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A
bandoning H

is C
onciliatory R

ole? 
G

erald F
ord: 

W
ith

in
 h

o
u

rs aster V
ice P

resid
en

t 
G

erald
 F

o
rd

's self-d
estru

ctiv
e sp

eech
 

in
 A

tlan
tic C

ity
 last w

eek
, o

n
e o

f h
is 

k
ey

 staffers w
as v

ain
ly

 try
in

g
 to

 ju
s-

tify
 to

 h
is o

w
n
 fam

ily
 an

d
 n

eig
h
b
o
rs 

F
ord's attack on "a few

, extrem
e parti-

sans." 
T

h
e staffer, b

ack
 ag

ain
st th

e w
all, 

fo
u

n
d

 a ratio
n

al d
efen

se im
p

o
ssib

le; 
h

e ag
reed

 w
ith

 m
u

ch
 o

f th
e criticism

 
a
g

a
in

st h
is b

o
ss. U

n
lik

e
 F

o
rd

, h
e
 

a
g
re

e
d
 th

a
t P

re
sid

e
n
t N

ix
o
n
 h

a
d
 

rig
h
tly

 lo
st th

e , co
n
fid

en
ce o

f v
ast 

num
bers of A

m
ericans, D

em
ocrats and 

R
epublicans alike. 
Y

et F
ord him

self, w
ho stood on the 

p
in

n
acle o

f p
o

p
u

lar p
o

litical accep
ta-

bility as of Jan. 15, to this day has not 
been convinced by his closest political 
friends, aides and w

ell-w
ishers that the 

A
tlan

tic C
ity

 sp
eech

 w
as all th

at d
e-

structive. 
T

o the contrary, F
ord is risking even 

further slicing aw
ay of his unique, na-

tional support by continuing to play a 
role that critics see as P

ublic D
efender 

N
o
. 1

 o
f a m

an
 w

h
o
 m

ay
 rap

id
ly

 b
e 

slipping beyond rational defense. 
the leader of his party in the H

ouse, to 
F

o
r p

o
litics-w

ise Jerry
 F

o
rd

, lo
n

g
 

the leader of his party in the H
ouse, to 

pursue such a role is incom
prehensible 

to old cronies in C
ongress. It is raising 

d
istu

rb
in

g
 q

u
estio

n
s ab

o
u

t h
o

w
 p

o
li-

tics-w
ise F

ord really is. 
Ju

st b
efo

re th
e C

h
ristm

as recess, a 
sm

all g
ro

u
p

 o
f R

ep
u

b
lican

 co
n

serv
a-

tives quietly discussed F
ord's problem

 
in

 th
e clo

ak
ro

o
m

. T
h
ey

 u
n
an

im
o
u
sly

 
ag

reed
 th

at F
o

rd
 m

u
st n

it g
et su

ck
ed

 
into "the W

hite H
ouse gam

e," as pre-
d
ecesso

r S
p
iro

 T
. A

g
n
ew

 w
as, o

r h
e 

w
ould end up a politidal w

reck. F
ord, 

they agreed, m
ust' be-preserved as the 

p
arty

's m
ajo

r asset if R
ich

ard
 N

ix
o

n
 

goes dow
n. 

W
h

en
 th

ey
 read

 F
o

rd
's rid

icu
lo

u
s 

ch
arg

e th
at "a p

o
litical g

ru
d

g
e fig

h
t" 

is sparking the anti-N
ixon m

ovem
ent, 

they w
ere dism

ayed. W
as F

ord already 
ensnared in the W

hite H
ouse toils? 

In fact, how
ever, the original speech 

idea w
as F

ord's ow
n, picked up by his 

personal reading of anti-N
ixon hand-

o
u

ts fro
m

 lab
o

r an
d

 lib
eral o

rg
an

iza-
tio

n
s. S

tru
ck

 b
y

 th
e co

m
m

o
n

 an
ti-

N
ixon im

peachm
ent them

e, he asked 
th

e "sp
ecial" sp

eech
w

ritin
g

 o
ffice in

 
th

e W
h
ite H

o
u
se (o

p
eratin

g
 u

n
d
er 

chief of staff A
lexander H

aig) to prep 
pare a fitting draft. 

F
o
rd

 h
as b

een
 seek

in
g
 tw

o
 sp

eech
- 

W
riters fo

r w
eek

s b
u

t in
 th

e in
terim

 
uses the W

hite H
ouse team

, headed by 
D

avid G
ergen. T

he draft that w
ent to 

F
o

rd
 fitted

 b
o

th
 h

is o
w

n
 req

u
est an

d
, 

n
atu

rally
, th

e cu
rren

tly
 h

ard
en

in
g

 
N

ixon line. 
.F

ord and top aides say they deleted 
several provocative phrases, including 
a slu

rrin
g

 referen
ce to

 co
n

g
ressio

n
al 

left-w
ingers playing dirty pool against 

th
e P

resid
en

t. B
u
t th

at o
rig

in
al d

raft, 
intentionally hard-line to ease the new

 
crisis over the 18-m

inute tape gap and 
th

e ex
p
erts' fin

d
in

g
 an

n
o
u
n
ced

 th
e 

sam
e d

ay
 as th

e sp
eech

, w
as b

y
 n

o
 

m
eans torn up by F

ord. 	
• 

T
o
 th

e co
n
trary

, th
e V

ice P
resid

en
t 

still defends the self-destructive them
e 

o
f th

e h
eart o

f th
e su

eech
. M

o
re d

is-
heartening to F

ord allies, he questions 
p
ress treatm

en
t o

f th
e sp

eech
, ask

in
g
 

w
hy so m

uch tim
e and space w

ere ex-
pended on a single speech. 

P
erhaps part of the torrent of abuse 

th
at fell o

n
 F

o
rd

 after A
tlan

tic city
 

can
 b

e b
lam

ed
 o

n
 th

is u
n

b
eliev

ab
ly

 
co

n
fu

sed
 w

ay
 o

f p
rep

arin
g

 a sp
eech

. 
T

h
e tex

t sh
u

ttled
 b

ack
 an

d
 fo

rth
 b

e-
tw

een the W
hite H

ouse speechw
riters 

an
d

 F
o

rd
's o

ffice so
 m

an
y

 tim
es th

at, 
finally, one of F

ord's closest and canni- 

est aid
es h

ad
 n

o
 o

p
p
o
rtu

n
ity

 to
 g

iv
e 

th
e tex

t m
o
re th

an
 a rap

id
 o

n
ce-o

v
er 

before F
ord boarded his plane for A

t- 
lantic C

ity. 
T

hat, again, is a fault w
hich m

ust be 
laid

 to
 F

o
rd

, n
o
t th

e W
h
ite H

o
u
se. 

F
o

rd
 n

eed
s h

is o
w

n
 w

o
rd

sm
ith

s, n
o

t 
those w

hose first loyalty is to R
ichard 

_N
ixon.' 
S

p
eech

w
riters, h

o
w

ev
er, can

 n
ev

er 
co

m
p
en

sate fo
r F

o
rd

's o
w

n
 p

o
litical 

judgm
ent and instincts. S

tarting from
 

glorious prospects during his first few
 

w
eek

s in
 o

ffice, h
e w

as b
ad

ly
 serv

ed
 

by those instincts in the A
tlantic C

ity 
fiasco

. In
stead

 o
f v

iew
in

g
 h

im
self as 

conciliator of dangerous political pas-
sio

n
s in

 an
 h

isto
rically

 u
n
iq

u
e situ

a-
tion, F

ord has been acting as a conven-
tional politician in conventional tim

es. 
E

v
en

 h
is clo

sest aid
es co

n
ced

e th
e 

m
ail w

as not good after A
tlantic C

ity, 
but that is beside the real point: w

hether 
F

ord him
self understands w

hy the m
ail 

w
as n

o
t g

o
o

d
. T

h
e p

ro
b

lem
 is n

o
t so

 
m

uch the A
tlantic C

ity blunder, w
hich 

could be soon forgotten, but the pros-
pect of sim

ilar m
istakes again and again. 
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