THE WHITE HOUSE HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION

Classroom: Grades 9-12

Presidential Transitions: "The Torch is Passed"

Activity - Yes, It's Going to be All Right: Three Transition Speeches

Three Transition Speeches— Thomas Jefferson, Lyndon Johnson, Gerald Ford

Thomas Jefferson became president in a time so tense with political strife that many
feared a second American Revolution when the government changed hands. Lyndon
Johnson became president when a popular young president was assassinated. Gerald Ford
became president after the first president in history of the republic had resigned in
disgrace, fearing a conviction on impeachment charges. Furthermore, Ford had not been
elected to his role as vice president but nominated and confirmed through the mechanism
of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment. You will be reading three speeches, each given by one
of these presidents shortly after they took office.

The Inaugural of Thomas Jefferson, March 4, 1801

President Lyndon Johnson’s Address to the Congress, November 28, 1963
Gerald Ford’s Remarks, August 9, 1974

Read each of the speeches, taking note of these aspects:

1. In what specific ways does the president reassure people that despite unusual
circumstances the republic will survive this presidential transition?

2. Are there any literal or metaphorical references to the idea of continuity in the
speeches?

3. Does the president ask for the help of the people in accomplishing his task?

4. Does the president invoke the memory of an honored leader from the past, or

some spiritual force greater than himself?

Share what you discovered in reading the speeches through a discussion with your
classmates, then add information to your original notes. Compose an essay on the topic
below. Make sure you include enough background information so that the reader
understands the issues addressed, and include specific phrases or sentences from the text
of the speeches as support.



Topic: In speeches that were calm in tone, each president tried in specific ways to address
concerns that the American people had about the unusual or difficult circumstances that
had brought him to power.

As a variation of this assignment, after reading the three speeches carefully, choose one
sentence from each that you think best supports the essay topic stated above. Write a
short rationale for choosing that sentence. Share your opinions with the class.

For discussion: Which of the speeches do you think would have been most effective in
helping allay people’s fears about a transition? Which new president do you think had the
hardest task? Think of the person who is vice president now. If anything happened to our
president, would you feel confident that the American people would accept his
leadership? Why or why not?



Thomas Jefferson
FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS (Excerpt)

March 4, 1801

Friends and Fellow Citizens,

Called upon to undertake the duties of the first executive office of our country, I avail
myself of the presence of that portion of my fellow-citizens which is here assembled to
express my grateful thanks for the favor with which they have been pleased to look
toward me, to declare a sincere consciousness that the task is above my talents, and that I
approach it with those anxious and awful presentiments which the greatness of the charge
and the weakness of my powers so justly inspire. A rising nation, spread over a wide and
fruitful land, traversing all the seas with the rich productions of their industry, engaged in
commerce with nations who feel power and forget right, advancing rapidly to destinies
beyond the reach of mortal eye--when I contemplate these transcendent objects, and see
the honor, the happiness, and the hopes of this beloved country committed to the issue
and the auspices of this day, I shrink from the contemplation, and humble myself before
the magnitude of the undertaking. Utterly, indeed, should I despair did not the presence
of many whom I here see remind me that in the other high authorities provided by our
Constitution I shall find resources of wisdom, of virtue, and of zeal on which to rely
under all difficulties. To you, then, gentlemen, who are charged with the sovereign
functions of legislation, and to those associated with you, I look with encouragement for
that guidance and support which may enable us to steer with safety the vessel in which
we are all embarked amidst the conflicting elements of a troubled world.

During the contest of opinion through which we have passed the animation of discussions
and of exertions has sometimes worn an aspect which might impose on strangers unused
to think freely and to speak and to write what they think; but this being now decided by
the voice of the nation, announced according to the rules of the Constitution, all will, of
course, arrange themselves under the will of the law, and unite in common efforts for the
common good. All, too, will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the
majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the
minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to violate would be
oppression. Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one heart and one mind. Let us
restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection without which liberty and even
life itself are but dreary things. And let us reflect that, having banished from our land that
religious intolerance under which mankind so long bled and suffered, we have yet gained
little if we countenance a political intolerance as despotic, as wicked, and capable of as
bitter and bloody persecutions. During the throes and convulsions of the ancient world,
during the agonizing spasms of infuriated man, seeking through blood and slaughter his
long-lost liberty, it was not wonderful that the agitation of the billows should reach even
this distant and peaceful shore; that this should be more felt and feared by some and less



by others, and should divide opinions as to measures of safety. But every difference of
opinion is not a difference of principle. We have called by different names brethren of the
same principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us
who would wish to dissolve this Union or to change its republican form, let them stand
undisturbed as monuments of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated
where reason is left free to combat it. I know, indeed, that some honest men fear that a
republican government can not be strong, that this Government is not strong enough; but
would the honest patriot, in the full tide of successful experiment, abandon a government
which has so far kept us free and firm on the theoretic and visionary fear that this
Government, the world's best hope, may by possibility want energy to preserve itself? I
trust not. I believe this, on the contrary, the strongest Government on earth. I believe it
the only one where every man, at the call of the law, would fly to the standard of the law,
and would meet invasions of the public order as his own personal concern. Sometimes it
is said that man can not be trusted with the government of himself. Can he, then, be
trusted with the government of others? Or have we found angels in the forms of kings to
govern him? Let history answer this question.

Let us, then, with courage and confidence pursue our own Federal and Republican
principles, our attachment to union and representative government. Kindly separated by
nature and a wide ocean from the exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe; too
high-minded to endure the degradations of the others; possessing a chosen country, with
room enough for our descendants to the thousandth and thousandth generation;
entertaining a due sense of our equal right to the use of our own faculties, to the
acquisitions of our own industry, to honor and confidence from our fellow-citizens,
resulting not from birth, but from our actions and their sense of them; enlightened by a
benign religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them
inculcating honesty, truth, temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; acknowledging
and adoring an overruling Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it
delights in the happiness of man here and his greater happiness hereafter -- with all these
blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and a prosperous people? Still one
thing more, fellow-citizens -- a wise and frugal Government, which shall restrain men
from injuring one another, shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits
of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has
earned. This is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to close the circle of
our felicities.

About to enter, fellow-citizens, on the exercise of duties which comprehend everything
dear and valuable to you, it is proper you should understand what I deem the essential
principles of our Government, and consequently those which ought to shape its
Administration. I will compress them within the narrowest compass they will bear,
stating the general principle, but not all its limitations. Equal and exact justice to all men,
of whatever state or persuasion, religious or political; peace, commerce, and honest
friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none; the support of the State
governments in all their rights, as the most competent administrations for our domestic
concerns and the surest bulwarks against anti-republican tendencies; the preservation of
the General Government in its whole constitutional vigor, as the sheet anchor of our



peace at home and safety abroad; a jealous care of the right of election by the people -- a
mild and safe corrective of abuses which are lopped by the sword of revolution where
peaceable remedies are unprovided; absolute acquiescence in the decisions of the
majority, the vital principle of republics, from which is no appeal but to force, the vital
principle and immediate parent of despotism; a well-disciplined militia, our best reliance
in peace and for the first moments of war till regulars may relieve them; the supremacy of
the civil over the military authority; economy in the public expense, that labor may be
lightly burthened; the honest payment of our debts and sacred preservation of the public
faith; encouragement of agriculture, and of commerce as its handmaid; the diffusion of
information and arraignment of all abuses at the bar of the public reason; freedom of
religion freedom of the press, and freedom of person under the protection of the habeas
corpus, and trial by juries impartially selected. These principles form the bright
constellation which has gone before us and guided our steps through an age of revolution
and reformation. The wisdom of our sages and blood of our heroes have been devoted to
their attainment. They should be the creed of our political faith, the text of civic
instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of those we trust; and should we
wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to retrace our steps and
to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, and safety...



LBJ Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress

November 27, 1963

Mr. Speaker, Mr. President, Members of the House, Members of the Senate, my fellow
Americans:

All T have I would have given gladly not to be standing here today.

The greatest leader of our time has been struck down by the foulest deed of our time.
Today John Fitzgerald Kennedy lives on in the immortal words and works that he left
behind. He lives on in the mind and memories of mankind. He lives on in the hearts of his
countrymen.

No words are sad enough to express our sense of loss. No words are strong enough to
express our determination to continue the forward thrust of America that he began.

The dream of conquering the vastness of space--the dream of partnership across the
Atlantic--and across the Pacific as well--the dream of a Peace Corps in less developed
nations--the dream of education for all of our children--the dream of jobs for all who seek
them and need them--the dream of care for our elderly--the dream of an all-out attack on
mental illness--and above all, the dream of equal rights for all Americans, whatever their
race or color--these and other American dreams have been vitalized by his drive and by
his dedication.

And now the ideas and the ideals which he so nobly represented must and will be
translated into effective action.

Under John Kennedy's leadership, this Nation has demonstrated that it has the courage to
seek peace, and it has the fortitude to risk war. We have proved that we are a good and
reliable friend to those who seek peace and freedom. We have shown that we can also be
a formidable foe to those who reject the path of peace and those who seek to impose upon
us or our allies the yoke of tyranny.

This Nation will keep its commitments from South Viet-Nam to West Berlin. We will be
unceasing in the search for peace; resourceful in our pursuit of areas of agreement even
with those with whom we differ; and generous and loyal to those who join with us in
common cause.

In this age when there can be no losers in peace and no victors in war, we must recognize
the obligation to match national strength with national restraint. We must be prepared at
one and the same time for both the confrontation of power and the limitation of power.
We must be ready to defend the national interest and to negotiate the common interest.
This is the path that we shall continue to pursue. Those who test our courage will find it



strong, and those who seek our friendship will find it honorable. We will demonstrate
anew that the strong can be just in the use of strength; and the just can be strong in the
defense of justice.

And let all know we will extend no special privilege and impose no persecution. We will
carry on the fight against poverty and misery, and disease and ignorance, in other lands
and in our own.

We will serve all the Nation, not one section or one sector, or one group, but all
Americans. These are the United States--a united people with a united purpose.

Our American unity does not depend upon unanimity. We have differences; but now, as
in the past, we can derive from those differences strength, not weakness, wisdom, not
despair. Both as a people and a government, we can unite upon a program, a program
which is wise and just, enlightened and constructive.

For 32 years Capitol Hill has been my home. I have shared many moments of pride with
you, pride in the ability of the Congress of the United States to act, to meet any crisis, to
distill from our differences strong programs of national action.

An assassin's bullet has thrust upon me the awesome burden of the Presidency. I am here
today to say I need your help; I cannot bear this burden alone. I need the help of all
Americans, and all America. This Nation has experienced a profound shock, and in this
critical moment, it is our duty, yours and mine, as the Government of the United States,
to do away with uncertainty and doubt and delay, and to show that we are capable of
decisive action; that from the brutal loss of our leader we will derive not weakness, but
strength; that we can and will act and act now.

From this chamber of representative government, let all the world know and none
misunderstand that I rededicate this Government to the unswerving support of the United
Nations, to the honorable and determined execution of our commitments to our allies, to
the maintenance of military strength second to none, to the defense of the strength and the
stability of the dollar, to the expansion of our foreign trade, to the reinforcement of our
programs of mutual assistance and cooperation in Asia and Africa, and to our Alliance
for Progress in this hemisphere.

On the 20th day of January, in 1961, John F. Kennedy told his countrymen that our
national work would not be finished "in the first thousand days, nor in the life of this
administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But," he said, "let us
begin."

Today, in this moment of new resolve, I would say to all my fellow Americans, let us
continue.



This is our challenge--not to hesitate, not to pause, not to turn about and linger over this
evil moment, but to continue on our course so that we may fulfill the destiny that history
has set for us. Our most immediate tasks are here on this Hill.

First, no memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy's
memory than the earliest possible passage of the civil rights bill for which he fought so
long. We have talked long enough in this country about equal rights. We have talked for
one hundred years or more. It is time now to write the next chapter, and to write it in the
books of law.

I urge you again, as I did in 1957 and again in 1960, to enact a civil rights law so that we
can move forward to eliminate from this Nation every trace of discrimination and
oppression that is based upon race or color. There could be no greater source of strength
to this Nation both at home and abroad.

And second, no act of ours could more fittingly continue the work of President Kennedy
than the early passage of the tax bill for which he fought all this long year. This is a bill
designed to increase our national income and Federal revenues, and to provide insurance
against recession. That bill, if passed without delay, means more security for those now
working, more jobs for those now without them, and more incentive for our economy.

In short, this is no time for delay. It is a time for action--strong, forward-looking action
on the pending education bills to help bring the light of learning to every home and
hamlet in America--strong, forward-looking action on youth employment opportunities;
strong, forward-looking action on the pending foreign aid bill, making clear that we are
not forfeiting our responsibilities to this hemisphere or to the world, nor erasing
Executive flexibility in the conduct of our foreign affairs--and strong, prompt, and
forward-looking action on the remaining appropriation bills.

In this new spirit of action, the Congress can expect the full cooperation and support of
the executive branch. And in particular, I pledge that the expenditures of your
Government will be administered with the utmost thrift and frugality. I will insist that the
Government get a dollar's value for a dollar spent. The Government will set an example
of prudence and economy. This does not mean that we will not meet our unfilled needs or
that we will not honor our commitments. We will do both.

As one who has long served in both Houses of the Congress, I firmly believe in the
independence and the integrity of the legislative branch. And I promise you that I shall
always respect this. It is deep in the marrow of my bones. With equal firmness, I believe
in the capacity and I believe in the ability of the Congress, despite the divisions of
opinions which characterize our Nation, to act--to act wisely, to act vigorously, to act
speedily when the need arises.

The need is here. The need is now. I ask your help.



We meet in grief, but let us also meet in renewed dedication and renewed vigor. Let us
meet in action, in tolerance, and in mutual understanding. John Kennedy's death
commands what his life conveyed--that America must move forward. The time has come
for Americans of all races and creeds and political beliefs to understand and to respect
one another. So let us put an end to the teaching and the preaching of hate and evil and
violence. Let us turn away from the fanatics of the far left and the far right, from the
apostles of bitterness and bigotry, from those defiant of law, and those who pour venom
into our Nation's bloodstream.

I profoundly hope that the tragedy and the torment of these terrible days will bind us
together in new fellowship, making us one people in our hour of sorrow. So let us here
highly resolve that John Fitzgerald Kennedy did not live--or die--in vain. And on this
Thanksgiving eve, as we gather together to ask the Lord's blessing, and give Him our
thanks, let us unite in those familiar and cherished words:

America, America,

God shed His grace on thee,

And crown thy good With brotherhood
From sea to shining sea.

SOURCE: Lyndon B. Johnson Library



Gerald R. Ford's Remarks on Taking the Oath of Office as President

August 9, 1974

Mr. Chief Justice, my dear friends, my fellow Americans:

The oath that I have taken is the same oath that was taken by George Washington and by
every President under the Constitution. But I assume the Presidency under extraordinary
circumstances never before experienced by Americans. This is an hour of history that
troubles our minds and hurts our hearts.

Therefore, I feel it is my first duty to make an unprecedented compact with my
countrymen. Not an inaugural address, not a fireside chat, not a campaign speech--just a
little straight talk among friends. And I intend it to be the first of many.

I am acutely aware that you have not elected me as your President by your ballots, and so
I ask you to confirm me as your President with your prayers. And I hope that such
prayers will also be the first of many.

If you have not chosen me by secret ballot, neither have I gained office by any secret
promises. I have not campaigned either for the Presidency or the Vice Presidency. I have
not subscribed to any partisan platform. I am indebted to no man, and only to one
woman--my dear wife--as I begin this very difficult job.

I have not sought this enormous responsibility, but I will not shirk it. Those who
nominated and confirmed me as Vice President were my friends and are my friends. They
were of both parties, elected by all the people and acting under the Constitution in their
name. It is only fitting then that I should pledge to them and to you that I will be the
President of all the people.

Thomas Jefferson said the people are the only sure reliance for the preservation of our
liberty. And down the years, Abraham Lincoln renewed this American article of faith
asking, "Is there any better way or equal hope in the world?"

I intend, on Monday next, to request of the Speaker of the House of Representatives and
the President pro tempore of the Senate the privilege of appearing before the Congress to
share with my former colleagues and with you, the American people, my views on the
priority business of the Nation and to solicit your views and their views. And may I say to
the Speaker and the others, if I could meet with you right after these remarks, I would
appreciate it.



Even though this is late in an election year, there is no way we can go forward except
together and no way anybody can win except by serving the people's urgent needs. We
cannot stand still or slip backwards. We must go forward now together.

To the peoples and the governments of all friendly nations, and I hope that could
encompass the whole world, I pledge an uninterrupted and sincere search for peace.
America will remain strong and united, but its strength will remain dedicated to the safety
and sanity of the entire family of man, as well as to our own precious freedom.

I believe that truth is the glue that holds government together, not only our Government
but civilization itself. That bond, though strained, is unbroken at home and abroad.

In all my public and private acts as your President, I expect to follow my instincts of
openness and candor with full confidence that honesty is always the best policy in the
end.

My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over.

Our Constitution works; our great Republic is a government of laws and not of men. Here
the people rule. But there is a higher Power, by whatever name we honor Him, who
ordains not only righteousness but love, not only justice but mercy.

As we bind up the internal wounds of Watergate, more painful and more poisonous than
those of foreign wars, let us restore the golden rule to our political process, and let
brotherly love purge our hearts of suspicion and of hate.

In the beginning, I asked you to pray for me. Before closing, I ask again your prayers, for
Richard Nixon and for his family. May our former President, who brought peace to
millions, find it for himself. May God bless and comfort his wonderful wife and
daughters, whose love and loyalty will forever be a shining legacy to all who bear the
lonely burdens of the White House.

I can only guess at those burdens, although I have witnessed at close hand the tragedies
that befell three Presidents and the lesser trials of others.

With all the strength and all the good sense I have gained from life, with all the
confidence my family, my friends, and my dedicated staff impart to me, and with the
good will of countless Americans I have encountered in recent visits to 40 States, I now
solemnly reaffirm my promise I made to you last December 6: to uphold the Constitution,
to do what is right as God gives me to see the right, and to do the very best I can f or
America.

God helping me, I will not let you down.

Thank you.



NOTE: The President spoke at 12:05 p.m. in the East Room at the White House
following administration of the oath of office by Chief Justice Warren E. Burger. The
oath of office and the President's remarks were broadcast live on radio and television.

SOURCE: The Gerald R. Ford Library



