
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 I 

by Johnny Johnston with Mary Kirkman

This month’s column is dedicated to 
my (unofficial) adopted son Steve White. 
May this glimpse at some characters from 
his childhood give him a laugh.

One of the best things about 
working in the Arabian 

business for half a lifetime is that 
you get to know a whole lot of 
great people. Many of them are fun, 
some are memorable and a few are 
downright inspiring. I’ve always 
wished that folks today could know 
some of the movers and shakers of 
the breed ‘back when.’

So this month, I’m remembering 
a man who was one of the most 
prominent figures in the Arabian 
industry in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Don Ford and his wife, Jeanne, 
owned Lancer Arabians, which was 
located about an hour and a half 
from Detroit until the late 1970s, 
when they got tired of the cold and 
moved to Reddick, Fla. Their big 
stallion for years was Sotap, and then 
later, when they got into Egyptian 
bloodlines, they had *Asadd and 
his sire, *Sultan. In their heyday, 
Stanley White was their resident 
trainer. We talk now about horses 

who can compete in both halter 
and performance; Stanley was 
on the end of the leadline when 
*Asadd went 1975 U.S. National 
Champion Stallion, and in the saddle 
when he won the U.S. National 
Championship in English Pleasure 
in 1979. And to top that off, Lancer 
was the home of the first million-
dollar Arabian sale.

But Don Ford was more than all of 
that. He was the coolest son of a gun 
you’ve ever seen. 

Just to meet him, you might not 

guess what all was there. He was a 
big guy — six feet, two inches — 
and homely as a mud fence. We’re 
talking serious homely here. But if 
you were with him for five minutes, 
you wouldn’t choose to be with 
anybody else. He was magnetic. 

To give you an idea of how he 
could operate, consider how he went 
about importing Egyptian horses. 
The biggest importer at the time 
— Doug Marshall, of Gleannloch 
Farm — had flat told him that the 

Egyptians weren’t going to sell him 
anything really good. Marshall was 
doing a lot of business in Egypt, 
helping them with oil deals and 
that kind of stuff, and he thought 
he had the market cornered. So 
Don chartered a 747 and packed up 
Stanley White and took off (which 
was a miracle in itself that probably 
required dope, as Stanley was afraid 
to fly). Don let everyone know he 
was coming — the ambassador, 
the Egyptian officials, everybody, I 
think even Sadat — and when he 
landed, they all met him with the 
band, because who the hell rents 
a 747? That’s a pretty big deal. So 
the next thing you know, they sold 
him everything he wanted. That was 
Don. He actually turned that whole 
thing around and imported about 35 
Egyptian Arabians.

None of that is surprising if you 
know his background. This man was 
the world’s greatest salesman — and 
he wasn’t bashful about telling 
you he was the world’s greatest 
salesman! Right out of college, he 
went to work for a company that 
manufactured accessories for the 
automotive industry. The first year 
he sold more than anybody in the 
company, and by the second year, he 
was selling more than all the other 
salesmen combined. But the Board 
of Directors, instead of giving him 
a bonus as any idiot would have 
done, just said he was making too 
much money and every year cut his 
commissions. Finally he said, “I tell 
you what I’m going to do. I’m going 
to start my own company.” The 
Board laughed — until he went to 
every major engineer and designer in 
the plant and said, “You come with 
me and I’ll pay you right. I’ll make 
every one of you who comes with me 
a millionaire.” And then darned if he 
didn’t do it.

I asked him one time if he really 
thought he was the world’s greatest 
salesman and he said, “Hell, I know 
I am.” It wasn’t conceit. He just 
knew he could do stuff — he had 
this otherworldly confidence. I said, 
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“Okay, I want you to tell me how 
the hell you’d sell refrigerators to an 
Eskimo.” He said, “Johnny, that’s 
easy. I’d sell it to them because they’d 
need those little ice cubes to make 
the windows in their igloos.” You 
give him anything at all, he had an 
answer right there; it just appeared 
like a picture in his mind.

Now, Don Ford was not only 
the world’s best salesman, but a 
master horseman too. I know he 
was because he told me he was and 
he meant it. He’d say, “If I had the 
time, I’d train these broncs myself. 
But I don’t have the time; that’s why 
I hired Stan, because he can take care 
of getting them started and all that. 
But as far as horseman — hell, I 
don’t even know any better horseman 
than I am.”

He stuck to that story until the 
time he had me out to shoot that 
importation of horses from Egypt. 
We had a little complication that 
trip. If you knew Don, you knew 
that Mrs. Ford, who was one of the 
neatest ladies that ever lived, ruled 
the roost — and he let her. He called 
her ‘the Redhead.’ So I got there to 
photograph horses, and the Redhead 
had decreed that Stanley couldn’t 
hit the Egyptian horses. She knew 
that Stanley had to correct a horse 
on occasion, but with the Egyptians 
(“they had precious blood”) it had 
to be different because they weren’t 
raised with discipline. Well, here we 
were with a bunch of horses who’d 
never heard the word ‘whoa,’ had 
zero manners and zero knowledge. 
We probably got only six or seven 
done all day. Don and Jeanne were 
there supervising, but after a while, 
the Redhead went inside.

The last horse of the day was one 
of the most beautiful fillies I’ve ever 
seen, but she was by far the most 
difficult. Stanley took his time 
with her and worked and stood her 
up and got each leg in place, and 
right when he gave her that little 
yank on her halter to get her head 
up, she hauled off and struck him 
on the hand. She was faster than 

Mohammed Ali — and she struck 
hard. It was amazing that his hand 
wasn’t broken. To make it worse, 
Stanley was sure she’d never get by 
him again, but when he stood her up 
two more times, she got him twice 
more. Finally, he said, “Here, Mr. 
Ford” — Stanley never called Don 
Ford anything but Mr. Ford — “take 
this damn filly,” and he stomped off  
to the house to get some ice to put 
on his hand. He was mad. 

Now, Don Ford’s a great horseman 

— I know he is ’cause he told me so 
— and this filly’s trying to bite him, 
trying to rear up on him, trying to 
cow-kick him. His arm, I promise 
you, grew six feet longer. And all 
I’m hearing is, “Johnny — Johnny 
— is Stanley coming back? Where 
the hell is he?” He would have paid 
me serious money to hold her, but 
I wasn’t getting near her. Huh-uh, 
no. That filly was trying to do a tap 
dance on his face, and all the time, 
his arm was going like a windmill 
to keep her off him. That was the 
fastest I’d ever seen Don Ford move 
… and from that day on, he had the 
highest respect for his trainer.

So the next morning, we started 
all over again. Stanley stood the filly 
up and she struck at him again. This 

time, he pulled a gun, put it against 
her head and bam, bam, bam! I 
dropped my camera and Don jumped 
at least two feet from flat-footed. 
He turned white and I thought he 
was going to have a heart attack 
— right after I had mine. That filly 
was spraddle-legged and stood there 
in shock, and I thought, “Stanley’s 
done killed a $30,000 horse!” — back 
when $30,000 was a ton of money. 
But he turned her around and stood 
her back up and said, “Now get your 
GD picture.” 

So I managed to work up a voice 
and asked what had happened. “You 
idiot, this is a blank pistol,” he said. 
By this time, that filly was “whatever 
you want, Boss, yes, sir.” 

Of course, when all that went on, 
Jeanne Ford came running out and 
hollered, “What happened? Did you 
kill her?” And Don just roared, “Get 
back in the house, woman!” That 
was the only time I ever heard Don 
yell at Jeanne Ford ever. But that 
morning, he said to Stanley, “I’ll take 
care of the Redhead. You train the 
damn horses.”

Such was life at Lancer Arabians. 
Don Ford had enough personality to 
have filled many more decades than 
he lived, and there’s more to say 
about him. Come back next month 
for the things that go bump in the 
night. 
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