
W I L L I A M S E A L E

P H O T O G R A P H Y B Y B R E N D A F I K E

Little in Washington life excites locals more
than the first sight of building spectator stands for the
upcoming inauguration. The windows of the White
House Historical Association look out over Lafayette
Park and a hive of activity is underway in the weeks
before President-elect Obama will take the oath. Not a
leaf is on a tree to obscure a building site that approach-
es being monumental.

The custom has grown with time. Jefferson, the
first president inaugurated in Washington, did not go
directly to the White House but to his tavern. He super-
vised two full weeks of work on the house to make it
ready for him. His successor, Madison, moved in with
architect, paper hangers, and curtain makers, to spruce
the place up. For Andrew Jackson the north portico was
still under construction. But it was Jackson’s that was
the first of what might be called inaugural parades. The
town had filled up, not a tavern or hotel room free in
Washington, nearby Virginia or Maryland. Jackson
intended to ride from the Capitol to the White House. So

vast was the multitude that accompanied him that it took
over an hour to make the trip. Nor did the crowd stop at
the fence, but accompanied him right in and held so
riotous a celebration that the president’s friends slipped
him out to sanctuary in a hotel.

After Jackson, the march to the White House
became a tradition. The first time it was a big parade
was for General William Henry Harrison, the first great
American military hero since the Revolution, who was
elected in the famous Log Cabin Campaign. Numerous
log cabins were hauled around on wagons to publicize
the candidate and some made it to the inauguration and
were rolled down Pennsylvania Avenue. The Marine

The Building of the Inaugural
Reviewing Stands 2009
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Left: Pedestrians along Pennsylvania Avenue look on as
the Presidential Seal is prepared on the presidential
reviewing stand in early January 2009. Construction on
the stands began in November 2008. In a photograph taken
in mid-December (right) construction continues in front of
the White House then decorated for Christmas.
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School children, perhaps running to catch up with their tour group, round the Andrew Jackson statue, the climax of
Lafayette Park. In the distance, against a cold December sky, the north reviewing stand is under construction, across
Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House. The temporary stands obscure the view of the White House from Lafayette
Park and from Pennsylvania Avenue (right) looking south towards the Washington Monument, December 2008.

Band played. Twenty five years later, in June 1865,
reviewing stands were built for the two-day Grand
Review of the Armies of the Union, a review of the vic-
torious armies before the president at the White House.
It proved convenient and considering the ever-larger size
of inaugural parades, such a stand was built for the in-
auguration parade of General Ulysses S. Grant.

The custom continued, the parades grew ever
larger. By the turn of the twentieth century participants
came from all over the country by train. At Theodore
Roosevelt’s only inauguration parade, the Rough Riders

came out full force, joined in the line by school bands,
military companies, and such celebrities as Buffalo Bill.
Reviewing stands became grander. Those in the 1920s
looked like buildings in themselves, with enclosed areas
just in case the winter weather was severe. For one of
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inaugurations a model of the
Hermitage, Andrew Jackson’s home in Tennessee, faced
the parade. General Eisenhower stood out from the stand
and permitted a cowboy to lasso him. Kennedy’s review
was in a very modern stand, enclosed for central heat
and security, on one of the coldest days in inaugural
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The view east on Pennsylvania Avenue towards the Capitol in front of the White House shows the approach the Inaugural
Parade traditionally takes following the oath of office ceremony. Construction work on the stands proceeded amidst week-
day foot traffic in late December 2008.

history, if not the coldest, which were President
Reagan’s second and the single one of William Howard
Taft. Since the day President Reagan had to call off fes-
tivities because of the severe weather, inauguration days
have been fair enough for a good time.

On inauguration day, the American people accom-
pany their president to the house they have provided.
Like so many ceremonies in the American culture, the
inauguration parade grew from simple roots. It is no
small matter today. Headed by a large committee, with

extensive fund-raising activities, the two political parties
start their work long before the election. Plans are laid.
Designers engaged. Immediately after the election the
surviving committee starts to work in earnest. Our sys-
tem allows three months between the election and the
inauguration. It is a very short time to bring to reality
one of the most ambitious public events the nation
holds.
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