
[image: Image]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Images]



To anyone who is facing what seems to be an insurmountable struggle, may you find comfort, strength, and hope in Betty Ford’s story.

And to Clint—

Like Betty Ford, your courage and resilience epitomize the capability of the human spirit. I am beyond grateful for your unwavering support, love, and incomparable wisdom. It is truly a blessing to have you by my side throughout this journey.



FOREWORD



She was known by many names: First Lady, Betty, Gramma, Second Lady, Mrs. Ford, Elizabeth Bloomer; in fact, she even came to be known as a location: “He went to Betty Ford.” I knew each of those names, but I proudly called her by another: Mom.

Mom has been gone for nearly seven years. Yet the permanence of her various names and their examples for future generations shine today as brightly as ever.

Mom wrote two autobiographical books. The first was a memoir written shortly after we left the White House. The second was the poignant story of her journey to confront (and eventually triumph over) breast cancer, alcoholism, and addiction to painkillers. So when Lisa McCubbin approached me regarding her plans to write a book about Mom, I was skeptical. Surely, I told Lisa, everything that could or should be written about Mom had long since been written and relegated to the history stacks; what relevance could Mom have today, especially to the current generation of young women and girls? Needless to say, and as readers will experience throughout Lisa’s narrative, my skepticism has been shattered. Quite simply, Lisa has given voice to what is apparent: this would have been Mom’s third book.

There was a time when the notion that “a woman’s place is in the home” was commonplace—Mom showed by word and deed the folly of that paradigm. There was a time when the words breast and cancer were never uttered in public, much less together—but Mom, as first lady, brought both words permanently into the public square by announcing “I have breast cancer.” From that moment on, women’s health care around the world changed forever. There was a time when alcoholism and addiction to painkillers ravaged our nation, hidden in complete silence and shame—but Mom’s very public conquest of those diseases and her creation of the Betty Ford Center erased the silence and shame. There was a time when women’s rights and equality of opportunities for women were ignored by policy makers—but Mom’s unwavering voice for the Equal Rights Amendment, Title IX, and the rights of women in the workplace and elsewhere forced those issues into the mainstream. And there was a time when the wife of a national leader would never even consider advocating policies diametrically opposite those of her husband and his supporters—but Mom (and Dad) showed America that disagreeing, without being disagreeable, could (and should) be an acceptable norm for such discussions.

Readers will learn about the extraordinary efforts Mom and others made to confront those challenges and the lessons young people today can learn from their efforts.

But if readers think they’re about to embark upon nothing more than a journey of continuous personal achievements, White House gossip and intrigue, and stories of an idyllic family and a Midwestern wife’s healthy and blissful ninety-three years, they will find those expectations misplaced. With impeccably researched personal and historical details, this book paints a life’s tapestry of joy, heartache, accomplishment, and work yet to be done. There are passages that inspire; others that evoke tears of sadness; others that are hilarious; and, yes, even portions that I personally may have preferred to have been omitted.

In short, this is the story of Betty Ford, told with honesty, compassion, and candor. And, in the end, a finer embodiment of what Mom would have expected from such a book there could never be.

I miss her.

Susan Ford Bales

April 2018



PROLOGUE



“We’re Doing This Because We Love You”

April 1, 1978. It was a day everyone there would remember with such visceral, painful clarity that talking about it decades later would still trigger tears and a lump in the throat. As they walked past the olive tree and up to the front door, there was a heavy silence in the desert air. Each of them held a piece of paper scrawled with dark secrets none of them had ever dared speak. They knew that what they were about to do would break her to pieces. For all of them, it was the hardest thing they’d ever had to do, but they’d all agreed there was no other choice. They loved her too much to lose her.

Inside, Betty Ford, a week shy of her sixtieth birthday, had no idea what was about to happen. She had risen, gone through her normal morning routine, and was dressed, as usual, in her quilted pink satin robe. She rarely wore makeup these days, and it was almost hard to believe that just fifteen months earlier she’d been first lady of the United States and had appeared on national television with her hair perfectly coiffed, makeup camera ready, wearing a well-coordinated sweater and skirt as she gave ABC News correspondent Barbara Walters a tour of the residential quarters of the White House. Betty had always dressed well—her love of fashion was born out of years as a model and dancer—but somehow her world had spiraled into such despair that these days that pastel robe had become her fashion statement. None of the others would be able to recall what he or she was wearing, but they’d all remember Betty’s pink robe.

Outside, Dr. Joseph Pursch looked at his watch and said, “It’s time.” He made eye contact with each of them—a final reassurance that what they were about to do was absolutely necessary. It was a matter of life or death.

There were twelve of them all together: Betty’s devoted husband, Gerald R. “Jerry” Ford, the thirty-eighth president of the United States; two doctors; a nurse; Jerry’s executive assistant, Bob Barrett; Betty’s personal assistant, Caroline Coventry; Clara Powell, the family’s former household helper, who had been like a second mother to the Ford children; oldest son Mike and his wife, Gayle; and the Fords’ three other adult children, Jack, Steve, and Susan. For the intervention to work, Dr. Pursch, a psychiatrist, had told them they all had to be there, and it was critical for them to present a strong and united front.

The word intervention was a foreign term to most of them just forty-eight hours earlier—for in 1978, it was a relatively new approach—but in the time they’d all gathered in Rancho Mirage from various points across the country, they had been quickly schooled in how it would work.

President Ford had been on the East Coast in the middle of a three-city speaking tour when Susan had called in tears.

“Dad,” she pleaded, “you need to come home immediately. Mom is in a bad way.”

The former president had been able to get his old friend and onetime secretary of state Henry Kissinger to fill in for him, and had flown in on a private jet from Rochester, New York, just hours earlier.

They had gathered in President Ford’s office, which was conveniently located in the house next door to the Fords’ new residence at the end of Sand Dune Road.

“This is not going to be pleasant, is it?” President Ford had asked.

“No,” Dr. Pursch responded. “It never is. But it’s the only thing to do. When it works, it works beautifully and is lifesaving.”

Twenty-eight-year-old Mike Ford feared what his mother’s reaction might be. Caroline Coventry, also twenty-eight, had fallen into the job as secretary to the former first lady just seven months earlier and had spent more time with Mrs. Ford than any of them during that time. She recalled being “scared to death.”

Jack, the second-born son, who was twenty-six at the time, had been the hardest to convince to join in the intervention. He had given up hope that his mother’s problem could ever be corrected. “After you’ve buried somebody three times over,” he said, “you’re reluctant to start shoveling dirt again.” He was afraid they’d just be hurting her gratuitously.

Steve had driven down from Los Angeles that morning, having no idea how this was going to work, but he was in. At twenty-three, he was the youngest of “the boys,” and as he’d headed east on Interstate 10, his thoughts went back to all the times he’d been hurt by his mother’s behavior. Still, the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her in return.

It was Susan, the youngest member of the family, who had called for this urgent meeting—indeed, she had demanded it. After leaving college the previous year, she had moved to Palm Desert and lived in a condo not far from her parents’ new home in Rancho Mirage. Living there, she’d seen her mother’s dramatic decline: the way she shuffled when she walked and how her speech was slow and slurred, even in the mornings, well before her usual five o’clock cocktail. None of them understood what was going on, but it had reached the point where something had to be done.

Just two days earlier, Susan and Caroline had confronted Betty, staging their own mini-intervention with the help of their gynecologist, Dr. Joe Cruse, who was himself a recovering alcoholic. They had gone to the house and approached her while she was in her study. At first, Susan tried a gentle approach.

“Mom, you need to stop taking all these pills,” she said. “I don’t like what it’s doing to you.”

But they hadn’t caught her early enough in the morning—Betty was already under the influence of whatever combination of medications she’d taken with her morning tea—and she immediately became defensive.

“Well, I am stopping. I’ve cut out this pill, and I’ve cut down on that one . . .”

Dr. Cruse began telling his story: how he had been an alcoholic, and the destruction it had caused in his life until he got sober. And then he told Betty there was no doubt in his mind that she, too, was chemically dependent.

What a bunch of pips they are to have dreamt this up, Betty thought. How dare they gang up on her like this. After a while, she’d had enough.

She stood up, her eyes glaring. “You’re all a bunch of monsters!” she screamed. “Now, get out of here! Get out of my house and never come back!”

Just two days later, those words and the bitter anger on her mother’s face were still fresh in Susan’s mind.

No, it was not going to be pleasant.

Mike and Gayle walked up to the door, as the others stood a few feet away, just out of sight. With a firm hand, Mike knocked. Collectively, the twelve of them held their breath.

Betty was startled by the knocking and wondered who it might be. She wasn’t expecting anyone—especially at this hour on a Saturday—and her Secret Service agents hadn’t alerted her that anyone was coming. When she opened the door, she could hardly believe her eyes.

“Mike! Gayle! What are you doing here?” She broke into a huge smile and reached out to hug them. “What a wonderful surprise!”

Her first thought was that they’d come because they’d heard she wasn’t feeling well. Or maybe it was to celebrate her birthday. Turning sixty was, after all, one of those milestones. And then, out of the corner of her eyes, she saw the others. No one was yelling “Surprise!” They were all stone-faced, somber. Like someone had died.

And there’s Jerry. What is Jerry doing home? He was supposed to be giving a speech in—where was it?—New York or North Carolina or someplace? She could never keep his schedule straight. Ever since they’d “retired,” he’d been traveling just as much as when he was in Congress. But she knew he wasn’t supposed to be home for at least a couple more days.

A sinking feeling started coming over her as they trooped inside. Jerry took her by the hand and led her through the foyer and down the two steps into the expansive sunken living room. There was an uncomfortable silence as everyone else followed.

“Mother,” Jerry said gently—ever since they’d had children, he’d always called her “Mother”—“sit down. We’ve got something we want to talk to you about, and we want you to listen because we love you.”

The room had a light, airy feeling and was set up for conversation and entertaining. A large sofa faced the floor-to-ceiling white brick fireplace, with four overstuffed chairs, two on each side, all surrounding a square coffee table in the middle. Two high-backed wicker chairs provided additional seating. Behind the sofa were three sets of sliding glass doors that led to a patio overlooking the thirteenth fairway of the Thunderbird Country Club golf course. Long drapes in a floral fabric of soft green, blue, and white matched the upholstered furniture. The cheerful yet soothing palette had been chosen to complement the enormous painting that hung on the far wall and was the focal point of the room: John Ulbricht’s stunning portrait of Betty, dressed in an elegant pale-green silk gown, which had been presented to her at the White House.

The woman in the pink robe barely resembled the first lady in the painting, and as they all took their places, it was as if the woman on the wall was there as a reminder of the mother and wife everyone wanted back so desperately. Jerry guided Betty to the sofa, as the others moved to sit in particular chairs, and it was obvious to Betty that this had all been choreographed without her knowledge.

Anger was building inside her. Who was behind this? Jerry? Susan? Dr. Joe Cruse, who had betrayed her two days earlier?

Jerry was the first to speak. “This is Dr. Joe Pursch and nurse Pat Benedict,” he said, nodding toward them. She, of course, knew everyone else. Then he took her hand and said, “Betty, the reason we’re here is because we love you.” You could tell he was struggling. He had been the most powerful man in the world and had made decisions that affected millions of people. But nothing had prepared him for this.

“We love you, Mother,” Jerry repeated, “but we think you are chemically dependent, and the doctors want to talk to you.”

Bob Barrett would recall that she looked so small, “almost like a doll, lost in the cushions, confusion written all over her face.”

“Mrs. Ford, you don’t have to be alarmed,” Pursch said. “All these people care for you.”

Jerry turned to Mike and said, “Mike, you start.”

Mike had his notes in front of him, but he didn’t need to look down. “Mom,” he said, “being the oldest, I probably saw more clearly the strain on you, having been a wife in Washington with four children, and all the pressures and demands that created in your environment. But, Mom, now you’ve got to the point where your lifestyle is destructive. It’s hurting your relationship with Dad, with all of us, and with your friends. Those relationships are too valuable to lose.”

It was hard. It was so hard. “Mom,” he continued, “your life is too valuable to let go.”

He turned to his wife and, with a glance, passed the baton.

“Mother,” Gayle began, “you know we’ve been married for four years, and we want to start a family.” Her voice quivered as she looked at her mother-in-law, sunken forlornly on the sofa. “But we want our children to know their grandmother. Not just to know her, but to know her as a healthy, loving person . . .”

Betty’s eyes welled with tears. What was Gayle saying? That she wasn’t fit to be a grandmother?

Jack spoke next. “There were so many times, Mother, when we lived at Crown View Drive, when I was a teenager . . . we had the pool, but I didn’t like to bring friends home. I was embarrassed. If we’d gone out to the movies or something, I was always peeking around the corner into the family room to see what kind of shape you were in.”

Betty still had barely reacted. She didn’t know whether she should feel hurt or mad as hell. How dare they? She had practically raised these children on her own. God knows Jerry was never around. She’d been the good wife—first, all those years when he was in Congress—and then when he’d suddenly become vice president, she’d stepped right into the limelight. She had never wanted to be first lady, but what choice did she have? And she’d made the most of it. Had they forgotten how popular she was during the 1976 campaign? All those buttons and signs that said “Betty Ford’s Husband for President” and even “Betty for President.”

Jerry could feel the tension and anger growing in his wife. As each person spoke, he would clutch her hand a little tighter, give it a squeeze, and over and over again, he kept repeating, “Betty, we love you.”

Steve spoke next. “Mom, do you remember that weekend I came home? Dad was gone, and I didn’t want you to be alone in that rented house. You’d only been in Palm Springs a short while, and I thought you must be lonely. So, I brought my girlfriend and I made dinner. I fixed vegetables, salad, the whole thing. And then when I told you it was ready, you said, ‘I really don’t feel like eating.’ ” Steve looked at her and winced. “That hurt me, Mom.”

He looked down and continued, “You know, I’d gone to the store, done the shopping, put the silverware on the proper sides of the plates, like you’d taught me, and you wouldn’t even come and sit down. You just went and got another drink.”

Betty was reeling. He’s got some nerve, she thought. I’m used to having one or two drinks before dinner. I don’t have a problem with alcohol. And yet she couldn’t quite recall the incident to which he was referring.

Finally, it was Susan’s turn. The twenty-year-old was shaking. She wasn’t sure she could say what she’d written down. Her mouth opened, and before she could get the words out, tears started streaming down her cheeks. She turned to Clara—sitting next to her—and crumpled.

Clara put her arm around Susan and stroked her, just like she had so many times when Susan was a little girl. Through her tears, Susan began to speak. She realized she had to say what had been building up inside her for so long.

“Mom, when I was little, and even as I grew up, I always admired you for being a dancer. I wanted to be just like you. But now . . .”

She began sobbing, and everyone was starting to lose it. They’d all held their composure up to this point, but now, Susan was killing them.

“These days,” Susan continued, “you’re falling and clumsy. You’re just not the same person. And I’ve talked to you about things—things that were important to me, and the next day, you didn’t even remember.”

Seeing her daughter fall apart was what finally cut through Betty’s iron will. She had been blindsided, and now, all these stories. They were mean and cruel. And true.

What had happened? How did she go from being that woman in the painting on the wall, so regal and proud, to the woman her family was describing? And what was going to happen next?

It was all a blur. Dr. Pursch was talking about treatment and detox, and Betty was sobbing, and Jerry was holding her hand and saying over and over and over, “We love you, Betty. We’re doing this because we love you.”

Sitting there, in her pink robe, all Betty could think was, This isn’t the way it was supposed to be.



PART ONE
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BETTY FORD, DANCER

In 1974, in the most extraordinary and unpredictable of circumstances, Betty Ford went from being a housewife in Alexandria, Virginia, to first lady of the United States in the span of ten months. She was thrust onto the world stage, and while the position was not one she had ever desired or expected—and most certainly wasn’t one she was happy about—she slipped into the role as if she’d been preparing for it her entire life.

Betty’s poise, grace, and indomitable spirit can all be traced back to her childhood in Grand Rapids, Michigan. It was there she developed a toughness as the younger sister of two brothers and the only daughter of a strong-willed mother; it was there she fell in love with dancing; and ultimately, it was there she met the man whose own journey would intertwine with hers.

As much as Betty Ford’s story is that of an ordinary girl who would become one of the most admired and influential women of the twentieth century, it is also one of the great love stories of all time.



1



The Bloomer Girl

“Mother always said I’d popped out of a bottle of champagne,” Betty was fond of telling people. She would break into one of her contagious smiles, and with a glint of mischief in her eyes, she’d add, “I think I was an accident; the result of an unplanned party.”

Actually, Elizabeth Anne Bloomer came into the world at Lake View Hospital in Chicago on April 8, 1918, the third child born to Hortense Neahr Bloomer and William Stephenson Bloomer. Her two brothers, Bill and Bob, were seven and five, respectively, at the time of her birth, and it was that five-year spread, along with the fact that her mother was in her early thirties, that had her wondering whether she was a surprise addition to the family. Whatever the circumstances of her conception, the round-faced baby girl with sparkling blue eyes made the family complete.

Elizabeth was her given name, but perhaps it was just too formal for the bubbly personality that developed—or perhaps her mother always intended to shorten it to match the B names of her brothers—but as far back as she could remember, everyone called her “Betty” or “Bets.”

A few months after Betty was born, the Bloomers moved from Chicago to Denver, Colorado, where William Bloomer had accepted a job as district sales manager for the Republic Rubber Corporation. After more than twenty years in the rubber industry, William had earned a good reputation selling conveyor belts—previously for the B. F. Goodrich Company—and by this point, he was earning a comfortable living.

The Bloomers rented a large house in the prestigious Capitol Heights neighborhood and hired a live-in maid, a German woman, to help Hortense manage the household. The house at 1410 Josephine Street was nestled in a row of similarly grand homes owned or rented by families of comparable status, all with sprawling front porches facing a tree-lined sidewalk.

While Hortense appeared to enjoy life in Denver, just before Betty turned two, William switched jobs again, this time taking a position at the Quaker City Rubber Company, which was based in Chicago. This would be the fourth move in less than four years—they’d been in Seattle prior to the short stint in Chicago when Betty was born—and since William would be traveling all over the Midwest, a decision was made to settle in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where Hortense had a cousin. This would be the last move, and for Betty, Grand Rapids would be where her childhood memories began.

The city of Grand Rapids lies along the Grand River, some thirty miles east of Lake Michigan, and by the time the Bloomers arrived in the winter of 1920, the city was home to a booming furniture industry, with a variety of immigrants making up the population. Known as “Furniture City,” Grand Rapids was one of the country’s major manufacturing hubs: a bustling midsize city with a state-of-the-art electric trolley system. For a nickel, you could ride the electric streetcars throughout the downtown area or out to Ramona Park—an amusement park on Reeds Lake that was famous for its double-track wooden roller coaster and outdoor entertainment pavilion.

The Grand River flowed from north to south, dividing Grand Rapids in half, and in the 1920s, it segregated the city by income levels and, to some extent, ethnicity. The furniture factories stood along the river, and the men who worked in them tended to live in the small homes that had been built in residential neighborhoods on the west side, while the mill owners and businessmen lived on the east side in grand neighborhoods with ornate mansions. The citizens of Grand Rapids held tight to traditional values, were largely churchgoers—in 1920 there were 134 churches in the city—and had overwhelmingly embraced prohibition of alcohol, banning all bars, saloons, and taverns nearly two years before it was required by the Eighteenth Amendment.

The Bloomers moved into a two-story wood-frame house at 717 Fountain Street in an affluent, predominantly Dutch east-side neighborhood where people took pride in their homes and yards. It wasn’t a large house—not nearly as big as the one in Denver—but it had enough bedrooms and a separate one-car garage in back that was accessible by an alleyway. Betty would remember the house as being “filled with light” and that she was happy there.

Hortense’s cousin Charlotte Neahr Irwin and her husband, Earle, lived nearby with their two children: a son named Bill and a daughter named Charlotte, whom everyone called “Shine.” With William Bloomer traveling so much, it was nice for Hortense to have family close by and for her children to grow up around cousins.

Because the Grand Rapids winters were so long and cold, by the time spring came around, many well-to-do families flocked to the lakes, eager to make the most of the few months of warmth and sunshine. The Bloomers found a place called Hartt’s Resort on Whitefish Lake, in Pierson, Michigan, about thirty miles due north of Grand Rapids, where you could rent a lakeside cottage for $10 a week. It was a tight-knit community in which the same families came back year after year, the kind of place where children made lifelong friends with shared memories of carefree days. The day after school let out, the Bloomers would pack up the family’s Cole Eight touring car, and Hortense and the children would stay for the entire summer, with William joining them when he could take time off.

Betty had a Dutch-boy bob haircut that was popular at the time and a happy personality that attracted people to her. The first summer at the lake, she realized she could wander around the picnic grounds, and if she stopped at each table, someone would invariably offer a cookie or piece of cake. It became such a habit that she was growing chubbier by the week, prompting Hortense to hang a sign on her back that said “Please do not feed this child.”

The resort had a safe bathing beach with a long L-shaped dock down the middle, and cool, clear water that was shallow enough so even the younger children could wade in up to their knees for a good distance before it got too deep. Boys and girls of varying ages romped around together, spending hours and hours in and out of the water, making up games and competitions—swimming, sailing, canoeing, and fishing from the dock with bamboo poles—their fair skin turning browner and browner as the summer days seemingly went on forever.

When Betty’s father joined the family at the lake, he would take out a rowboat and fish for hours. “He was a great fisherman,” she recalled. “He spent his entire vacation fishing, and we were served fish and fish and fish until I hoped I would never see fish again.”

It was a simpler time, when children would leave the house in the morning and run around the neighborhood inventing games and finding ways to entertain themselves. Betty adored her two older brothers, and she trailed after them, constantly trying to be part of whatever activity they were doing. By her own admission, she was a “terrible tomboy,” and it was thanks to her brothers that she learned how to properly throw a football and play ice hockey. When the two of them would get into fights—as brothers do—she’d get right down on the floor with them, trying to pull off the one who was on top. It didn’t make any difference which one was on top, she was always rooting for the guy on the bottom, and she had no qualms about getting right there in the thick of things.

As soon as she was old enough, Betty walked with her brothers to Fountain Street Elementary School. On one of her first days in kindergarten, someone noticed a blemish on her left hand and began teasing her about it. It was a birthmark that she’d never paid any attention to, but soon a whole group of kids were making fun of her. She was mortified to be made to feel such an outcast, and when she got home and saw her mother, she burst into tears.

Through the sobs, Betty explained how the other children had been so cruel and how embarrassed she was to have this mark on her hand.

“Oh, dear Betty,” Hortense said, as she swept her daughter into her arms, “don’t you realize? You are the only little girl in the world with a birthmark like that. It makes you special, and most importantly, because of that mark, no matter where you go, I will never lose you.” The next day, Betty returned to school filled with pride and a newfound sense of confidence.

Even though Betty loved sports and could hold her own with her brothers, Hortense was determined to make a young lady out of her. From the time Betty could walk, her mother insisted she wear a hat and gloves whenever they went downtown, and she was a stickler for proper manners. She was particular about table manners: napkin in the lap, using the proper utensils, and chewing with your mouth closed. “You sound just like a horse,” she’d say if Betty was chomping on an apple. “Go into the kitchen or go to your room. I don’t want to hear it.”

As a traveling salesman, William Bloomer would be gone weeks at a time, but Hortense kept him apprised of what was going on in the family through daily letters. Every evening, Betty would come downstairs after finishing her homework and see her mother sitting at the desk writing to her father. When he came home after a long trip, he’d always bring something for Betty, and over the years of her childhood, she amassed a cornucopia of stuffed animals. Her favorite was a teddy bear that she dragged everywhere as a little girl, but the gifts didn’t make up for her dad being gone so often, and she vowed to herself that she’d never marry a man who traveled.

With William gone so much of the time, Hortense basically raised Betty and her brothers as a single mother. She was warm and loving, but she taught her children to know right from wrong, tending to teach through humor rather than pressure. Spankings in the household were rare, but the threat of a hairbrush on the bottom was always there.

When Betty was eight years old, her mother enrolled her in dance lessons.

About five blocks away from the Bloomer house, an unmarried woman named Calla Travis had transformed her home at 220 Fulton Street into the Miss Calla Travis School of Dancing. It was a big Victorian house with high ceilings, beautiful wood floors, and large rooms that were empty except for dozens of wood-slat folding chairs backed up against the walls. Miss Travis held classes upstairs and downstairs for “every phase of dance art”—ballroom, ballet, tap, Latin dancing, and even acrobatic—and while she taught many of the lessons herself, she also used previous graduates as instructors. Betty’s first class was social ballroom dancing, with the boys, in jackets and ties, sitting on one side of the room, and the girls, in white socks, black patent leather Mary Janes, and white gloves, sitting on the other.

“Ladies!” Calla Travis would call out as she clapped her hands, “You sit with your legs crossed!”

The boys would stride across the room to ask a girl to be their partner, and they’d dance the waltz and fox-trot in time to Calla’s clattering castanets. Betty loved it so much, she persuaded her mother to send her to Calla’s studio for more classes.

“I signed up for everything,” Betty wrote in her memoir. “I adored it all. Dance was my happiness.”

It was on her very first day at Miss Calla’s that she met Lilian Fisher, another eight-year-old, who lived a few miles out of town. Their birthdays were just two months apart, and the girls became instant friends. It was a friendship that would last their entire lives.

“She was pretty,” Lilian said. “Just pretty . . . and she wasn’t too tall, and she could kick. She could pirouette and do all these crazy things.”

Each spring, Miss Calla put on a show featuring all her students. It was an impressive production with elaborate sets, props, and costumes, held in the St. Cecilia’s Society building, which had a big stage and plenty of auditorium seating for the parents and families of the aspiring young dancers. In her debut performance, Betty was skipping around the stage with a group of girls, each of them holding tin buckets meant to look like flower baskets. Betty lost her grip, the bucket went rattling down toward the footlights, making a terrible racket, and the audience roared with laughter. For someone with less confidence, such an incident might have put them off performing for good, but not Betty. She loved being onstage. More important, she just loved to dance.

Every afternoon, right after school, Betty would head straight to the dance studio. Her report cards from middle school and high school show that she struggled to get average grades in the standard subjects, but when it came to dance, she was a perfectionist. She never tired of practicing and read voraciously about different methods and prominent dancers from around the world. She took every class Miss Travis offered, with the goal of becoming a dance instructor herself.

“There was no kind of dance that didn’t fascinate me,” Betty wrote. “I’d hear about some boy who’d been out west among the Indians and learned a rain dance, and I’d go to him and make him teach it to me. I was insatiable.”

Calla Travis had developed a rigorous and specific “Graded System of Dance Instruction,” and you had to be able to perform every move perfectly to progress to the next level. At first, it was ballet that Betty adored most of all, and she dreamt of going to New York City to become a ballerina. But the movements and positions were so precise, and she couldn’t seem to get her knees straight enough to appease Miss Travis. To pass the ballet course, Betty cleverly realized that if she designed her own costume, she could wear a flowy skirt made with scarves hanging down to camouflage whether her knees were straight or bent.

A few years into Betty’s dance instruction, Miss Calla returned from a visit to the University of Wisconsin, where she had learned about something new called the Dalcroze method. This method taught concepts of rhythm, structure, and musical expression using movement, which came to be known as eurythmics. It was Betty’s first introduction to modern dance, and she loved the idea of experiencing music through the body as a means of self-expression. Gone were her dreams of being a prima ballerina—her new passion was modern dance.

Hortense encouraged Betty’s interest in dance, but she also strived to teach her daughter humility and charity. Mrs. Bloomer had become active in the Grand Rapids community, joining Junior League—the educational and charitable women’s group; and volunteering with the Mary Free Bed Guild—a women’s organization that raised money to provide facilities and care for handicapped and crippled children. From a young age, Betty accompanied her mother to the Mary Free Bed convalescent home, where she’d see children her own age who were confined to wheelchairs, or had legs in braces, their disabilities due to polio or malnutrition.

By the time Betty was a teenager, Hortense was guild president, and Betty realized that she could entertain the children by creating a dance party. She would bring in a phonograph, and with the children all gathered together in a big room, she taught them how to move their bodies to the beats and rhythm of the music, using the methods she’d learned in modern dance. It delighted her to see wheelchair-bound children, with both legs in casts, clapping with their free hands and moving their upper body, while those whose arms were crippled tapped their feet in time to the music. With Betty’s encouragement, the children escaped their confinement for a short while, laughing and feeling the joy of music and the pleasure of moving their bodies in whatever way they could. This sense of compassion and connection to children with disabilities or illnesses, or those who were victims of unfortunate circumstances, became ingrained in her.

There were few shadows over Betty’s childhood, but when the stock market crashed in October 1929, it affected everyone. In Grand Rapids, the furniture business collapsed. Fathers lost their jobs. Some committed suicide. Betty was just eleven years old, and suddenly things changed. It’s unclear whether William Bloomer lost his job, but Betty knew he lost a lot of money, and as a traveling salesman whose livelihood depended on a strong economy, his wages undoubtedly took a dramatic decline. There would be no more household help, no more summers at Whitefish Lake, and no more store-bought dresses. For the next several years, almost all of Betty’s clothing was sewn by her mother.

As America fell into the Great Depression, the Bloomers were still more fortunate than most, as there was always food on the table, and Betty was even able to continue dance lessons.

Along with dance, she still loved sports, especially playing football, and when she was in seventh and eighth grade, she was part of an all-girl football team that played the boys in neighborhood sandlot games. Having grown up alongside two older brothers, Betty played to win. It never occurred to her that the girls couldn’t beat the boys—and often they did.

The year she turned fourteen, Betty began teaching ballroom dance classes to younger children for fifty cents each, to help contribute to her upkeep. It was half the price Calla Travis charged—she was only fourteen, after all—but the money she made allowed her to continue her own lessons with Miss Travis. The Bloomer house at 717 Fountain Street didn’t have a space big enough, so Betty rented the basement in her friend Mary Adelaide Jones’s house for $1. Her buddy Wally Hook would come and play the piano—she paid him $1 too—and sometimes Mary Adelaide’s brother, Walt, would join in with his saxophone or drums, providing the background music as Betty taught her young students how to fox-trot, waltz, and tango. Word got around, and the Betty Bloomer Dance School flourished.

That same year, she got a part-time job at Herpolsheimer’s Department Store as a clothing model. “Herp’s,” as everyone called it, was a fixture in downtown Grand Rapids at the corner of Monroe and Ottawa Streets, with ten floors of home furnishings, housewares, jewelry, and clothing. As a teen fashion model, Betty’s job was to stroll through the tearoom on Saturdays at lunchtime, wearing one of the latest ensembles. With her dancer’s training, Betty was a natural model. She’d stop at each table, allowing the ladies to feel the fabric and observe the stitching.

“Twenty-five ninety-five. Third-floor sportswear,” she’d say, spinning around.

“Talk about personality; she had it,” recalled one of her first supervisors at Herpolsheimer’s. “Everyone liked her. She was one hell of a gal.”

Betty earned $3 a week and developed a real sense for fashion. Her friends admired her knack for turning something simple into something fabulous. One friend recalled how “she could come down the stairs in a basic blue dress that she had dressed up with a bit of green grosgrain and look like a million dollars.”

When she entered the ninth grade, Betty attended Central High School, which was just a few blocks from her home. She participated in all sorts of extracurricular activities, such as the Sock and Buskin theater group, the vaudeville ensemble, the high school yearbook, and Gamma Delta Tau sorority—a social club whose members were known as the “Good Cheers.” Given the choice between studying and socializing, though, Betty preferred the latter.

She had a large circle of friends—the girls liked her, the boys liked her—and she was just plain fun to be around. “She was very popular with the boys,” Lilian Fisher recalled. “There’d be several of us who would sort of wait and see who was asking her for the Friday and Saturday night dates, and then see who was going to be left over for us.”

Betty loved the attention, but she wasn’t one to settle down in a long relationship with any one boy. She admitted that, for her, it was all about the pursuit.

“I would set my cap for somebody and work at it until I got his fraternity pin,” she wrote. “As soon as I’d got it, I was satisfied, and I moved on to the next victim. I was scrupulous about giving the last fellow’s pin back, that’s the only good thing I can say for myself.”

She also expected boys to be courteous and respectful, and wouldn’t put up with boorish behavior. One night she went to a dance with a boy named Bill Warren. He was three years older, good-looking, with curly blond hair and a fun personality. At one point during the evening, though, he left her to go out in the parking lot and have a beer with some other boys. When he returned, Betty was fuming. As he held out his hand for her to dance, she slapped him in the face.

“You’re no gentleman,” she scoffed. “Don’t ever bother to call me again.”

Every so often, Betty and some friends would drive two and a half hours east to Ann Arbor to attend a University of Michigan football game, where one of the star players was a young man named Gerald Ford Jr. from Grand Rapids. Jerry Ford, five years older than Betty, had grown up on the west side of town in more of a working-class area than where Betty lived, and while she had never met him, she knew of him. Everybody in Grand Rapids knew the name Jerry Ford.

In 1930, when Betty was still in junior high school, he was a senior at South High School, and captain of the football team. That year, Jerry made the all-city and all-state teams, and his name appeared often in the sports pages of the Grand Rapids Herald.

Ford went on to play center for the University of Michigan, with number 48 on his blue-and-maize jersey. In 1932 and 1933, the Michigan Wolverines went undefeated with back-to-back national titles, and the following year, senior Jerry Ford was named the team’s Most Valuable Player.

In 1934 Betty was sixteen years old, and one afternoon, she and some of her girlfriends went to a gypsy tea-leaf reader, just for fun. The fortune teller went around and looked into each girl’s cup, supposedly able to see how their lives were going to turn out. “You’ll meet a tall, dark stranger,” she said to one. “Many children are in your future,” she proclaimed for another. When it came Betty’s turn, the gypsy peered into Betty’s teacup and then made a statement that was so different from all the others, and so striking, it took Betty by surprise.

“You will be meeting kings and queens and people of great prominence,” the fortune teller said with conviction. Then she looked into Betty’s eyes and added, “You will have an extraordinary life.”

With dreams of becoming a professional dancer, Betty took the gypsy’s words to heart, and envisioned herself performing in London and Vienna, Austria. She could never have imagined in her sixteen-year-old mind that yes, she would meet kings and queens, and people of great prominence, but it would be on the world stage, and the partner by her side would not be a dancer but a tall, blond, former football player from, of all places, the west side of Grand Rapids. While that would be decades later, something the tea leaves did not predict—a sudden tragedy—was just around the corner.

It was a hot, hot day in July 1934—one of those hazy summer days when the humidity made everything feel heavy. Betty and her girlfriend Ev Thompson had been out driving around town in Ev’s convertible with the top down. As they came wheeling up to Betty’s house, Ev was honking the horn, and they were both “waving and yelling and showing off the way sixteen-year-olds do,” she wrote.

As the car pulled to a stop, the front door of the house swung open, and Betty’s twenty-year-old cousin Shine came running outside.

“Shh!” Shine said, waving her hands. “Just calm down.”

Betty could tell by the look on her face that something was wrong. “What’s happened?” she asked.

Shine hesitated and then said, “They had to take your father to the hospital.”

As the details came pouring out, Betty could hardly believe what she was hearing. A couple of her parents’ friends from Detroit had stopped by the house a few hours earlier to visit her mother and dad. Hortense invited them in and went to find William. He had gone out back to the garage to work on the car. And that’s where she found him.

In the stifling heat, one can only imagine the horror Hortense felt when she found her husband’s lifeless body and saw the key in the ignition, the car emptied of gas.

A police ambulance took William to nearby Butterworth Hospital, but “efforts to revive him were of no avail.” The official cause of death was carbon monoxide poisoning, and it was ruled accidental. The next day, on what would have been William S. Bloomer’s fifty-eighth birthday, a front-page article in the Grand Rapids Press noted that he had been unemployed for several months after losing his job at the Corduroy Tire Company plant.

“He’d gone through the Depression and lost everything,” Betty’s brother Bill recalled. “I can remember vividly the pain that he showed from not being able to do everything.”

Still, Betty’s brothers would never admit what others speculated—pointing to the fact that the insurance claim was paid and no inquest was made by the coroner—and it wouldn’t be until many years later, after the pain had dulled, that Betty herself would acknowledge it was likely her father took his own life.

Friends and family members came by to pay their respects, and when the funeral was held a couple of days later in the Bloomers’ living room, Betty overheard hushed voices discussing something she had never known or even suspected: her father had been an alcoholic. Her mother had kept it a secret from her, and Betty never witnessed it, for he drank only when he was traveling. But now, all those job changes, and moving the family from city to city made more sense. It’s likely that William Bloomer had trouble holding down a job, and that’s the reason Hortense insisted on settling in Grand Rapids, near family.

In 1934 alcoholism was far less understood, and the word alcoholic conjured up images of a destitute man, lying filthy in the street, drinking straight from a bottle in a brown paper bag. To learn that her father had been an alcoholic would have added a feeling of shame on top of the devastation of his sudden death. There was no counseling; no one dared broach such subjects. It was a lot for a sixteen-year-old girl to handle.

“It was rougher for everybody after that,” Betty wrote. “Because he was gone, and we’d loved him.”

Financially, there was insurance money to help the family get by, and her brothers, who were already in their twenties, had jobs, but eventually Hortense, too, needed to go to work. She got a real estate license, and just went out and did it. Betty would recall what an impression that made on her—an example of “how independent a woman can be if she needs to be.”

After William’s death, the bond between Betty and her mother grew even stronger—they depended on each other and had a very open dialogue about everything, including sex. Hortense explained to Betty that sex was “beautiful,” but instilled in her that it was something to be experienced only after marriage. Whenever Betty went out to a party or a dance, her mother used to wait up for her to come home, and Betty would tell her all about the evening—who she danced with and what the girls were wearing. In an interview later in life, though, Betty admitted that she didn’t always tell her mother everything. “I told her what I wanted to,” she said with a grin.

In high school, she didn’t smoke or drink like some of the girls—although she would ask her dates to light a cigarette so she could just hold it and look as though she were smoking like Bette Davis—and if anyone handed her a cocktail at a fraternity party, she’d simply pour it into the nearest potted plant.

Hortense continually pushed Betty to do her best and was quick to point out when she knew she hadn’t. One night, after a performance in the high school follies, in which Betty admitted she “did sort of a sloppy job,” her mother sat her down and said, “If you don’t do it well, don’t do it at all.” That consistent message, expressed with love and encouragement, inspired Betty to strive for perfection in everything she did. Now with her father gone, it was especially important for Betty to make her mother proud.

In the spring of 1935, the year before her senior year in high school, Betty graduated from the Miss Calla Travis School of Dancing, with top marks across the board for attendance, technical terms, original waltz, examination, and senior dance composition, and now she was qualified to be an instructor herself.

That year, a curly haired little actress named Shirley Temple became a sensation as she sang and tap-danced her way into the hearts of moviegoers, appearing in uplifting films such as Curly Top and Bright Eyes. She was a breath of fresh air to a people beaten down by economic woes, and every little girl under the age of ten suddenly wanted to be just like her. With Shirley Temple dolls, Shirley Temple dresses, and Shirley Temple look-alike contests across the country, there was an influx of girls signing up for dance lessons at Calla Travis’s school. Betty became the main instructor and the girls idolized her.

Lilian Fisher’s younger sister Edith, whom everyone called Toto, was one of Betty’s students at that time. “We had black patent tap shoes with grosgrain ribbons to tie them, and velvet dresses,” Toto remembered. Betty would get out and demonstrate what it was like to dance with a boy, and “she was so beautiful, so graceful, and so nice. That lovely smile, that soft manner. You wanted to be just like her.”

Betty loved teaching the youngsters, but her dreams went beyond being a dance instructor in Grand Rapids. She was desperate to pursue a professional career in New York and begged her mother to let her go as soon as she graduated high school. Hortense wasn’t about to allow her only daughter to move to New York City at such a tender age, but eventually she promised that Betty could go once she turned twenty. It wasn’t what the teenager wanted to hear, but she respected her mother’s decision and continued teaching dance and working at Herpolsheimer’s through her final year of high school.

That year, Miss Travis invited an official from a program at Bennington College to visit the studio and evaluate the senior dancers. A short while later, she informed Betty that out of everyone at the school, Betty and her friend Mary Snapp had been chosen to attend the elite Bennington School of the Dance in Vermont that summer. It was the chance of a lifetime, and Betty was thrilled when her mother agreed that she could go. At eighteen, it would be her first trip far from home, and an opportunity she believed could change the course of her life.
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The Martha Graham of Grand Rapids

When Betty arrived in Bennington, it was like she’d entered a whole new world. Nestled in the southwest corner of Vermont, with the Green Mountains on one side and the Taconics on the other, the Bennington College campus was made up of a dozen or so stately brick Georgian buildings surrounding a vast swath of lawn, from which you could see for miles and miles across rolling, wooded hills. It was serene, and yet a creative energy permeated the campus.

The Bennington School of the Dance had been in operation only for a few years and was the first program of its kind. By being associated with a college, the school offered a legitimacy to modern dance—which was considered avant-garde, if not downright bizarre, to many—and strived to have its students pursue dance as an art form rather than as a component of physical education. The school’s instructors were top names in the dance world—Martha Hill, Doris Humphrey, Louis Horst, Charles Weidman, Hanya Holm, and Martha Graham—people Betty had been reading about in dance magazines for as long as she could remember. Being able to learn from the masters was a dream come true.

Betty felt like she had been “born to dance,” and at Bennington, she found herself among girls from all over the country who shared the same passion. Her roommate was a bubbly girl from Connecticut named Natalie Harris, whom everyone called Nat, and who would remain a lifelong friend. All the girls had nicknames: Mary Snapp was Snappie, and Betty, who flounced around in a favorite nautical cap, became Skipper. For six weeks, “We breathed, we ate, we slept—nothing but dance,” Betty would recall forty years later when she returned to Bennington as first lady. “Oh, what a glorious feeling!”

The modern dance students were divided into three groups according to previous experience, with group three being the most advanced. Betty, despite having ten years of dance experience, landed in group one. There was still so much to learn.

Breakfast was at seven fifteen, and then, beginning at eight, the morning session included Dance History and Criticism, Elements of Music, Basis of Dramatic Movement, and Dance Composition. After a break for lunch at one, the afternoon sessions included Percussion Accompaniment, Techniques of Modern Dance, and Modern Dance Movement. Betty soaked in the information like it was water, scrawling detailed notes in a stack of spiral memo books—one for each class. But it was Martha Graham, who taught for two weeks in the middle of the program, who made the biggest impression on Betty. A pioneer in the establishment of American modern dance, Graham was well on her way to becoming one of the principal choreographers of the twentieth century, and Betty hung on Martha’s every word. Betty memorized her meticulous notes and practiced until the movements became automatic.

“Martha Graham Technique: Most important point stressed by Miss Graham is pulling up straight of the body between the pelvis and the bust,” she wrote in her notes.

There was a precise way to do everything. Stretches: “Sit on floor up straight. Place bottoms of feet together in front of you. Hang on to ankles and for 16 counts bend forward and touch head to feet with a bouncing movement.” Swings: “Stand on left foot, starting with right foot back, swing right foot forward and back from hip, swing arms in opposition to leg. Swing hard enough to pull yourself off the floor by the pendulum swing of your leg. Hip does not open for the swing.”

In between classes, the girls bounced around the lawn trying to pick up as much grass as possible with their toes—an exercise ordered by Graham—and which prompted a local newspaper article entitled: “Bennington Campus Seethes with Women Who Jump in Odd Fashion.” In the evenings, there were rehearsals and tryouts for special groups, and often they’d stay up all night to perfect a movement. The days were so strenuous that at times Betty’s thigh muscles knotted up so much that she couldn’t flex her knees, the pain so bad that to go down a flight of stairs, she had to sit on her bottom and slide down, step by step. But still, being able to dance eight hours a day was “ecstasy.”

Martha Graham was in her forties at that time, and Betty “worshipped her as a goddess.” Her mere presence was riveting. She saw Martha’s body as “a beautiful instrument” that she used with remarkable strength. When she did an extension, she’d be up on the ball of one foot, and the other leg would be straight up behind her head.

To have that kind of presence—to be able to twist your body effortlessly into unnatural positions—required a tremendous amount of discipline, and Martha demanded it. If you weren’t sitting up straight enough during an exercise, you’d feel the sharp punch of Martha’s bony knee in your back. It required discipline not only of the body but also of the mind. It was a life-changing experience for Betty, and when the six weeks came to an end, she had a renewed sense of who she was and what she needed to do to become the dancer she wanted to be.

Back in Grand Rapids, Betty felt like she was simply biding her time until she could return to Bennington the following summer. She became an official member of the faculty at the Miss Calla Travis School of Dancing as the director of modern dance, teaching students the techniques she’d learned at Bennington and designing costumes for the annual spring production. In addition, she earned extra money modeling for Herpolsheimer’s, appearing in its newspaper and magazine advertisements. Still, Betty made time to work with the children at the Mary Free Bed Guild and joined her mother in the Junior League.

When she returned to Bennington the summer of 1937, she was better prepared for the rigorous training and had progressed to the next level. Once again it was Martha Graham who captivated her, and by the end of the session, Betty was more determined than ever to go to New York City, with the ultimate goal of dancing in Martha’s company.

The opportunity would come in late March the following year, when Martha and her traveling troupe held a performance in Ann Arbor. The program was presented by the University of Michigan Department of Physical Education for Women, as dance still wasn’t viewed as an art form but more as an appropriate physical activity for women. No matter what you called it, Betty knew she had to seize this opportunity. After the performance, she ran backstage, “grabbed Martha’s hand, and blurted out, ‘If I come to New York, can I be at your school?’ ”

When Martha said yes, Betty was ecstatic. With her twentieth birthday less than two weeks away, Hortense gave her blessing, and soon Betty was on her way.

Betty had contacted Natalie Harris, her former roommate from Bennington, and the two agreed to rent an apartment together as they pursued their dreams of dancing with Martha Graham. Naturally, Hortense was concerned about her only daughter setting out on her own, and insisted on driving her to New York and helping her get settled. She was very suspicious of New York men and warned Betty about what could happen if she wasn’t careful.

The girls wanted to live in artsy Greenwich Village, but Hortense vetoed that idea after observing some “colorful” activity in the area; she preferred they live on the Upper East Side. They finally compromised on a one-bedroom apartment on Sixth Avenue, near Washington Square, which was within walking distance of Graham’s studio at 66 Fifth Avenue.

Hortense returned to Grand Rapids, and suddenly Betty was on her own. It was her first taste of real independence, and she thrived on it. Her first session at the studio ran for four weeks, and it was intense. The schedule was Monday through Saturday: first, a ninety-minute class in dance technique with Martha every morning, followed by an hour practice class with Martha’s assistant. Then, each afternoon, a ninety-minute class in technique of dance composition with Louis Horst, followed by an hour practice with his assistant.

Her mother was helping financially, but Betty had to find a way to earn a living if she wanted to continue taking dance classes. The only real work experience she had, other than teaching at Calla Travis’s studio, was modeling at Herpolsheimer’s, so she decided to try to get signed on with a modeling agency. She traipsed into a few agencies dressed in a long, slinky gown and a silver fox cape, thinking she looked chic, but when she was turned away, she looked around at what the other girls were wearing and realized they could probably tell she was “straight from the sticks.”

Her confidence had taken a blow, but Betty persisted—the next time with a whole different look. She walked into the John Robert Powers Agency, one of the leading agencies at the time, wearing a tailored Chesterfield coat with a brown velvet collar and a large-brimmed brown felt hat that she’d placed at an angle on her head, pulled down over one eye. The waiting room was filled with beautiful girls, and she thought immediately, “This is a waste of time, I’m not going to make it.”

She was about to leave, when a man came in and walked around, looking each girl up and down. He stopped in front of Betty.

“I’ll see you,” he said. “Come into my office.”

It was John Robert Powers himself, and although he told her that her muscular dancing legs were “pretty heavy,” he signed her on.

The few modeling assignments Betty got didn’t provide steady income, though, so she had to settle for a job working in the showroom of a clothing manufacturer to make ends meet. Working, dancing, riding the subway, going out with friends, and dinner dates with attractive young men—Betty thrived on the energy of New York City. Every Sunday, she’d buy a copy of the New York Times and flip immediately to the Arts section to dance critic John Martin’s column “The Dance,” which reported everything going on in the world of dance. Mr. Martin had been her Dance History and Criticism instructor at Bennington, and what a thrill it was to see his name in print in the Times! She cut out all his columns and carefully pasted them in a big, square leather scrapbook, along with programs and other mementoes. She didn’t care about movie stars—in one clipping, there were photos of Bette Davis, Katharine Hepburn, and Vivien Leigh, the actresses being considered to play Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind—but Betty had saved it only because on the same page was an article about Martha Graham.

At the dance school, Graham was impressed by how hard Betty worked. “You’ve got ability,” she once told her, “a nice animal-like movement that’s appealing.” But the competition was fierce, and there were others who were even more committed.

One day Martha confronted her. “Betty,” she said, “to have a future, you’ve got to give up everything else.”

Martha knew—like a mother with eyes in the back of her head—that Betty liked to go out on dates and have fun with her friends. But serious dancing and a social life didn’t mix. “You can’t carouse and be a dancer too,” Martha told her.

It was a reality check for Betty. Ultimately, her roommate, Nat, got picked to be one of Martha’s main dancers, and Betty wound up in the auxiliary group. She would appear in Graham’s New York performances, but she wouldn’t have the opportunity to be part of the main group that traveled. Still, it was an accomplishment, one for which she had worked very hard, and just a few months after arriving in New York, Betty was dancing on the stage in Carnegie Hall. It was a Sunday evening performance, on October 9, and the iconic theater was packed. For a twenty-year-old from Grand Rapids, Michigan, it was a tremendous thrill, and Betty felt like she “had arrived.”

She performed with the group in a special Christmas evening concert at the Alvin Theatre, but then, in the first few months of 1939, it must have been bittersweet as she watched her roommate pack a suitcase and head off with Martha to Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Philadelphia.

Meanwhile, back in Grand Rapids, Betty’s widowed mother had gone on with her life, too, and had fallen in love. It had been nearly five years since William Bloomer’s sudden death, and Betty was thrilled to learn that Hortense was planning to marry Arthur Meigs Godwin, a longtime family friend whose wife had died years earlier in a tragic car accident. Betty adored Mr. Godwin and was tickled to hear her mother acting like a “sixteen-year-old girl with her first beau.” But with each letter or phone call, Hortense was also subtly, and sometimes not so subtly, pressuring Betty to come home.

After more than a year had gone by, Hortense came for a visit, and that’s when she really applied the pressure. She talked endlessly about Betty’s friends back in Grand Rapids—who was getting married; all the parties she was missing—hoping to make her daughter homesick. Betty didn’t want to hear any of it. She loved the fast pace of New York and dancing with Martha Graham. She had no intentions of returning to Michigan. Finally, at the end of her two-week visit, Hortense made one last impassioned appeal.

“Betty, darling, come home for six months, just to humor me,” she pleaded. “At the end of that six months, if you find you still want to come back here and go on with your dancing, I will never say another word against it.”

Betty was torn. It was the most difficult decision she had ever had to make, but in the end, she couldn’t turn down her mother. Harder still was telling Martha Graham.

Martha stressed consistently to the young girls in her troupe that “part of a training of a dancer is to meet a situation with courage and the necessity of complete honesty,” and Betty knew she had to tell her mentor face-to-face.

One day before practice, Betty went in to see Martha. “I’m going home for six months,” she said. Six months to appease her mother, and then she’d be back. She was trying to sound confident, and yet, as the words came out of her mouth, she felt utterly sick.

Martha listened, nodded, and said finally, “I think it’s a wise thing for you to do.” More than ten years into her own career, she knew this life wasn’t for everyone, and she’d seen enough girls come and go to know that Betty probably wasn’t going to return.

With the prestigious credentials of having been a professional dancer in New York City, Calla Travis immediately hired Betty back at the dance school, and just as Hortense had hoped, it wasn’t long before her daughter slipped right back into life in Grand Rapids.

Kay DeFreest was an associate director for Calla Travis and for the previous several summers had been the dance instructor at Camp Bryn Afon, an exclusive girls’ camp in Wisconsin. She’d been looking for someone to take over and offered Betty the job.

Always ready for a new adventure, Betty accepted eagerly, packed up a summer’s worth of clothing in a large steamer trunk, and headed up to northern Wisconsin. A newspaper article about the many camps in Oneida County touted them as “Where Fortunate Children Spend Summer at Play.” Located in Rhinelander, on the banks of Snowden Lake, Camp Bryn Afon offered “a happy and safe out-of-doors vacation for the growing girl.” Girls came from all over the Midwest to “gain the glowing health that comes from exercise in the pure outdoor air,” to learn “poise and calmness of spirit,” and “the meaning of real friendship of a sort that a girl can never know under the artificial conditions of conventional society.”

Ann Lewis was one of the young girls from Grand Rapids who attended the camp when Betty was a counselor and dance instructor. “You took the train, picked it up in Kalamazoo, transferred in Chicago, and then up to Rhinelander,” she recalled. “Your parents would put you on the train, wave goodbye, and off you went for seven or eight weeks.”

The summer of 1941, Betty and another girl named Nancy Keeler, from Atlanta, oversaw the dance program. Working as a counselor to the young girls at Camp Bryn Afon brought back fond memories for Betty of her summers at Whitefish Lake. Photos from her scrapbook show her playing tennis, swimming, and sailing, and often wearing the same “Skipper” cap she’d worn at Bennington.

Ann Lewis remembered what a thrill it was as a thirteen-year-old who loved to dance to have Betty Bloomer as her instructor. “She was fun. She strongly believed in dance and loved it so much. We looked up to her and wanted to emulate her. You couldn’t help but like her.”

There was a boys’ camp on the other side of the lake, and every couple of weeks there’d be a coed mixer or recital, to which the boys would be invited. Betty would dance with a partner, and she was so lovely on the dance floor that all the boys—even the ones that were five or six years younger than she was—wanted to go see her dance.

Once the eight-week summer camp finished, Betty returned to Grand Rapids and, along with Kay DeFreest, started the Grand Rapids Concert Dance Group, which performed for charities and fund-raising galas. Betty did all the choreography and also designed the costumes. She’d get an idea and sketch out the designs on scrap paper, and then search for reasonably priced fabric so the dresses would be affordable. The group became so popular that it had to hold auditions and turn away some dancers. As it turned out, while she hadn’t made the first string in New York, Betty Bloomer became known as the “Martha Graham of Grand Rapids.”

At twenty-three, she was of the age when all her friends were getting married, or were already married with a baby or two, and her mother had begun making comments, wondering when Betty was going to find a suitable mate. A couple of years earlier, Betty’s brother Bill had gotten married—to a woman also named Betty, which caused some confusion with two Betty Bloomers around—and was living a few hours away in Petoskey, Michigan. Betty became godmother to their firstborn daughter, Bonnie, and on one trip when she went up to visit, Bill and Betty introduced her to a lawyer friend of theirs. Like many of the men who dated Betty, this one fell head over heels. Before Betty knew what was happening, he had bought an engagement ring, and she’d accepted.

It didn’t last long. The fellow came to visit her in Grand Rapids one weekend, and Betty took him out with a group of her “wild friends.” When they got home, after partying until four in the morning, it was clear her fiancé did not approve of this kind of behavior.

“I won’t talk to you now,” he said. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

Betty may have had a few drinks during the evening, but her head was clear enough to realize that she didn’t like his tone or attitude. She knew he was going to tell her she had to change her ways, and she wasn’t about to change who she was. There was no need to wait until the morning.

“That’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to talk to me.” She pulled the ring off her finger and handed it to him. “Here’s your ring.”

It was terribly embarrassing—he was a good friend of her brother’s—but it was the right thing to do. Betty wasn’t in love with him. She realized she’d agreed to marry him only because that’s what everyone else was doing. She swore to herself she wouldn’t make that mistake again.

On September 23, 1940, Hortense married Arthur Godwin, and Betty was thrilled to have a stepfather. She adored him so much, she asked if she could call him Dad, and, of course, that delighted him. Arthur had always loved to travel, and having retired as a successful banker, he had the means to take his new wife on a yearlong honeymoon around the world.

Hortense would be moving into Arthur’s house after the trip, so while they were gone, she put Betty in charge of selling the house at 717 Fountain Street and getting rid of everything in it. It was a cleansing of sorts, as Betty packed up the remnants of her childhood, sold off the china, the crystal, the furniture, and the rugs. Once the house sold, she said goodbye to the home where she’d gone from girl to woman and took one last look at the garage in the backyard.

She lived temporarily in a one-bedroom apartment until her mother and stepfather came home, and then joined them in Arthur’s house, just one block down, at 636 Fountain Street. For as much as Betty liked her independence, she wasn’t much of a cook and wasn’t keen on housework.

She’d gone back to Herpolsheimer’s and got a job as assistant to the fashion coordinator, training models to show clothes. She still taught dance in the evenings, including one night a week at an all-black school in a district where there weren’t any other dance teachers. It was a new experience for her, and she loved it. The kids were talented and enthusiastic, but it caused a few problems for Betty at home. Her stepfather didn’t approve, and while Betty described him as “typically a generous-natured man,” every Tuesday night, when Arthur knew she was heading over to the other side of town, it was always very quiet at the dinner table.

At twenty-three, Betty had matured into a beautiful woman, and her brother Bill would recall that “there were always boys lined up for her.” She enjoyed being “wined and dined by the local bachelors,” and ultimately, she began falling for one she’d dated in high school: the curly blond fellow she’d slapped and told never to call again.

Bill Warren had matured and was now working with his father in the insurance business. While many other young men Betty’s age had been drafted to serve in World War II, Bill was exempt because he was diabetic. As it turned out, he and Betty had a lot in common. He loved to dance, he was athletic, a good tennis player, and enjoyed going out with other couples. There was something about him, though, that Betty’s mother and stepfather didn’t like, and they made it known. To Betty, that just made Bill even more alluring.

She continued dating him without their knowledge—going to such lengths as to have another man come to the door to pick her up, and then go out to the car, where Bill would be waiting. The relationship grew more and more serious, and after a few months, they were talking marriage. Bill was so different from that stuffy lawyer to whom she’d previously been engaged—he enjoyed a good party as much as Betty did—so when he eventually proposed, she said yes.

She fully expected a blowup when she told her parents, but they were smart enough to know that Betty was going to do what she wanted to do, with or without their approval, and they gave their blessing.

And so it was that Elizabeth Ann Bloomer married William Cornelius Warren on the twenty-third of May 1942. It was a small family wedding held at four o’clock on a Saturday in the living room at 636 Fountain Street. Betty’s brothers had come—Bill from Petoskey and Bob from Detroit—with their wives, as well as the groom’s immediate relatives. The living room was decorated with white peonies and snapdragons, and as Betty glided down the stairs, dressed in an elegant off-the-shoulder white satin gown, a pianist played the traditional wedding march.

As Betty vowed to have and to hold, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, she could not have imagined how those words would hang heavy just a few years later. For she had just begun what she would refer to later as “the five-year misunderstanding.”
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The Five-Year Misunderstanding

Shortly after they got married, Bill Warren left his father’s insurance company and took a position as an agent with the Northwestern National Insurance Company. The job required them to move to Maumee, Ohio, a suburb of Toledo, which meant Betty had to give up her job and the dance company she’d developed. She hated to leave her mother, stepfather, and her dancing, but she was married now, and her husband’s career came first.

In Maumee, she and Bill rented an apartment in a house right along the river, and Betty quickly found a job as a “demonstrator” at LaSalle’s department store. Much like what she’d done at Herpolsheimer’s, she modeled, worked in the fashion office, and sold merchandise. Bill would often go up to LaSalle’s during his lunch hour with a friend or some workmates to watch Betty model in the dining room. “She was spectacular looking,” recalled a friend.

After just ten months, Bill decided he didn’t want to be in the insurance business any longer, so they left and moved back to Grand Rapids until he found another job. That became the story of their marriage. “We moved around, pillar to post,” Betty wrote.

The next move was to Syracuse, New York, where Bill took a sales job with the Continental Can Company. The commissions didn’t start right away, so Betty found a job on the production line at the Birds Eye frozen food processing plant in nearby Fulton to supplement their income. She worked four-hour shifts at a conveyor belt, sorting various vegetables and putting them into boxes. One time, while picking through some spinach, she found a worm, and from that day forward, whenever she ate spinach, she checked it very carefully.

Betty liked living in New York State, but Bill lost his job with Continental Can, and they again moved back to Grand Rapids, where his next venture was as a salesman for the Widdicomb Furniture Company. With a territory that covered the entire East Coast, from Maine to Florida, Bill began traveling constantly.

Betty’s friend Kay DeFreest sensed that there was trouble in the marriage. “Bill Warren was very ambitious, and the sky was the limit as far as he was concerned,” she said. “But not having the sky left Betty a great deal to do in order to support this ambition of his.”

Betty wanted a family, but without a steady paycheck coming, it was up to her to make ends meet. She went back to Herpolsheimer’s Department Store and got hired as the head fashion coordinator—working with buyers, dealing with the advertising department, training models, and directing monthly fashion shows. It was a great boost to her confidence, and she loved it.

In addition to her full-time job, she remained devoted to the Mary Free Bed Guild, working with crippled children, and several mornings a week, she taught modern dance classes at the YWCA. Many of her old friends already had a child or two, so she’d put out mats where the toddlers could play while she conducted the classes for the young mothers.

Betty became very active in the Junior League, and the seriousness with which she took her involvement is evident in the detailed notes she kept. She wrote pages and pages about the way the Junior League operated: the proper protocol at meetings, the various welfare organizations the group helped, and the difference between public and private agencies. Publicly, Betty was known for her role with the musical productions and dinner dances that raised money for the Junior League, but behind the scenes, with no fanfare, she worked with counselors and her church to provide emotional assistance to children who were living in abusive or otherwise dysfunctional households.

By age twenty-seven, Betty was ready for a house and children of her own, but Bill was not the staid, dependable husband she thought he would be. Ironically, she’d married someone just like her father.

Betty tried her best to be a supportive wife, emulating what she’d learned from her mother. When Bill was in town, she’d rush home from work to prepare a nice dinner for the two of them, but more often than not, the meal would get cold as Betty waited for him to come home. It might be ten o’clock before he’d call—from a bar where he’d been drinking with the guys from the showroom—and say, “Why don’t you come down here, and we’ll go somewhere to eat?”

There were indeed difficulties, and a few times, she asked her friend Kay DeFreest to be present for “a little backup” when she confronted Bill about his behavior, seemingly concerned about what his reaction might be.

In her memoir, Betty stops short of saying that Bill Warren had a drinking problem or was abusive, but she acknowledged that “the things that made our dating so amusing, made the marriage difficult,” and “even when Bill was home, I wasn’t happy.”

Three years into the marriage, Betty had finally had enough. “He can do what he wants with his life,” she thought, “but, damn it all, this is not for me.”

It was a difficult decision to make. In the 1940s, divorce was uncommon and highly frowned upon. She knew that to be a divorcée was akin to wearing a scarlet letter, but the marriage was so bad, Betty was willing to walk that path. One evening, she was sitting home alone while Bill was on yet another business trip, when she decided to write him a letter telling him she didn’t want him to come back. “I’m sending your things to your family’s house,” she wrote. She hadn’t quite finished the letter, when the phone rang.

It was Bill’s boss, calling from Boston.

“Betty,” he said, “Bill has taken ill. He’s in a diabetic coma. It’s very serious.” So serious, the doctors didn’t think he would live.

Betty got on the next available flight to Boston. Bill was alive, but one side of his face was paralyzed, he was unable to move on his own, and he required round-the-clock care. Her intention had been to leave him, but now, how could she leave under these circumstances? For six weeks, she stayed with friends in Boston, spending her days at the hospital learning how to give insulin shots and provide Bill the care he would need upon release from the hospital.

What am I doing here when I no longer love this man? she kept thinking. But to divorce him at that point was, in her mind, unconscionable.

Eventually Bill was able to be transported back to Grand Rapids by train, on a stretcher. But now, since he was unable to work, earning a living was solely up to Betty. At twenty-seven, she felt like her life was over. It was devastating. This must be my cross, she thought. Her dreams of having a family were gone, as her life turned into a blur of days that went from work to the hospital, and returning to her apartment to sleep. Then she’d wake up and start the whole cycle over again.

Two years went by, and then, miraculously, Bill began to recover. Had God heard her prayers? She waited until he was well enough to return to work, and then she went straight to a lawyer and filed for divorce. Now twenty-nine years old, on her way to becoming free from her disastrous marriage, Betty Bloomer Warren was ready to spread her wings. As she waited for the divorce proceedings to become final, she began envisioning what she’d do next. Perhaps she’d go to Rio de Janeiro and work in the fashion industry. There was a whole world out there, and while thus far not much in her life had gone as planned, she wasn’t one to look back.

To divorce her husband was an incredibly difficult decision, and one she didn’t take lightly. For a while, her whole demeanor changed. The models she worked with at Herpolsheimer’s could tell how upsetting it was for her. The five-year marriage to Bill Warren had so shattered her image of “happily ever after” that Betty made a commitment to herself that she’d never consider marrying again.

And that’s when Jerry Ford showed up.

Gerald Rudolph Ford Jr. was well known in Grand Rapids. He’d been a star football player at South High, and then had gone on to play for the University of Michigan Wolverines. He had garnered the attention of some professional football scouts, and upon graduation from Michigan in 1935, he was offered positions with both the Green Bay Packers and the Detroit Lions of the National Football League. But Ford declined the offers. He had his sights set on law school, and playing pro football was not going to get him there.

Throughout school, he was registered and known as Gerald R. Ford Jr., the son of Dorothy and Gerald R. Ford. The truth was a bit more complicated. In those days, especially in a conservative city such as Grand Rapids, if your family didn’t conform to societal norms, some things were better left vague. The reality—which Jerry wouldn’t learn until he was a teenager—was that his mother had been married before, to a man named Leslie Lynch King. On July 14, 1913, in Omaha, Nebraska, Dorothy gave birth to a son, and the name on his birth certificate was Leslie Lynch King Jr.

Dorothy was just twenty-one years old and had been married less than a year to Leslie King, who was ten years her senior. They’d had a whirlwind courtship, but weeks into the marriage, Dorothy discovered her husband had a violent side. He was physically and emotionally abusive to her, to the point that when she was still in the hospital after having given birth, a nurse called the police. Leslie King had shown up with a butcher knife threatening to kill his wife and son.

When her newborn baby was just sixteen days old, Dorothy fled Omaha with her son and returned to her parents in Harvard, Illinois, where she filed for divorce. It took great courage and determination, because to be a divorced single mother in 1913 often elicited whispers of scandal. To avoid embarrassment in her hometown, Dorothy’s parents helped their daughter and her baby son relocate to Grand Rapids, where the young woman’s father had some business interests. She began a new life, determined to put the past behind her and raise her son as best she could in a positive environment. Her fifteen-month marriage had been painful, and Dorothy couldn’t bear to call her son by her ex-husband’s name, so instead she called him Junior, or Junie.

She was in no hurry to marry again, but just a few months after moving to Grand Rapids, she met a ruggedly handsome bachelor named Gerald R. Ford at an Episcopal church social. Ford was everything Leslie Lynch King was not—kind, thoughtful, and devoted—both to Dorothy and her infant son. He was hardworking, scrupulously honest, and well respected in the community. They dated for a year, and on February 1, 1916, Dorothy and Gerald Ford got married in the church where they’d met.

Junior was just eighteen months old, and from that point on, he was called Jerry and grew up believing Gerald R. Ford was his father. Gerald and Dorothy would have three more children together—all boys—providing Jerry with three younger brothers: Thomas, Richard, and James. There were times they barely had enough money to get by, moving from one rented house to another, but they had a strong faith and were active in both church and community. Gerald would take the boys camping and fishing, and he spent many a summer evening tossing baseballs and footballs. He was a man of impeccable integrity, and while he drilled into his sons the importance of honesty, Dorothy instilled in them the importance of helping others who were less fortunate. Both parents were strict disciplinarians and didn’t tolerate any backtalk. There were three house rules: tell the truth, work hard, come to dinner on time—and woe unto any who violated those rules.

At twelve, Jerry joined the Boy Scouts, and within three years earned the rank of Eagle Scout. On top of scouting, school, and sports, he worked several part-time jobs. When he was sixteen, he was working the lunch counter at a restaurant directly across the street from school. One day a man came in, and, after standing around for about fifteen minutes, he approached Jerry and said, “I’m Leslie King, your father.”

A few years earlier, Jerry’s mother had told him that she had been married once before, and that he was born before she married Gerald Ford. It hadn’t really registered with him, but now, to have his real father show up, unannounced, was a tremendous shock. King had arrived with his wife in a brand-new Lincoln, and he wanted to take Jerry out to lunch. Jerry got approval from his boss, and off they went to a nearby restaurant. The conversation was mostly superficial, but Jerry quickly surmised that Leslie King was much more well off financially than his stepfather and mother were. In the fifteen years of his life, his birth father had never sought to find him, until now, and had never contributed a dime for his upbringing. After lunch, King dropped off Jerry back at work and handed him $25.

“Now, you buy yourself something—something you want that you can’t afford otherwise,” he said. With that, he turned, waved, and drove away.

That evening, after his younger brothers had gone to bed, Jerry told his parents what had happened. It was so deeply emotional for him that years later—after experiencing war, witnessing death, and the loss of a presidential election—he would still recall it as one of the most difficult nights of his life. His mother and stepfather consoled him as he struggled to come to terms with what had happened that day. He didn’t doubt that his stepfather loved him as much as he loved his three biological sons. What hurt, he wrote in his memoir, was the indelible image he now had of his birth father: “a carefree, well-to-do man who didn’t really give a damn about the hopes and dreams of his firstborn son.”

That night, Jerry lay in bed, sobbing, turning to prayer for comfort and guidance. Over and over, he repeated his mother’s favorite prayer from Proverbs:

Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding.

In all thy ways acknowledge Him; and He shall direct thy paths.

Even though Jerry Ford and Betty Bloomer grew up in Grand Rapids at the same time, albeit on different sides of the city, their lives took such separate and diverse routes, it is somewhat surprising they ever managed to get together. But there were times their paths may have crossed; when they may have been in the same place at the same time and never realized it. It seemed that no matter which way they turned, no matter the choices they made, they were destined to be together.

When Betty was modeling and dancing in New York City, Jerry Ford was attending law school at Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut. A friend from Grand Rapids introduced him to a beautiful young woman named Phyllis Brown, who was attending Connecticut College, in New London, less than fifty miles away, and the two fell in love.

Jerry’s family owned a small cottage at Ottawa Beach on the western shore of Lake Michigan, where he’d grown up swimming and boating with his brothers each summer. In August 1938 Jerry brought Phyllis there for a few weeks to get to know his family and to share his love of Michigan with her.
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