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Inauguration Day comes only once every four years, but each January we are reminded of previous presidential arrivals -- and leave-takings. This week includes both the 50th anniversary of John F. Kennedy's inaugural address and Dwight D. Eisenhower's farewell address to the nation three days earlier. And because his 100th birthday is just around the corner, Ronald Reagan's 1989 farewell address lingers this year in the collective American mind as well. They are speeches worth remembering.

The most ambitious of the three was the least artfully delivered. Dwight Eisenhower delivered his White House farewell in a near monotone, stumbling over the occasional word, then correcting himself, sounding for all the world like a man who had memorized a speech. That was true, but oh, what a speech! The U.S. Army lifer, the five-star general who'd led the greatest armed force in history, had something big to impart: Beware of a permanent and growing U.S. "military industrial complex."

Yes, Eisenhower played against type the night of Jan. 17, 1961, when he introduced that evocative new phrase to the American language. But "Ike," as a generation of Americans knew him, was evincing old themes -- and deliberately taking his cue from George Washington, another general-turned-statesman. In his farewell address, Washington had warned his countrymen of getting entangled in "permanent" foreign alliances. Washington also implored Americans, in words rarely recalled today, to "avoid the necessity of those overgrown military establishments, which under any form of government are inauspicious to liberty."

This was Eisenhower's theme as well. After acknowledging that the exigencies of the Cold War required a standing army, Ike said: "In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes."

It wasn't a casual exhortation. A recently discovered trove of records released last month by the National Archives shows that formal preparation on Eisenhower's farewell message had begun in May 1959. And its major theme had been festering in Ike's mind longer than that. By then, says James Ledbetter, author of, "Unwarranted Influence: Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Military-Industrial Complex," Eisenhower had begun to view private military contractors as a self-interested and pernicious player in the federal budget process.

This rings true in our time as well. "Since the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the U.S. has engaged in two land wars at the cost of more than $3 trillion," notes Leslie H. Gelb, president emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations. "Nearly 6,000 U.S. troops have given their lives to fight these wars. Yet Americans still face terrorist threats around the world and at home. Terrorist threats are used to justify spending on arms and men that have little to do with the threats."

Gelb's point arose in a panel discussion at the Newseum this week at a well-attended event that included a re-airing of Ike's farewell address. One of the panelists, Washington Post investigative reporter Dana Priest, co-authored an eye-opening series last summer documenting just how completely Eisenhower's fears have been realized.

The Post series began with this straightforward passage: "The top-secret world the government created in response to the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, has become so large, so unwieldy and so secretive that no one knows how much money it costs, how many people it employs, how many programs exist within it or exactly how many agencies do the same work."

Evan Thomas, another of the panelists, mentioned that Eisenhower often worried aloud about how a future president who lacked military experience would be able to withstand the blandishments of the brass, the contractors, and Congress on the subject of military spending. "Some day there is going to be a man sitting in my present chair who has not been raised in the military services and who will have little understanding of where slashes in their estimates can be made with little or no damage," Ike wrote to his friend Edward "Swede" Hazlett in August 1956. "If that should happen while we still have the state of tension that now exists in the world, I shudder to think of what could happen in this country."

Thomas said he thought of Barack Obama when he came across this letter, although the man Eisenhower had in mind when he gave his farewell address was a veteran who, like Swede Hazlett, had been a naval officer. Nonetheless, John Kennedy had run for office in 1960 proclaiming he would close a "missile gap" with the Soviet Union that Eisenhower knew to be a fiction. He thought Kennedy knew it, too, but was worried that perhaps he didn't -- that he was already too enthralled by the experts.

Kennedy and "Ask Not . . ."

Certainly, America was enthralled by John Fitzgerald Kennedy. He'd won by the narrowest of margins in 1960, but by the time of his inauguration the glamorous senator from Massachusetts and his young family had captured the public imagination.

It began snowing on Jan. 19 in the capital city, which doesn't handle snow well to this day. Washington was snarled. Some 10,000 cars were stranded in the streets. Herbert Hoover, with his customary bad luck, was flying from Miami, but was turned back. Thirty Eisenhower aides were trapped overnight in the White House.

At the inauguration the next day, a space heater on the podium short-circuited, nearly starting a fire. The sun came out, making the Capitol a lovely study in blue-over-white, but it was so bright that 86-year-old Robert Frost couldn't read the poem he'd written in the glare and recited one from memory instead. Then came Jack Kennedy, handsome as a movie star, bareheaded even in that biting cold. Men would never really wear formal hats again in this country. And the stirring words of Kennedy's inaugural address would ring in Americans' ears for decades afterward.

"Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty," Kennedy vowed, building to the speech's dramatic climax:

"And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you -- ask what you can do for your country. My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for the freedom of man."

With those words, John F. Kennedy helped launch the modern American presidency. Benefiting from half-a-century's worth of hindsight, however, many scholars now consider Eisenhower's farewell address -- virtually ignored at the time -- more substantive than Kennedy's inaugural speech. "With 50 years' perspective and with countless wars and mindless governmental spending to look back upon, Ike's words serve us better than JFK's," says Gelb.

James Fallows, one of the panelists at the Newseum this week, concurs: "Kennedy's speech will always be exciting to listen to -- Eisenhower's is very important to read," Fallows told me Thursday. "Of course, both of these were memorable and very effective speeches, but in different ways," Fallows added. "Kennedy's was mainly inspiration and memorable for its tone and certain ringing phrases -- starting with, 'Ask not . . .' But as an assessment of long-term challenges in American life, Eisenhower's is the more memorable document."

The Great Communicator and the Shining City

Presidential speeches are often re-assessed long after the fact. Ronald Reagan's last one as president is not as well remembered today as some of his earlier work, but Reagan's farewell has aged nicely and resonates in today's world as well -- or better -- than it did at the time. In that speech, Reagan hit the highlights of his political career, including his belief in limited government.

"There's a clear cause and effect here that is as neat and predictable as a law of physics: As government expands, liberty contracts," he said. Reagan also said that night that he believed that the Soviets had come to a point where they knew they needed to change, but that he held to his mantra of "trust, but verify."

Looking directly into the camera for his final Oval Office address, Reagan also spoke of the need for "an informed patriotism," and he actually deflected the notion that he was a gifted orator.

"I won a nickname, 'The Great Communicator,' but I never thought it was my style or the words I used that made a difference," Reagan said. "It was the content. I wasn't a great communicator, but I communicated great things, and they didn't spring full bloom from my brow, they came from the heart of a great nation -- from our experience, our wisdom, and our belief in the principles that have guided us for two centuries. They called it the Reagan Revolution. Well, I'll accept that, but for me it always seemed more like the great rediscovery, a rediscovery of our values and our common sense."

Finally, in a passage that differentiates Reagan from many modern Republicans who invoke his name, The Gipper painted a poignant picture of what he had in mind when speaking of his metaphorical "shining city" on a hill.

"The past few days when I've been at that window upstairs, I've thought a bit of the 'shining city upon a hill.' The phrase comes from John Winthrop, who wrote it to describe the America he imagined. . . . He journeyed here on what today we'd call a little wooden boat; and like the other Pilgrims, he was looking for a home that would be free. I've spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don't know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity. And if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here. That's how I saw it, and see it still."

John F. Kennedy invoked John Winthrop, too. In fact, he spoke of the shining city in a speech in Boston two weeks before his inauguration. That is fitting, for Winthrop was a Massachusetts man like Kennedy; or, rather, the Rev. Winthrop was on his way to Massachusetts when he wrote his own "city on a hill" speech. The imagery is orginally from the bible, and Winthrop's speech was actually a sermon exhorting his followers to be a light to the rest of the world.

The most striking thing about Winthrop is that he had yet to make landfall when he wrote those words, underscoring Reagan's point that America was -- quite literally -- an idea before it was a country. At the heart of that idea is a notion that America implies opportunity for all its pilgrims, along with the chance for self-betterment. That liberating concept, embraced by Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Reagan, is one that still applies, whether we always realize it or not, in Washington or Kansas or Massachussetts -- or Arizona. Especially Arizona.


 

