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With gratitude and love to my family, who were there when I needed them.






EDITOR’S NOTE ABOUT THE 2024 EDITION

This edition is a republication of Betty Ford’s book Betty: A Glad Awakening, published in 1987. It is a memoir, set in a specific time in history and culture. The language has not been updated to be more inclusive; it reflects the time during which Betty forged her own path for all the intersecting identities that she represented. It is our hope that you read this book with that in mind. If there is a passage that makes you pause and wonder how it would be depicted today, then that is part of the experience of the memoir.

Times have changed in the recovery industry as well. There are a few important updates to note: the Betty Ford Center is no longer a part of Eisenhower Medical Center, which is now Eisenhower Health. In 2014, the Betty Ford Center merged with the Hazelden Foundation and is now the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation with locations as well as telehealth services nationwide.
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Preface

When I was in treatment at Long Beach, the naval hospital where I went to get clean and sober, I was required to write what they called an autobiography—a few pages was all the therapists wanted—detailing where I had gone off the track.

I could not do it.

I suppose I was so wrapped up in the image I had been presenting to the public that I didn’t see anything wrong with my life. I was married to the perfect man, I had four perfect children, I had a new house, and, after thirty years of married life, all new furniture. As far as I was concerned, everything was going along just fine, and I didn’t know why these therapists should be suggesting anything different.

It seems quite clear now that I did not want to open the closet door and have everything tumble out. You can’t deal with everything coming at you all at once. You’re afraid you’ll be overwhelmed, maybe drink or use again, maybe even take your own life in your desperation to escape.

You know something’s wrong, but you say it’s all fine. My friend Muriel Zink describes this as “honest self-deception.”

You face what you’re able to face, and more is revealed to you when you can handle the revelations.

In Long Beach, I couldn’t handle much, and certainly I could not write the truth.

Now here I am embarking on a different kind of autobiography, and I’m not sure I can write this one either.

“What is she talking about?” you’re saying. “She wrote one autobiography, didn’t she?”

Yes, she did. Let me explain. The Times of My Life, published after my husband and I left the White House, was not—except for one chapter added at the last minute—about my drinking or my pill taking. There was a lot of “honest self-deception” in it, though there was a lot of truth too. But basically, it was the story of a girl from Grand Rapids, Michigan, and her marriage to a man who later became the thirty-eighth President of the United States.

I know more about that girl now, and I know what I want to do with this new book. And what I don’t want to do. I don’t want to write what we alcoholics call war stories. Testimonials to the horrors of drinking. You listen to some of them, and you think, My God, if my life was like that, I’d drink too.

This book is going to be about recovery, mine and other people’s. And how recovery works and how sometimes it doesn’t. I would like it to be funny, not sad, and I would like anyone who reads it to understand that while I know something about alcoholism, I am no authority on the subject. I can’t tell anyone how to get well. I can only carry the message about how it was for me, and the things that helped me to get well.

At first, I wasn’t willing to share these things except in groups of other alcoholics. The idea of leaping into print bothered me. I have a husband who supports me, and I didn’t choose to make money out of my recovery. That would be counterproductive to the program I live by, a program that says, if you want to keep it, you have to give it away.

Then I realized that was no problem. I give away the fees I’m paid for making speeches about alcohol and drug addiction—they go to help support the Betty Ford Center and other treatment centers—and I could do the same with any monies from a book.

What was more, a book could reach so much further than my voice in a speech, or my words in a letter.

At Long Beach, I got sacks of letters asking for help. This person had lost his faith, that one had been brought down by drugs, alcohol, depression, illness.

At the time, I didn’t know how to answer them. I had to get home before I could write and say, see your clergyman, go to your local council on drugs and alcohol, find a support group.

It was general advice, and there was nothing wrong with it. But what I didn’t understand then, and do understand now, is that there is joy in recovery, and in helping others discover that joy.

Sometimes I’m asked if I feel I have a mission. I don’t. I’m not that presumptuous. I don’t think God looked down and said, “Here’s Betty Bloomer, we’re going to use her to sober up alcoholics.” But I do think people relate to someone who has the same problems they have, and who overcomes them. And I think God has allowed me—along with thousands of others—to carry a message, a message that says, there’s help out there, and you too can be a survivor. Look at us. Look at me.

Since my survival has often depended on others, there will be other voices heard here. I am going to turn to family and friends for help in reconstructing this journey of recovery. Some of them saw me more clearly than I saw myself, and all of them loved me until I could love myself.
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And, through and over everything,

A sense of glad awakening.

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY








1

There are mountains all around the Betty Ford Center, blue-gray in the distance, massive and enduring. Once in a while even a patient who doesn’t believe in God will admit that if you look at those mountains long enough, you start to suspect there’s something out there greater than you, you’re filled with a sense of wonder.

Wonder is what I was feeling on October 3, 1982, the day we dedicated the Betty Ford Center.

There was the 15th Air Force Band from March Air Force Base, and the U.S. Army Chorale, and a tent for the invited guests. It was a huge tent that held four hundred people. And the sun was shining, and there were buildings waiting for our first patients, and all I could think was, three recovering alcoholics did this. Joe Cruse, Leonard Firestone, and Betty Ford built this out of Joe’s dream, and a patch of desert.

We didn’t do it alone, but we did it.

I took a lot of teasing on Dedication Day.

When Leonard Firestone got up from his seat on the dais to make his little speech, he said, “I remember early on she called me about every day. ‘Have you done this? Have you done that? Have you followed up on this?’ And I think it may have been after the second or third call one day, I said, ‘Dammit, Betty, I’m doing the best I can.’ I thought that might get her off me, but it didn’t.”

Then Leonard turned to Jerry. “Mr. President,” he said, “you’re damn lucky you’re not an alcoholic!”

Vice President George Bush razzed me too. He said my assistant had told him I was a busybody, and that “not long ago, when this building was still a skeleton of girders and beams, she saw Betty out here thrashing around wearing a hard hat, and if that day Betty had not only inspected the place, but tightened a few bolts and welded three or four joints, no one would have been the least bit surprised.”

I guess it’s okay, as long as he didn’t say smoked a few joints. After all, we’re talking about a rehab center.

Bob Hope stood there in front of the very patrons and benefactors I’d been soliciting for cash and accused me of having had my hands out “palms up for the last two years…. She’s extracted so much money from people around here that next year she’s going to be poster girl for the IRS.”

In her speech, Dolores Hope, chairman of the board of Eisenhower Medical Center (the Betty Ford Center is a corporate part of Eisenhower), was not respectful either. But she pronounced herself impressed. “I did not see this facility until today,” Dolores said, “and I can’t believe anything this good could have been done without me.”

My husband wasn’t funny. My husband—who, when I told him he would be very important in this book, said, “No, I’m just a minor character”—told the audience that he was speaking for our kids and our grandchildren as well as himself. He said, “We’re proud of you, Mom… we want you to know that we love you.” And when he talked about my recovery, he broke. He’d only done that in public one other time, after my mastectomy, as he’d faced the press and said I was okay, that I would be okay.

Ask people who were there what they remember best about the Dedication of the Betty Ford Center, and most of them say Jerry.

“Your dear little husband cried,” Dolores Hope says, ignoring the fact that my dear little husband is over six feet tall. “His dear little eyes filled up, and oh, God, it really knocked us out. It was beautiful, and we went to the Dedication dinner and talked about it.”

My son Steve says, “My strongest memory of the day is how proud Dad was when he got up there. He talked about you, and he fought back tears, and I just saw the love between you.”

Steve remembers that I looked loving, John Sinn, president of the Board of Eisenhower Medical Center, remembers that I looked anxious. They are both right. John Schwarzlose, the executive director for the Center, reminds me that I sat on the dais between Dolores Hope and George Bush “and everybody was watching you, and twice, President Ford started to choke up when he was talking. I don’t think most people were aware of how much the day meant to him because it meant so much to you.”

Joe Pursch (the doctor in charge of Long Beach during my stay there) agrees that many listening to Jerry “felt a tug at the throat.” Dr. Pursch says he was also touched by the miracle that “this thing was really happening.” He compares helping alcoholics to delivering babies. “A baby is trapped in the mother’s body, very isolated, and an alcoholic who is still drinking is imprisoned in kind of the same way—in the apartment, lights low, phone off the hook, television on, but not watching, cigarette in one hand, drink in the other, and that’s the whole world. In either case, delivering a baby or helping an alcoholic stop drinking, you’re in at the creation of a new life.”

Dr. Pursch saw the Dedication as a portent of marvels to come. “The media were there,” he says. “The Vice President of the United States was there, so it was all out in the open, it was laying the foundation for a place that would deliver many babies.”

Our friend Ed Johnsen, a builder who’s on our board of directors, says for him, also, Jerry’s speech was “the most significant. He just stood there and offered a tribute from the heart.”

Meri Bell Sharbutt, my teacher and guide since Long Beach—she is thirty years sober—was experiencing mixed emotions. “I saw the first slabs of cement in this thing,” she says. “I saw the first plans when it had no name, it was just a vision of Joe Cruse. And then you got well, recovered, and you gave your permission to call it the Betty Ford Center. And I sat there at the Dedication wondering: Are you strong enough to withstand the onslaughts of people from every side? People who would be thinking of the Betty Ford Center as an extension of your sobriety? Or as an aggrandizement of your sobriety?”

Meri Bell knows the dangers of arrogance. A priest once said, “Meri Bell has humility, and she’s proud of it,” and Meri Bell says that, for six months, she thought that was a compliment.

It’s even worse when you’re in the public eye. People crowd around you and ask for advice and tell you you’re wonderful, and you can easily build up a false sense of your own importance. Which is why, at Long Beach, Joe Pursch had put me in a room with three other patients, instead of giving me the private room I’d demanded. Right off, he was telling me, hey, lady, you may have been the wife of a President, but in here, you’re nothing special.

My son Jack says the Dedication was less of a high to him than to “some of the people there who had been involved with the project. Because to me, the real victory was what had happened with Mother.”

For several of my colleagues at the Center, the Dedication wasn’t such a big deal either. Our opening, next morning, was what they were pointed toward.

“The staff was geared up, looking forward to Monday, and the first patients arriving,” John Schwarzlose says. “So for us, it was like, well, it’s an honor to be at the Dedication, but just wait till tomorrow.”

Dr. Joseph Cruse, our founding medical director, says he was thinking that “we’d come a long way. The actual floor plans for the Betty Ford Center are from some slides I made in 1966, when I wanted to build a cancer hospital where the families could live with the patient. And I came to California drinking, with this dream.

“For somebody who had wandered up and down Wilshire Boulevard with a hip flask in one pocket and a letter from President Eisenhower in the other (the letter said what a good idea a live-in cancer hospital was), trying to raise money and drinking every night, this was quite a culmination.”

For me, too.

Good Morning America was there, shooting a special segment, and my assistant, my right arm, Ann Cullen, was standing at the back of the tent with David Hartman’s producer, pointing out notables. “That’s so-and-so—you might want to talk to him. Or her. Or them.”

Of my children, only Jack and Steve, the California contingent, came to the Dedication. The two from the East didn’t make it, they didn’t want to travel so far just to take part in a packed-with-people weekend. They won’t come when we have a golf tournament either, because we’re too busy running the tournament to talk to them. Susan and Mike said they’d visit when the Dedication was over, and we’d have more time together.

More time. It’s a family joke. Jerry and I used to drive past when they were building the Betty Ford Center, and I’d say, “I’ll be so glad when we get it up and open, because then I’ll be free.”

I couldn’t imagine how seductive the Center would be for me, how much of my life it would take over.

At the Dedication, I had to speak, and I was scared. George Bush introduced me, and I tried to say a little about how I had felt coming home after treatment to the desert, to the serenity of these mountains that I loved. And I thanked everyone who had given us donations or supported us in any way that had made the Center a reality. And I explained to the audience that one of the problems of alcoholics is that they tend to be perfectionists.

“The other day,” I said, “I came over here to check, in my perfectionist way, on the last-minute details. Were the windows clean? Was everything in place? And as I walked up the path, I noticed that, thanks to all the water, fertilizer, peat moss, and seed we’d put around, the grass was beginning to come up. You can see a wonderful green haze out there, it sort of looks like the stubble of a new beard, but it’s beautiful. And I couldn’t help but think, This was a pile of sand, and we’ve made it come alive. And it’s going to be even more alive, because people will come here for help; there is going to be a way for them, a new life.”

Later, after the music, the speeches, the congratulations were over, people drifted out onto the campus. At one point, Leonard and I were standing there, and we looked out across the still raw landscape. We had been through so much together, traveling the country pleading for money, fighting for new legislation, trying to foist off the presidency of the place—“You do it!” “No, you do it!”—on each other, and we had come so far.

The basic buildings were up, the trees were planted, we had assembled what we thought was the finest staff a rehabilitation center had ever put together, and they were all set to go. I said to Leonard, “Can you believe this?” and he said, “Hell, no, I really can’t.” And we laughed, and then we cried. For happiness.

And I thought about a morning four years earlier when I had cried for shame, out of weakness and fear. I was dying, and everyone knew it but me.
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April 1, 1978. We had been in our new California house just two weeks. I sat on the green-and-white couch in the living room, my husband’s arm around me, and I cried. I didn’t say a word, just listened, and cried.

We were having an intervention, starring me. My husband, my children, two doctors, a nurse, and a couple of friends had gathered to tell me they were concerned about my failing health, and thought I had a problem with alcohol and drugs.

I’d never heard of an intervention, and I would just as soon have kept it that way. I didn’t want to hear any of what my family was telling me.

My makeup wasn’t smeared, I wasn’t disheveled, I behaved politely, and I never finished off a bottle, so how could I be alcoholic? And I wasn’t on heroin or cocaine, the medicines I took—the sleeping pills, the pain pills, the relaxer pills, the pills to counteract the side effects of other pills—had been prescribed by doctors, so how could I be a drug addict?

I had done everything in my power for my husband and our four kids I had loved so much. I had done everything in my power to help my husband’s career. In my own mind, at least, I had always been there for them, and I truly believed I had given a hundred percent. My mother’s voice was always in my ear: “If you can’t do it right, don’t do it at all.”

And now I was hearing that I had failed. You have to understand that my family was not saying this (there were no pointing fingers, no accusatory remarks), my family was saying I had a disease. They were saying, “Mother, you’re sick, we love you and we want to help you.” But what I heard was that I had let them down.

My self-esteem was nonexistent. I did not understand how much love it took for them to risk this confrontation with me. For months, I had been withdrawing. As I got sicker, I gradually stopped going to lunch, I wouldn’t see friends, I was putting everyone out of my life.

So far as my family was concerned, a crisis point had been reached a few months before, at Christmas. The children say it was the worst Christmas ever, but I was completely oblivious to their distress. I thought everyone was happy. We were up in Vail, where we’d always come for the holidays, there was a lot of good snow, we were together, and I had my pills.

I did notice that anyone who prepared a drink for me kept it very light, and I would say, “Oh, for heaven’s sake, if you’re going to make me a drink, make me a real drink, or else just give me plain tonic.” But that was the extent of my awareness that I was being watched.

Our oldest son, Mike, reports that was the week the children went to Jerry. And since I was pretty much hors de combat, I’m going to depend on the fighters who were not disabled to fill in what happened.

Mike Ford: “We said something’s wrong here, but we were in the dark about drug dependency and alcoholism. We didn’t know what we were up against, we just knew Mother was manifesting a lot of unhealthy signs, being incoherent, kind of shuffling around, not eating right. And the slurred speech, the not getting dressed until late in the day, had become a lifestyle. You could tell she was a sick woman, but none of us—not even Dad—knew what to do. We all just kind of said, ‘We’ll try to spend more time with her, be more in touch with her.’ And Dad said he wouldn’t travel as much.”

Susan Ford Vance: “Even earlier, in the desert, I had talked to Dad. He was as frustrated as I was. It was one of those ‘Well, sweetheart, you find the solution and I’m with you,’ but he didn’t know what to do either. It was like there was this disease, and who do you talk to about it?”

Jerry Ford: “Susan had been talking to me about ‘Mother’s problem,’ but I guess she was somewhat intimidated by me because she never really came out and said, ‘Dad, you’ve got to do something.’ ”

Finally, it was Susan herself who did something. Through the grace of God, I guess, she got involved with helping Joe Cruse—Dr. Joseph Cruse—up at Turnoff, which is a rehabilitation center for chemically dependent kids. Dr. Cruse was our gynecologist, and a recovering alcoholic, and he had hired Susan to take pictures of Turnoff so he could raise some money for it. On their way up there, they discussed my case.

Susan Ford Vance: “I said, ‘Dr. Cruse, I’ve got this friend, and she’s got a problem,’ and he said, ‘Susan, your friend is your mother, isn’t she?’ And I said yeah.

“He said he could help me put an intervention team together, and I said, ‘Well, let me go back to my dad, because I couldn’t okay anything without him.’ I wasn’t married yet, Chuck and I weren’t even engaged then.

“So I went back and talked to Dad, and he said, ‘That sounds great,’ and then he took off on a trip. So I called Clara back in Washington. Clara Powell had worked for our family all the time we kids were growing up, she had been our second mother. And I said, ‘Clara, you’ve got to come out here. Mother is taking pills, and I can’t stand it anymore. The boys keep telephoning and asking how she is, and I don’t know what to tell them. I don’t even want to see her every day because it frustrates me.’

“I was upset when I did see my mother, and my mother was upset when I didn’t see her. I wasn’t living with my parents—I had my own place—and when I’d go over to my dad’s office, Mother would hear I had been there, right next door, and hadn’t stopped by the house, and she’d get hurt.

“Clara promised she would come out—ostensibly to help Mother get everything in the new house unpacked and settled—and I talked to Dr. Cruse again, and he said, again, ‘We can do it if your father is willing.’ ”

Dr. Joseph Cruse: “Almost as soon as we got in the car to drive to Turnoff, Susan grabbed my arm and said, ‘Can you help my mother?’ Just blurted it out.

“I said yes, and about a week later, I got a call from Bob Barrett, who had been President Ford’s Army aide in the White House, and who, as a civilian, still worked with the family. He asked who I was and why I was involving myself in the Fords’ personal affairs. He really raked me over the coals, and I thought, Who needs this? But I explained what Susan and I had been talking about, and the next night, Barrett had me come over and explain to the President what an intervention was.”

Before Jerry could make up his mind one way or another about the wisdom of a full-scale intervention, Susan and Joe Cruse attempted a mini-intervention of their own.

I was in the study when they arrived, and they brought with them Clara and Caroline Coventry, who was my secretary. And Joe started sharing with me the history of his drinking problems, and I thought, What a bunch of pips they are to have dreamt this up. It seemed so underhanded for Susan and Clara and Caroline to gang up on me, and bring in a stranger. Of course, I knew Joe Cruse as a gynecologist, but I already had an internist I saw every Tuesday at twelve noon, and nobody had sent for him. Now suddenly this Dr. Cruse comes out of the woodwork, and the only thing in my mind was, Let me get rid of him.

Joe Cruse: “I had put on a tie, which you don’t normally do in the desert, in order to go and see Mrs. Ford. I went over and spent an hour and a half telling her my story, and just as I was getting to the point I thought might sell her, she fell asleep. I woke her up and told her the rest of it, and I said I thought she too had a chemical dependency problem. She was very gracious, and thanked me for my interest.

“Then Susan and Caroline and I went out on the driveway, and I said to Susan, ‘You better go back in there and hug your mother, I just threw a big bunch of stuff at her.’ So Susan went tearing in, and came tearing out again, and she said, ‘She’s hugging Clara, she doesn’t want to hug me, and she wants you off this property and don’t you ever come back!’ ”

Susan’s recollection diverges from Joe’s in at least one respect. It doesn’t include an iota of graciousness on my part. According to her, our meeting was a disaster.

Susan Ford Vance: “We told Mother she had to stop, and she said, ‘Well, I am stopping, I’ve cut out this pill, I’ve cut out that pill,’ and she got so mad at us, and she was already so high anyway—we didn’t catch her early enough in the morning—that she looked at me and Caroline and Dr. Cruse and she said, ‘You are all a bunch of monsters. Get out of here and never come back.’

“She kicked us out.

“I was devastated. Here Dr. Cruse had promised me that we were going to help my mother, and all we’d done was fall flat on our faces, and my mother had kicked me out of her house.

“I went home and later that night I called Clara, because at that point, Clara was the only person Mother would talk to. And boy, was I glad she was there. She said, ‘Don’t worry, Mother’s fine. I’ve got her settled down.’ ”

They had me settled down and settled up and settled. Two days later, they did the intervention. The real thing. Thursday to Saturday was all it took for them to put it together.

Bob Barrett: “Everybody had been trying to figure out the best time to have the intervention, but they were also sort of avoiding it. We were in Rochester, where President Ford had been speaking, when we got the call. Mrs. Ford had to go into treatment right away. It was very late Friday, but the President phoned Mike and Gayle and asked them to fly to Palm Springs right away. President Ford was supposed to speak in Virginia the next day, and in New York City the day after that, but he got Henry Kissinger to agree to fill in these dates, and then we flew home in a private jet, arriving in the early morning. The Ford kids were already there, and at 7:30 a.m. in the President’s office, we were taught how to conduct an intervention.”

Jerry Ford: “It all came to a head after Susan and Cruse had gone to Betty and she’d thrown them out. It was obvious something had to be done. I recognized the intervention was a gamble, but at that point, I felt the risk was worth taking.”

Bill Bloomer: “My wife and I were out in Palm Springs when they did the intervention on my sister Betty. And Susan got hold of me and said, ‘I’ve gone through this preparation, and we’re going to confront Mother, and she is going to immediately call you for help. And I just hope you won’t give her any.’ And I said, ‘Oh, no, I agree with you a hundred percent. And I think I should talk to Jerry, because he is so in love with Betty and so protective and I’ve got to tell him he’s going to have to be tough.’ And I did tell him that, and he said he knew. He said he realized it was going to be probably the hardest thing he ever did.”

Dr. Joseph Pursch: “It was on a Thursday that Joe Cruse called me at the naval hospital and said Mrs. Ford needed to have an intervention. He told me how much medication she was on, and I knew she would need to be detoxed slowly, but I thought it could be done perfectly safely in her house. Because Dr. Cruse’s office was close by—he was right in Palm Springs—and he’d explained that the Fords lived only minutes from the emergency room at Eisenhower Hospital if anything should go wrong.

“I said I would come to Palm Springs the next day, Friday, and I would bring my nurse, Pat Benedict, with me. There were several reasons for this. Pat was under my command, and I could have the naval hospital give her a set of orders, no questions asked, so this would not become a public matter, and Pat could live at the Ford residence.

“Also, Pat was a fully trained nurse, and a recovering alcoholic. She could help Mrs. Ford to understand the disease concept.”

Pat Benedict: “Dr. Pursch called me and asked me to come by his house. It was a Thursday night. When I got there, he took me into the living room, and asked me what I knew about Betty Ford. I said I didn’t know anything about Betty Ford, and he looked at me like I was weird. He said he had been talking to Dr. Cruse and we were going to do an intervention, and we would take it a step at a time.

“I went on emergency leave—Pursch told people at the hospital that my mother had had a heart attack, so for days my mother was getting get-well cards, and wondering where I was—and on Friday, we drove to Palm Springs, and went directly to Joe Cruse’s office. Cruse and Susan and Clara were there, and Clara said, ‘Looks like we have a team.’ I spent that night at Dr. Cruse’s house, and it was arranged that we would all meet early the next morning in President Ford’s office.”

Joe Pursch: “Because we met with Clara and Susan that Friday afternoon, I had a chance to fill them in a little before the rest of the family arrived. ‘What we want to do tomorrow,’ I said, ‘is have this lady in a position where she won’t run out. So there must not be any heated discussions or arguments. We want to present to her, lovingly but firmly, brief facts about two things—how her illness is affecting and destroying her, and how her illness is affecting and destroying you.

“ ‘And how, as her daughter and her friend, you can no longer stand by and watch.’ Then I asked what they could fill me in on, and Susan said, ‘Well, she’s on medication, and she’s taking it for pain. I know that, but it makes me angry and it makes me worried, and I’m afraid she’ll die.’ And I said, ‘This is what you need to tell her.’ ”

Susan Ford Vance: “When I met Pat Benedict, it was like somebody had just taken a hundred-pound weight off my head. Because she understood what I was going through. I mean, I’d tell her stories and she’d heard them all before, and she convinced me that my mother was not the strangest person I had met in my entire life.

“And Clara’s being there was good too. I think it was Clara who finally called my brother Jack and convinced him to take part in the intervention. He was the one most against it, but Clara said, ‘We’ve got to do this for Mother. If we lose, we lose, but we will have given it our best shot.’ So finally, Jack came around.”

Jack Ford: “After you’ve buried somebody three times over, you’re probably a little reluctant to start shoveling dirt again. I had given up hope that the problem would ever be corrected, and I didn’t want to hurt her gratuitously, I guess.”

Mike Ford: “Susan was the one who said we just could not go on like this, she was the one who told Dad, ‘Get your rear end home, Mother is in a bad way.’ When Dad called Gayle and me, he said, ‘We want to do this right away. Can you fly out?’

“He said we all needed to be there to make a unified presentation, that the intervention would be an act of love to help Mother and the family.

“I was scared of Mother’s reaction. I knew we had to face up to the problem, but I was deeply unsure about what the results of this step would be.

“Then, I think, with the advice of Dr. Pursch and Dr. Cruse—we needed some coaching—we began to understand the nature of chemical dependence, and how it had taken over her life, and at that point, I was really prepared to march in there and lay it on her.”

Steve Ford: “I hadn’t been around that much. I’d come visit, but Susan lived in Palm Springs, and that’s why she stirred the pot up. She got burned the worst. The rest of us were off in our own areas, and didn’t have to be personally involved. It’s hard to live with anyone who has a drug or alcohol problem. They don’t think rationally all the time, they don’t act rationally, they don’t understand.

“We as a family were frustrated with it, but we never made the initial push to do something about it. We kept avoiding it. We had never given Mom a chance to have our support in solving her problem.

“If she hadn’t wanted to correct it, well then, we would have had to say, ‘Mother, we love you, we’re there for you, but we can’t do this for the rest of our lives,’ and we would have had to move on. But we’d never even given her the chance, we’d never tried it. I think there was some guilt about that.

“I was not educated in the treatment of alcoholics or drug abuse. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen. When I drove down to the desert that Saturday morning, I wasn’t sure what the whole thing was about. It wasn’t until we got together over in Dad’s office with the doctors and my brothers and sister that I found out what we were going to do.”

Pat Benedict: “They had just moved from a rented house in the desert, everything was still in boxes in the new house and the office. When President Ford came into the office, the kids were already there. The President looked very stern, very much in control.

“I don’t remember whether it was Pursch or Cruse who explained about telling their mother their feelings, but it seems to me we were not there very long.

“It was brought out that if Mrs. Ford understood and agreed to treatment, I would stay with her until her treatment was decided on, and when Dr. Pursch said, ‘Doesn’t anybody have anything to say?’ I said, ‘I have one thing.’ And I said to President Ford, ‘I will do all I can to help your wife,’ and he just looked at me and said thank you.”

Joe Pursch: “During the pre-intervention, Jack Ford was the one who needed reassurance that this was necessary. He said to me, ‘You know, you haven’t met this patient,’ and that was true. But I told him I had seen the list of medications that had been dispensed to her.”

Bob Barrett: “Before they left the office, Pursch had given them all instructions, and they got a little nitpicky like people do. Everybody started taking shots at one another, and I have a big mouth, so I got into it. I said, ‘I just don’t think you should all be after one another, assessing blame, I just don’t see that working.’ I talked to Pursch later and he said, ‘Those people are scared. They’ve never done anything like this before. The idea is to get them comfortable enough so someone does some risk taking, gets a little more eloquent than he normally is, makes a good point in a kind manner.’ ”

Joe Cruse: “It took us only about fifteen minutes down in the President’s office to train the family. They were so ready. Pursch and I handed them pieces of paper and said, ‘Now you have to write down some event and how you felt about it, and then another event and how you felt about it.’ And they were all writing, and then one of them would read aloud what he had written—his mother had fallen asleep in front of his friends, and he’d had to take her upstairs, something like that—and one of the others would say, ‘Dad, do you hear that? Do you hear that?’ And the President just listened, really listened to all of it.”

Jerry Ford: “The doctors literally gave us a set of instructions, guidelines we had to follow to make the intervention successful. And they warned the kids in advance, ‘Now, your mother’s going to get mad, your mother’s going to cry, she’s going to resent it, she may even get up and walk out, but you have to be firm, you have to be straightforward, and you can’t let her intimidate you because that’s what she’s been doing, she has browbeaten all of you.’

“And that was true. I had turned into an enabler myself. I was making it possible for Betty to continue to drink and take pills. I would make all kinds of alibis about why we were late getting someplace, or why Betty didn’t show up at all. And it was getting worse, not better. My pleading with her was not helping. In fact, it was exacerbating the situation, because she would resent it as though nothing was wrong, and I was being a nitpicker.

“So this intervention was a last chance. I knew I would hate the things I had to say, but I was relieved too. I was convinced this was the only way the situation could be turned around. It was a dead-end street, the way we were going.”

Joe Pursch: “After the pre-intervention session, I gave the family a coffee break, to get their nerves settled. I told them Joe Cruse and Pat and I would meet them over at the house in ten minutes, and we would hold the intervention.

“Sometimes, you have to hold several of these pre-intervention sessions. If the family you’re working with is very disjointed, if there are several people there who have drinking problems, if the sick person’s husband or wife already has some other wife or husband in mind. Then you hold these meetings over a course of a couple of weeks, and you make your decisions—we can’t use the maid, we can’t use the sister, the husband is iffy. But the Fords were really right there. They had been dispersed all over, but they came together like a magnet.

“When the President walked into his office so early that morning, he was tired. He said, ‘This is not going to be pleasant, is it?’ And I said, ‘No, it’s never pleasant, but it’s the only thing to do. When it works, it works beautifully and is lifesaving.’

“At the end of our little training session, he spoke again. ‘Are you sure this needs to be done? And that she can be helped?’ I said, ‘I’m positive about the first, and I’m highly optimistic about the second.’

“ ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘we’ll go.’ And he put down his pipe, and stood up.”

When the whole family trooped into the house, I had no clue what was coming. I thought Mike and Gayle had flown out to visit because I hadn’t been feeling well, and I was absolutely delighted. Until Jerry sat me down on that couch and said, “Mother, we’ve got something to talk to you about, and we want you to listen, because we love you.”

I listened, but I didn’t hear that they loved me. I heard that I had failed.

Steve Ford: “She never failed. I can understand how she could think that, when this thing happened, but she never failed as a mother. At the intervention, I only told one story, of a weekend when Dad was gone, and he didn’t want Mom to be alone, so Melanie, the girl I was going with, and I drove to Palm Springs. And when we got there, I made dinner. I fixed vegetables, salad, the whole thing, and took it in to Mom, and she said, ‘Oh, thank you, but I really don’t feel like eating,’ and I was hurt. I’d gone to the store, done the shopping, put the silverware on the proper sides of the plates, and she went and got another drink.

“When I told that at the intervention, she cried. You know, there were a lot of things coming out that had never been said before.”

Jack Ford: “The only point I made at the intervention—it was a point I felt very strongly about—was that I hadn’t liked to bring friends home. If somebody came by the house, particularly if we’d gone out to the movies first, something like that, I was always kind of peeking around the corner into the family room to see what kind of shape Mother was in.”

Mike Ford: “I told Mother that, being the oldest, I thought I probably saw more clearly the strain on her of having been a wife in Washington, and the mother of four children, and all the pressures and demands that had created her environment. But I said she had got to the point now where her lifestyle was very destructive, she was hurting her relationships with her husband, her family and her friends, and that those relationships were too valuable to lose, and that her life was too valuable to let go.

“Then Gayle said something that hit really hard. We had been married about four years, and Gayle’s comment to Mother was that we wanted to start a family, and we wanted our children to know their grandmother, and not only know her but know her as a healthy, loving person. At that point, she had no grandchildren, and the prospect of not living to see her grandchildren, or living in such a miserable state that the grandchildren would be afraid of her—that really knocked her flat.”

Bob Barrett: “President and Mrs. Ford were sitting in front of the window, their backs to the golf course. They were the only ones on the sofa. Then all around them in a circle were Mike and Gayle, Jack and Steve and Susan and Clara and the doctors and the nurse.

“Mrs. Ford looked small, almost like a doll, lost in the cushions, and as her husband made his opening remarks, you could see the confusion in her face. He was saying she was chemically dependent, ‘and the doctors want to talk to you,’ and then Dr. Pursch said, ‘Mrs. Ford, you don’t have to be alarmed, all these people care for you.’

“Then Mike spoke. It had begun. The game was on, and you could see Mrs. Ford reeling. Here comes this avalanche of love, and yet with it a devastating appraisal of the person’s shortcomings. I looked at Pursch because I thought, I’ll bet that’s what’s supposed to happen. And the President moved even closer to Mrs. Ford, and she got even smaller.

“Jack talked, Steve talked, and then it came to Susan. She was the youngest, she was the girl, she was responsible for bringing this whole thing together, she thought she was going to have everything to say, and then she totally broke down. Up till then, everyone had been tender, but no one had broken down. Susan turned to Clara and put her head on her chest, and Clara just stroked her, and said, ‘Now, now.’ ”

Susan Ford Vance: “Dad started by saying, ‘The reason we’re here is we love you.’ Everybody kept saying, ‘The reason we’re here is we love you.’ Pursch had told us if she got any feeling of animosity, forget it. And he’d also told us to write down the things we wanted to say so we wouldn’t forget them. So I had written down the fact that she’d always been a dancer, and I had always admired her for being a dancer, but these days she was falling and clumsy, and she just wasn’t the same person. And I had talked to her about things that were important to me, and she hadn’t remembered them, and it had really hurt my feelings.

“I had never said any of this before, but it had been building up in me for a long time. I guess I had been aware that Mother took pills when we were in the White House, but I hadn’t thought twice about it until much later. When I dropped out of college and came home in the spring of 1977, I began to notice that since she’d moved to the desert, she had no close friends anymore. And I thought, Poor Mother, isn’t she lonely here by herself?

“Then I really started to see it. Once she fell in the middle of the night and cracked her ribs and chipped her tooth.

“I had started dating Chuck—he was at that time one of my parents’ Secret Service agents—and he was with her on different assignments, protecting her, and he would come to me later and say, ‘Susan, you’ve got to do something about your mother, she’s slowly destroying herself.’ I was getting pressure from him because his father was an alcoholic who eventually died by suicide. It caused terrible arguments between us, and now I look at him and think, Thank you for keeping after me about it.

“I remember going to Las Vegas with Mother to see Tony Orlando in a show. And Chuck and I had to just about carry her upstairs to her room. Everybody covered for her, we were perfect at covering for her, and all the while we were thinking, What are we going to do?

“At the intervention, it took me a long time to get any words out, not just because I was crying, but because Mother was crying so hard, and that bothered me, but at the same time, it was almost healing for me, it was like peeling away all the layers, for once it was out in the open.”

Pat Benedict: “When Susan talked, she crumpled. I scooted my chair over beside her—I had met her the day before, which made a difference—and she took my hand and squeezed it so tight she damn near broke it.”

Joe Cruse: “When we all went into the house, Betty was surprised to see Mike and Gayle, and she hugged them, and then she realized there were these strangers along with her family. And the President sat holding her, and I was wondering, Who’s going to start? and Pursch was wondering, Who’s going to start? and Pat Benedict was wondering, Who’s going to start? and the President started. Betty already knew me but the President introduced her to Joe Pursch and Pat Benedict. He told Betty the family loved her and was worried about her, ‘and we have people here who are going to help us, and we want you to just sit and listen.’ Then he flipped around and pointed his finger and said, ‘Mike, you start.’

“The President took over and ran the intervention. I said zero, Pat said zero, Pursch said zero. And that’s a miracle.”

The whole thing was a miracle. It’s a miracle I didn’t just not wake up some morning from all the drugs I was taking, and it’s a miracle my family didn’t just let me slip away.

I think the intervention worked because we are so close. Even when the kids were small, and Jerry and I wanted to buy a place in Vail, we asked their opinions. We wanted to be sure Vail was where they’d enjoy spending every summer, every Christmas vacation.

Any major decision has always involved all of us, and my recovery involved all of us, because my disease involved all of us.

But I also think if any one of the kids—or Jerry—had tried to intervene, I could have turned it around. I could have said, “I’m glad you told me, I’ll take care of it, don’t worry.” And gone on getting sicker and sicker because I’d have been adding guilt, and compounding the problem.

But they all came together, and they came before I had completely destroyed myself.

Which does not mean I enjoyed the intervention.

When Pursch said, “Well, I guess you don’t have any brain damage,” I was flabbergasted. Brain damage? My God, brain damage. It was something I’d never thought of.

When Steve did that bit about cooking for me—“and you had one drink, two drinks, and wouldn’t come to dinner”—I thought, That kid has a lot of nerve. I was used to having two drinks before dinner.

When Susan came off as the perfect daughter, I felt some resentment about that too. As I look back, I realize I had no comprehension of my disease. My denial was at its peak, and denial is a cornerstone of alcoholism.

And I didn’t enjoy Jerry’s reference to the night I fell and cracked my ribs either. One of my points of pride was that I didn’t ever fall down. Could I have been having blackouts from time to time? Not remembering what had really happened?
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