
In his more than 40 years photographing 
Arabians, Johnny Johnston has seen just 
about everything in the industry. In his 
memory, the great horses and people, the 
colorful characters, and the issues of past 
and present come to life. Sometimes he’s 
serious and often he’s funny, but his take 
— what he’s seen through his camera 
lens all these years — provides a unique 
perspective on the Arabian of the 21st 
century.

Of Ice Cubes, 
Redheads And Things 
That Go Bump             
In The Night:        
                Don Ford                    
Part II

by Johnny Johnston with Mary Kirkman

I’d like to dedicate this column to Jeanne 
Ford, the Redhead.

If you were with me last 
month, you’ll know that I was 

remembering an Arabian owner 
of the 1960s and 1970s who was 
the most charismatic man I’ve ever 
met. Back then, just about everyone 
had heard of Don Ford, of Lancer 
Arabians in Howell, Mich., and later 
Reddick, Fla., but those of us who 
knew him were the lucky ones.

Anyhow, when we left off, we were 
remembering Jeanne Ford, otherwise 
known as the Redhead. I’ve been 
talking here about Don because he 
was kind of larger than life, but in 
reality, you didn’t know Don if you 
didn’t know Jeanne. They were so 
much a part of each other that you 
couldn’t really picture one without 
the other. 

Jeanne’s looks were as powerful 
as her personality. She was very 
striking, with fiery, vivid red hair 
and really big, beautiful green eyes. 
And she was a totally curvaceous, 
voluptuous female; let me tell you, 

she knew she was all girl. She also 
was always a real Alpha Female 
— extremely nurturing, but totally 
in charge. To give you an idea, 
she would remind you of Shirley 
MacLaine in the movie Terms of 
Endearment. She was a very firm, 
very strong woman, and she took no 
BS, but if she loved you, everything 
was cool. I can’t imagine Don living 
with any other woman, and she 
wouldn’t have let him anyway. 

She was that way with people other 
than Don too, and in my opinion, 
it was an honor to be one of those 

she “managed,” because that meant 
she liked you. If she liked you, she 
adopted you. She was like a mother; 
she wanted to keep your life straight. 
And thank heavens she adopted 
me! To tell the truth, I think maybe 
Don wouldn’t have always called 
me to photograph his horses if it 
hadn’t been for the Redhead. As an 
example, she kept my proofs in a 
safe.

One time when I was there and 
Jeanne was in the house, Don said, 
“You know, Johnny, I probably 
should have got Polly Knoll this 
time.” So I said, “Well, I can 

understand that. She’s a cute little 
devil.” He said, “No, that’s not the 
reason. She’s got the most gorgeous 
pair of legs, and your legs are ugly!”

It was pretty funny to see the way 
Jeanne handled this very big, very 
macho, very successful businessman 
— because he took some serious 
handling. He loved her to death, but 
he was like a naughty little boy. Take 
the time she made him quit smoking. 
She would not allow him to have a 
cigarette anywhere on him. So what 
he’d do is he’d come out to the barn 
and bum one off of me. We’d sneak 
around, and he’d be muttering “Got 
to watch out for the redhead,” the 
whole way. “Got to watch out for the 
redhead.”

I don’t think you could have blown 
Don and Jeanne apart with a land 
mine. They were a team.

For all the laughs and the craziness, 
one thing about Don Ford was clear: 
He knew how to get a job done right. 
Take the Sotap Sale that wound up 
topping a million dollars. I think 
he was the first to do that in the 
Arabian industry. He had to have 
spent $50,000 in promotion — back 
when that was a lot of money. It was 
said that there was no way to get 
people to Howell, Mich., but boy, 
did he show the world how to do it. 
He called everyone who might have 
any small interest whatsoever, and 
he’d say, “Hey, I want you to come 
out here and bring your money. 
We’re going to have a hell of a good 
time. I don’t care if you buy a horse, 
just come on out here. But if you 
sit on your hands, I’ll slap you.” He 
got people from all over the country. 
That sale went for over a million 
dollars, and true to form, everybody 
had a ball.

But my favorite Don Ford story 
had to do with Arabians only in 
that it wouldn’t have happened had 
we not both been in the business 
and come to know each other. It 
happened in the late 1970s, when the 
film “The Exorcist” came out. That 
movie got a lot of publicity about 
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“It was pretty funny 
to see the way Jeanne 

handled this very big, 
very macho, very 

successful businessman 
— because he took some 

serious handling. He loved 
her to death, 

but he was like a 
naughty little boy.”




