wo say that he
*does not sccept” Soviet domination over Esstern Europe, but he
flubbed the line and overstated his cave. After four agontzing days
of media ernticinm, Ford apologized and retracted the remark.
The mistake proved costly. Cheney remembered the fallout
began just after the debiate, when he faced reportens As he walked
10 8 podivm, jouwnalist Lou Cannon of the Wadngton Pour
“hollered at me from the back of the room. He sid, 'Hey, Cheney,
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Carter's vehicles for miles. Dole gave an emotional speech in front of his

lead. Carter further damaged his campaign with
an hometown crowd, weeping as he thanked supporters. The heavy
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how mamy Soviet divisions are these in Poland? And 1 knew right
then we were in trouble,” Whereas Ford had built 1 head of fteam
after the fisst debate, he stalled in the polls after the second.
The next contest—a histocie fint-ever debate between vice
presidential candid also hurt. Dale the campaigner showed
2 slashing wit that eamed him epithet vuch a8 “haschet mar”and
“Doberman Dole.” He lived up to the billing in his October 15
debate with Mondale, coming across s caustic eod making an
unfortunate remark about 20ch-century “Democrat wars,” imply-
ing that the two world wan and other conflicts were partisan.
Dolet pall numbers fell, and Carter began reminding audiences
of the “Ford-Dole* ticket to stimulare growing doubts about the
president’s ranning mare

because 1 feld like we gave it our et thot and that it was an wphill
climbd froet the very beginning—pandy because you had the
Nueon pardon in the background sad it was the first presidential
campaign afeer Watesgate, We were curying all dhae baggage”
The 1976 election reflected the county’s disilusionment after
Watergate and telegriphed ¢ eend. The scandal was the sword
bmgin‘mlhe:kﬂiun,mdpaﬂsdwmddmbyi2 to~1 i<
gin, Ameri i ‘Fonis, d ofNimnmongm(
enpecially hurs Foad in Repoblican d “post-
election studics showed that bum]ly 7 pment of the
Republicans in America couldn't forgive Ford for pardoning Dick
Nixon. That's & big hunk of your base.” Watergate also made vot-
en more leery of Washington's

As Election Dy neared, per- profesional politicians. In every
bipa the wt{ hwu:: ETJ' ‘ Watergate was the sword ;m 6“;!{_ \L"“:.,;":‘ o
B oo, Ta in the mu.  hanging over the election as polls o "% UH B 170
mer, Alan Greenspan, chairman = . the Beltwsy, typically s govemor
of the presidents, Counct of  SNOwed that by a 2-1 margin, et ch oz
Economic Advisers, warned After leaving office, Ford often

Ford that the econamy would
*pause” in rebounding from the
recesaon, a normal economic
hiccup but one that would slow
the rate of recovery. By carly fall, the pause had arrived, and in
October, when September’s joblew statistics came aut, the news
was blesk, with unemployment at 7.8 percent. During the thind
and final presidential debate in Willismsburg, Vs., Cartes pound-
ed away st economnic themes, blaming Ford for “the highest
uncmployment rute since the Great Dcprmsom Sill, the presi-
dmt pointed to the rmlum averall econamic recovery, including
dally lower &

4

uritig the last 10 drp bd'un: lhe d«mn, the
Ford campai d 2

blitx and, by \nwmbﬂ' 2, Foud had p\ll.'ﬁ:d Mn
with Carter in the polls. It was ane of the great-
est political comebacks in history.

Americans considered Ford's
pardon of Nixon wrong )

poiated 1o the Nixoo pardon as
the decisive fictor in his defeat.
Hewever, had he not pardoned
Nizn, he might have faltered
sootes. A Nisoo trial would have axtainly suretched into 1976
keeping the dingruced president in the headlines and

Americans of Ford's association with him—sehich might have
tipped the balunce in Reagars favor for the GOP nomination.
Instead, the more moderate Ford prevailed, and in doing so
helped rehabsilitate the party. Dunng Watespate's dadrm days,
just 1B pescent of voterd identified themselves as Republicans
ptwnpungNMmeondaleﬂﬂnGOPm “slowly
and painfully dying.” By healing the party's wounds and showing
it wat viable, Ford's strong comeback and dlection performance
breathed life back inta the nation's two-party system.

During retirement, when asked sbout his life's greatest regret,
Foed said that it was secing little playing time until bis senior year
on the Univeniity of Michigan football team. Only after being

inded did he jon losing the 1976 election.

But, on Election Day, 21 Cheney flew home with the presid
“All the way acroas the country, there wasnt a cJoud in the aiy.
he recalled. *T mean, it was just brillisnt sunshine. And that meant
we were going to get high voter rumout i # Jos of the citiet in the
Democratic areas. So by the vime we landed, T was concemed.”
After watching returny late into the evening, Ford went to bed at
2 nm., knowing Carter's poition was better than his

Fard swoke tie next moming 16 find be had lost ¢ Carter by
Just 57 elocroral votes and two points in the popular vote, 50 to
48 perent. He had wor more states than Carter, 27 to 23, but, in
addition (o capturing the Democratic Northeast, Career swept hit
native South, which Republicans had started to count as a strong-
hald duting the 1960y, Carter also won more than 90 percent of
African- American ballots, which proved s decisive margin.

Ford's comeback effon “came very, vesy cose—almont pulled it
out,” Cheney later ssid, “T always felt good shout the campaign

“That resporsse spoke volumes sbout Ford, He kept pelitics in
penpective, never letting it loom too large, placing i¢ behind his
great loves, hus farnily and sports, Ferd especially showed peide in
his family, and in 1976 his fous children—Mike, Jack, Steve and
Sussn-~campaigned for him. In later years, though, they
axpresred some reliek that he lost the race, for it represented »
trade-off. Steve Ford bebeved his fathers “lived probably 10 years
loriger because he didn't win, because it takes 30 much off your
life, thae second perm as president. Selfishly, 'm glad we had him
around more ss 4 father.”

Exacrly three decades after that loss, Ford set a sew record. In
Naovermbee 2006, 1t 93 years and four months, he became the ald-
et former president in history, beating the mark set by Ronald
Reagan. Just weeks before he died in December, Ford ance again
hiad the eatisfaction of beuting his old rival. Q
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because how many Soviet divisions are there in Poland?' And I knew right

I felt like we gave it our best shot and that it was
an uphill then we were in trouble.” Whereas Ford had built a head of steam



