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Gerald R. Ford, Jr. poses with his pet Boston Terrier. 1916 Betty Bloomer, age 3. April 1921.

Gerald R. Ford, Jr. - Madison Elem School. 1923 Betty Bloomer at age 14. 1932

Gerald R. Ford, Jr. HS graduation photo 1931 Betty Bloomer at age 18. 1936.

All photos in this story (unless where noted)
were provided courtesy of the Gerald R. Ford,
Jr. Presidential Library, Grand Rapids, MI

It is difficult for most of us to imagine Rancho Mirage
without President Gerald and Betty Ford living in our
midst.  The former first couple has lived in Rancho Mirage,
the Playground of Presidents, for thirty years.
The Fords chose Rancho Mirage as the place to spend
their retirement for the same reasons many of us decided
to make it home: the scenic Santa Rosa mountains; the
impeccable weather; the private country clubs with pristine
golf courses; great medical facilities and many social
opportunities.

Gerald Ford started life in Omaha, Nebraska in 1913 as
Leslie Lynch King, Jr., his mother quickly divorced her
abusive husband and moved near her parents in Grand
Rapids, Michigan. Two years later she met and married
Gerald Ford, a paint salesman, and Leslie King became
Gerald Ford, Jr. He would not learn of his adoption until
he was a teenager. Ford attended South High School in
Grand Rapids, where he excelled scholastically and
athletically, being named to the honor society and the
“All-City” and “All-State” football teams. He was also active
in scouting, achieving the rank of Eagle Scout in
November 1927. Ford attended the University of
Michigan, earning his Bachelor’s degree in economics
and playing football from 1931-1935, helping the
Wolverines go undefeated and win the National
Championship in 1933 and 1934.  His play was strong
enough to field offers from both the Chicago Bears and
the Green Bay Packers.

Instead of going pro, Ford went to Yale University to
work as an assistant football coach, while hoping to be
accepted into Law School. He was finally accepted in
1938 and graduated in 1941. Ford returned to Michigan,
passed the state bar exam and was hired by a prominent
law firm in Grand Rapids.   His career was interrupted
by the US entrance into World War II in 1941.  Ford
joined as a commissioned Navy officer in 1942 and was
assigned duty onboard the USS Monterey. The
Monterey saw action in the south pacific and nearly
capsized in a typhoon near the Phillipines in 1944.

Elizabeth Ann Bloomer was born on April 8, 1918 in
Chicago, the youngest child of Hortense Neahr & William
Bloomer .  The family moved to Grand Rapids when she
was two years old.  Betty had two older brothers and
.admittedly grew up a tomboy. Her mother enrolled her
in dance classes to bring out her grace.  She immediately
fell in love with dance and aspired to be a great dancer.
Despite the death of her father when she was 16 years
old,  Betty stubbornly refused to give up on dancing.
After high school,  Betty worked as a department store
model and her mother sent her to Bennington College in
Vermont for their dance program. After her second
summer at Bennington she asked Martha Graham if she
could study with her in New York.  Miss Graham said
yes. She studied dance and modeled the three years
she was in New York before her mother convinced her
to come back to Michigan.  Hortense struck a deal with
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Gerald R. Ford, Jr. centers a football during practice at the University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor, MI. 1933. During his senior year, he was offered professional contracts with the
Chicago Bears and the Green Bay Packers.

Betty Bloomer at the Kent Country Club, Grand Rapids, MI. January 1938.

Jerry Ford loved to sail in Lake Michigan.  When WWII broke out,  Ford joined the US
Navy as a commissioned officer on the USS Monterey.

her daughter:  Betty would come home and after six
months, if she still wanted to be a dancer in New York,
her mother would not interfere.  Back in Grand Rapids,
Betty taught dance, worked at a department store and
dated.  Her mother married an old family friend and
neighbor. Betty soon met and married Bill Warren, a
salesman who had taken her to her first dance when she
was 12.  The marriage lasted five years before Betty
filed for divorce.

Gerald Ford met Betty Bloomer Warren at church in
1947, after her divorce.  Jerry Ford had returned from
the war to find the girl who was supposed to be waiting
for him married to someone else.  Mutual friends asked
Betty if she’d go out with Jerry Ford -  she agreed and
they fell in love.  Ford proposed to Betty and then told
her that he planned to run for congress.  They married
on October 15, 1948, two weeks before he won a seat in
the House of Representatives. The  Fords went to
Washington and settled in Virginia and soon welcomed
the birth of their first son, Michael in 1950. Two more
sons, Jack and Steven, and a daughter, Susan, followed
in the next six years. Jerry Ford was a popular
representative in the House, socially moderate, fiscally
conservative, described by colleagues as fair and honest.
He gained national exposure in 1963 when President
Lyndon Johnson appointed him to the Warren
Commission to investigate the assassination of President
Kennedy. Ford was elected minority leader of the House
of Representatives in 1965, a post he held until President
Nixon tapped him to replace Vice President Spiro Agnew
in December 1973.
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When she reached 20 years of age, Betty Bloomer had the opportunity
to study dance at the Martha Graham Dance studio in New York City.

Betty Bloomer (center) dancing with four other young women. 1938.

Lieutenant Commander
Gerald R. Ford, Jr. 1945

Betty Bloomer. 1940

Wedding bells rang for the couple on October 15, 1948,  two weeks before
his first election to the United States Congress.  They are shown here leaving
the Grace Episcopal church in Grand Rapids following the wedding ceremony.

It was his first and her second marriage.

Gerald & Betty Ford pose with their parents on their wedding day. On left:
Gerald R. Ford, Sr., and Dorothy Gardner Ford; on right: Hortense Neahr
Bloomer Godwin and Arthur Meigs Godwin. October 15, 1948

Right: Rep. Gerald Ford
giving a speech in Grand
Rapids July 4, 1950. He
won 13 terms to the House
of Representatives. His
dream was to become

Speaker of the House .



     Jerry & Betty Ford

The Fords arrived on the national scene during the most tumultuous
political times in our nation’s history.  After seven months as Vice-
President, it became evident that Nixon would not survive the
scandal. Alexander Haig met with Ford to tell him that investigators
had found a “smoking gun” that clearly implicated Nixon’s
involvement in the Watergate scandal.   Ford ascended to the
presidency at noon on August 9, 1974 upon President Nixon’s
resignation.   Jerry Ford enjoyed a very short honeymoon with
congress and the press.  In a televised address one month after
taking office, he told the nation that he was pardoning Richard
Nixon for any crimes he may have committed while president.
Ford felt several years of trials and appeals would further tear the
nation apart.  He felt the country needed to move on and put
Watergate behind it.

Betty Ford was indeed a “breath of fresh air” in a “buttoned-
down” Washington, DC.  In early October 1974, Betty Ford was
diagnosed with breast cancer and underwent a mastectomy. She
publicly discussed her breast cancer and ensuing mastectomy,
and was credited with saving countless women’s lives by
encouraging regular mammograms. She actively supported and
promoted the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to give women
equal status with men, annoying some of her husband’s advisors
and the more conservative wing of the Republican party by calling
legislators in the states about to vote on the amendment. She was
pro-choice on the question of abortion and in an interview with
Morley Safer on CBS’s 60 minutes, Mrs. Ford said that she
wouldn’t be  surprised if her children had tried marijuana and said
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it would be all right if her daughter Susan had an
affair before marriage.  While Mrs. Ford may not
have gained approval from the West Wing, she
gained bi-partisan popularity throughout the nation
for her courage and her candor.  Many felt she
was just “telling it like it is” – a popular phrase from
the mid-1970s.

John Robert Greene writes in his book, Betty
Ford – Candor and Courage in the White
House,

“On the whole, the nation liked its First
Family. But virtually from the moment she
set foot in the White House, it smiled
along with its new first lady.  Simply put,
Betty Ford was fun, and she captured
the public’s affection in a way that no first
lady, before or since, has done.  She
was seemingly one of them – a woman
with a family much like their own, a
woman who just seemed to enjoy life.
The first lady once stuck a lit cigarette
into the hand of a statue in the Oval
Office.  She removed from the White
House walls historic nineteenth-century
wallpaper depicting battles from the
American Revolution because she found
it depressing.  She instructed the White
House chef on how to make the family’s
favorite pot roast.  One night, when
Susan and two of her friends were having a sleepover in the Lincoln bedroom

for the specific purpose of finding out if a
ghost really inhabited the room, Mrs. Ford
covered herself in a white bed sheet, glided
into the room, and began reciting the
Gettysburg Address, terrifying the girls.”

During the 1976 elections, Betty  often campaigned
on behalf of her husband. White House staffers
noted that she drew bigger crowds than the
President.  She was the first sitting First Lady to
appear in a television sitcom, when she taped an
episode of The Mary Tyler Moore Show.   She
donned a trucker’s cap and had the handle, “First
Mama” during the CB Radio craze of the 1970s.

 President Ford’s popularity waned, as he tried to
work with an overwhelmingly Democratic-
controlled Congress following Watergate. Double-
digit inflation was wreaking havoc on the American
economy and on American families.  Ford
developed his “Whip Inflation Now”  (WIN)
program with little success.  Comedians had a field
day with Ford, especially after he tumbled down
the stairs of Air Force One in full view of the media.
Saturday Night Live comedian Chevy Chase
consistently played President Ford in skits, without
makeup or voice impersonation,  just tripping and
falling.  President Ford, with a great sense of humor,
took it all in stride.
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Ford survived two assassination attempts within
17 days in Northern California in September
1975.  The first, on September 5, in Sacramento,
by Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme,  a follower of
the infamous killer Charles Manson. She pointed
a gun at Ford, but Secret Service agents tackled
her before she could get a bullet in the gun
chamber. The second attempt occurred on
September 22, in San Francisco, when a
middle-aged Sara Jane Moore fired off a shot at
the President as he exited the Fairmont Hotel.  A
bystander hit Moore’s arm as she pulled the
trigger, deflecting the shot.  Both women were
convicted for attempted assassination of the
President and were given life sentences in
prison.

Gerald Ford faced strong competition from
Ronald Reagan to win the 1976 Republican
presidential nomination.  When the campaign
began, Ford was more than 20 points behind
Jimmy Carter in the polls.  Ford brought back
the Presidential debates, not seen since the
Kennedy/Nixon race in 1960, but which continue
to this day as an election year tradition.  Ford
was successful in closing the gap in the polls,
and many feel that if the election were held one
week later, he would have won.  In the end he
was the winner in 27 states, and was only 2.1
points behind in the popular vote, but Carter
gained enough electoral votes to win the
election.  Ford became the only American

President to never have been elected as
President or Vice President.

The Fords retired to Rancho Mirage,
because of the weather and because they
had friends here, most notably Leonard &
Mrs. Firestone, who had been Ambassador
to Belgium and the Annenbergs, who had
hosted the Fords at Sunnylands.  Firestone
gave the Fords some property at
Thunderbird Country Club to build their
house.  The former President kept a busy
schedule as a speaker and consultant and
indulged in his golf game.  Betty Ford, without
the busy First Lady duties, drank more and
mixed alcohol with prescription pain pills.  Her
family held an intervention here in Rancho
Mirage and Mrs. Ford entered the Long
Beach Naval Hospital’s Drug & Alcohol Abuse
Program.  Betty Ford was just as candid about
her drug use and alcoholism and was
successful in her attempt to have people look
as substance abuse as a disease.  She
participated in the intervention of her friend,
Leonard Firestone, and after his treatment,
the two worked on raising funds for a Drug
and Alcohol Treatment Center at Eisenhower
Medical Center.  The Betty Ford Center was
born in 1982, and Mrs. Ford had a hand in
every aspect of the planning, design of the
facilities and treatment programs.  She vowed
that fifty percent of the spaces at the center
would be reserved for women, as at that time
drug and alcohol abuse was typically seen
as a men’s problem.
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She brought in programs that counseled family members for a week,
while their loved one was in treatment.  She often would just show
up and participate in counseling meetings and address groups of
family members with words of hope and encouragement.  Even
though they were not given preferential treatment, issue-plagued
celebrities flocked to the Betty Ford Center in the 1980s, much the
same way they flocked to Studio 54 in the 1970s. Magazine and
newspaper accounts of celebrities who were treated successfully at
the Betty Ford Center were common occurrences.  “Betty Ford did
more to give national and international attention to Rancho Mirage
than anyone,” said Councilman Alan Seman.

“When I’m traveling, and people ask me where I live, I tell them
Rancho Mirage.  If I get a blank stare in response,  I just say that it
is the home of the Betty Ford Center.  That really has been out claim
to fame outside of Southern California,” said Rancho Mirage realtor
Carol Traylor.

 Betty Ford kept busy for most of her post White House years as she
served as Chairman of the Board of the Betty Ford Center
from its beginning in 1982 until her daughter, Susan Ford
Bales, was named Chairman in 2004.  Betty Ford still
retains her “Chairman Emeritus” title at the center.  She
also has become the only presidential figure besides
George Washington to be both a person and a place.



     Jerry & Betty Ford

September 5, 1975, Sacramento, California.  While walking to
the state capitol, Secret Service agents scurry President Ford to
safety after a gun was pointed at him in close range.

Secret Service agents wrestle the gun away from Lynette
“Squeaky” Fromme seconds after she pointed it at Presi-
dent Ford.  She pulled the trigger, but there was not a bullet
in the chamber.

Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme, 27,
had her gun strapped to her leg, hid-
den under a long dress.

September 22, 1975, San Francisco, California.  President Ford reacts to the sound of a gunshot while leaving the
Fairmont Hotel after a speech to the AFL-CIO.  The shot was fired by Sara Jane Moore, 45, from across the street of
the hotel.  A bystander who saw Moore pull out the gun, hit her arm as she pulled the trigger, deflecting the shot.

Sara Jane Moore was immediately apprehended and arrested. She
was found guilty and sentenced to life in prison.

Salzburg, Austria,  April 1975.  Ford’s reputation as clumsy isforever sealed as he trips
down the stairs of Airforce One in full view of dignitaries and the international press corps.
Chevy Chase of Saturday Night Live became famous tripping over things as “President
Ford”.  What wasn’t seen was Ford’s immediate recovery from this fall and walking to the
receiving line.  Schwartzenegger has said he was the most athletic of all the presidents.

President Ford was a fiscally con-
servative Republican, who did not
feel that it was the federal
government’s responsibility to bail
out a poorly managed, nearly bank-
rupt New York City.  Many feel that
he was far too nice to have used the
words that the New York Daily
News reported.
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“It’s been said that ‘behind every great man
is a woman’... For Betty Ford, that’s a double
blessing.  The way Jerry plays golf, that’s the
safest place to be.” - Bob Hope

“I know I am getting better at golf because I
am hitting fewer spectators.” - Gerald Ford
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