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        Foreword

      
      HISTORY DOES not repeat itself. It never has, and it never will. But sometimes, as Mark Twain supposedly said, it rhymes.

      In the 118 days between Abraham Lincoln’s election in 1860 and his swearing-in on March 4, 1861, seven Southern states seceded. Assassins closed in on the president-elect. A mob attempted to disrupt the certification of Lincoln’s victory, only to be repelled by Capitol security officers. The incumbent president, James Buchanan, was paralyzed with indecision, overseeing a cabinet that included Southern sympathizers and insurrectionists. Less than a month after Lincoln took office, Confederate troops fired on Fort Sumter.

      And while no set of challenges has ever stacked up to those that President-elect Lincoln faced, history certainly rhymed in the 2020–21 transition of power.

      No states seceded in 2020 or 2021, but President-elect Joe Biden took office during one of the most difficult moments in American history. The Covid-19 pandemic peaked, leaving more than 10 million Americans unemployed. Protests flared in the wake of police killings of George Floyd and other African American citizens. Amid the turmoil, President Donald Trump refused to recognize Biden as the legitimate winner, delayed the launch of the formal transition, and became the first president not to attend his successor’s swearing in since Andrew Johnson in 1869. As in 1860, a violent mob attempted to impede the certification of the election, on January 6, 2021.

      The foundations of our democracy were bent but did not break. And the United States continued its unbroken 224-year streak of presidential transitions, one that began with George Washington handing the reins to John Adams in 1797. It may not have been smooth. It may not have been peaceful. But power was transferred. That unbroken 224-year streak remains unique in world history. We have a duty to see that it persists.

      

      LINCOLN’S FIRST inaugural address included, to my mind, one of the most poetic sentences ever written. It implores the mostly Southerners in his audience not to go to war.

      
        The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

      

      To stir those better angels is the mission of this book. Its contributors understand that history is one of the great teachers, enabling us not only to place our current moment in perspective but also to remain hopeful, even during trying times. Not content merely to document the history of presidential transitions, this book seeks to put history’s lessons to use in improving future handoffs from one president to another.

      As well as an important historical record and a guide for future transitions, this book highlights the important work of the Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition and contributes another important resource to the treasure trove on presidential history kept by the University of Virginia’s Miller Center. I hope that students, historians, policymakers, and citizens can enjoy and benefit from its publication.

      My approach to documentary filmmaking has, at its core, always been grounded in storytelling, on the principle that great stories unlock history and make it accessible. Similarly, this book is enlivened by some of the great storytellers who appeared on the Partnership for Public Service’s podcast Transition Lab during the 2020–21 transition. In its pages, readers will find tales of Abraham Lincoln’s history-changing thirteen-day train ride; of Herbert Hoover’s efforts to strangle Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s presidency in the crib; of how Presidents Bush and Obama cooperated to navigate a perilous transition during war and financial crisis.

      In a wider sense, this book serves to amplify a truth that should should be self-evident: that a smooth and peaceful transition from one president to another is and will remain foundational to our democracy. As Lincoln learned in peril of his life, and as many of his successors have experienced, the all-too-short period between election and inauguration represents one of the most vulnerable and precarious times for our country. To navigate those risks requires effective planning and, above all, cooperation between administrations of opposing parties. At this time of vociferous partisanship, a spirit of cooperation is too often in short supply. All the more reason why we the people must with one voice demand that, when it comes time to transfer power, politicians leave their swords at the door and work together for the good of the country. The stakes are simply too high not to.

      KEN BURNS

      Walpole, NH

      April 2022
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        Introduction

      
      
        The orderly transfer of authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place, as it has for almost two centuries, and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in the world, this every-four-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle.

        —President Ronald Reagan

        There won’t be a transfer, frankly. There’ll be a continuation.

        —President Donald Trump

      

      JANUARY 6, 2021, is a day that, like December 7, 1941, will “live in infamy.” The world cannot forget the images: a mob, stirred by inflammatory rhetoric, stormed the Capitol Building with the express aim of stopping the peaceful transfer of power from one president to the next. The “violent insurrection,” in the words of Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell, led to human tragedy as five Americans died, including a Capitol Police officer. It was a tragedy, too, for democracy. Never before in a presidential transition had troops been alerted and shots fired. But it happened that day.

      Indeed, the fraught 2020–21 transition epitomized larger trends in the United States—political polarization, suspicion of the most sacred of institutions, and the infection of politics in what traditionally has been a purely nonpartisan affair. The modern American presidential transition had increasingly been cooperative, nonpartisan, and collaborative. That trend broke down in the Trump to Biden transition.

      Even before the horrific events of January 6, we knew that the 2020–21 transition would be challenging.

      First, those of us working at the nonpartisan, nonprofit Partnership for Public Service and its Center for Presidential Transition knew that the results would be delayed. Thanks to the COVID-19 pandemic, voters had cast an unprecedented number of mail-in ballots—too many to count on election night. But sure enough, four days after the 2020 election, former vice president Joseph R. Biden was declared the winner by all major news outlets.

      Second, we knew that President Trump might not accept the results. Traditionally, a unanimous declaration by news organizations would trigger a concession speech from the unsuccessful candidate. Even in extremely tight races, the loser has conceded promptly. Richard Nixon, no paragon of virtue, did so within hours in 1960, despite a razor-tight margin of 118,000 votes, because he did not want to put the country through an ordeal or compromise John F. Kennedy’s first six months.

      Moreover, by any standard, the 2020 outcome was not close. Biden garnered eighty-one million votes—the most ever for a presidential candidate—representing a seven-million-vote margin and a clear electoral college majority. Nevertheless, President Donald Trump refused to concede, tweeting with regard to Biden’s win: “He only won in the eyes of the FAKE NEWS MEDIA. I concede NOTHING! We have a long way to go. This was a RIGGED ELECTION!”

      Third, we anticipated that the formal launch of the transition might not occur quickly. Indeed, General Services Administration (GSA) Administrator Emily Murphy refused to “ascertain” Biden as the “apparent winner” of the 2020 election, putting the formal transition process on ice.1 The nation waited. Pressure built. Briefing books collected dust. The Biden transition team was locked out of key national security briefings and prevented from ensuring continuity on such life-or-death policy matters as the response to COVID-19, which was at that moment reaching its peak in terms of the daily death toll.

      One by one, federal courts tossed out Trump’s lawsuits. Clamor grew. Red-state governors and GOP senators called on the GSA to allow the formal transition to begin. The terms “transition” and “ascertainment,” previously obscure, suddenly entered the daily vocabulary of millions of Americans. Still, under apparent pressure from President Trump, Murphy did not move.

      Against the backdrop of national security threats, economic turmoil, protests against racial injustice, and a pandemic in which thousands of Americans were dying every day, this was a true crisis for American democracy in the modern era. Why? Because in a presidential transition, time is tight and the stakes for the country are almost incomprehensibly high.

      

      EVEN DURING the best of times, an incoming administration faces a gargantuan task. The president-elect’s team must not only understand the complexity of the massive federal government; it must be ready to take charge of it and steer it in a direction that helps deliver on the president-elect’s promises. A new president’s team needs to draw up legally viable executive orders, a management agenda, a budget proposal, and a wish list of legislation. It must formulate a strategy for communicating effectively with the federal workforce, political appointees, Congress, the media, and, of course, the American people themselves. A president-elect must also move quickly to appoint the senior White House staff, the cabinet, and the senior leadership of all the major agencies, before turning to a vast number of other presidential appointments—some four thousand in all.

      To make matters still more complex, the handover of power constitutes a time of peak vulnerability for the nation. Crises do not stop happening because a transition is in progress; the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, the 9/11 attacks, and many of the darkest days of the 2008–9 financial crash all happened within a year of a new president’s first inaugural. Indeed, in some cases, the timing of events may be more than happenstance, for America’s global adversaries know the dangers inherent in transfers of power and are not afraid to use them against us.

      Of course, presidential transitions have been taking place since George Washington passed the torch to his vice president, John Adams, in 1797. The modern transition process dates back to Jimmy Carter in 1976. The nation now has more than four decades of accumulated wisdom (and, as we will see, more than a few avoidable mistakes) to draw upon for modern transition planning.

      Despite this, institutional knowledge on transitions has historically been in short supply. Hundreds of thousands of books have been written on the presidency, including fifteen-thousand-plus volumes on Lincoln alone. But only a few scholars and practitioners have studied the modern presidential transition. Towson University political science professor Martha Kumar chronicled the 2008–9 Bush-Obama transition, widely considered the smoothest in history.2 Mitt Romney’s transition team, headed by former Utah governor Mike Leavitt and business executive Chris Liddell, published a record of their own experiences.3 Michael Lewis, author of such smash hits as Moneyball and The Big Short, chronicled the extensive efforts made by Obama administration officials in 2016–17 to help the incoming Trump team, and President-elect Trump’s unwillingness to take the process seriously, in his 2018 bestseller The Fifth Risk.4

      But the transition process as a whole, including its history and major themes, has rarely been addressed in a way that is accessible to practitioners, students, and the public. The number of scholarly books on presidential transitions can be counted on two hands, and the two major academic treatments of the subject at large are twenty-two and thirty-six years old, respectively.5

      Similarly, the subject lacks a repository of documents. The National Archives and Records Administration and presidential libraries accumulate presidential documents, but since transitions are not considered government enterprises, no similar repository exists for them. In attempting to learn what it could from its predecessors, the 2008 Obama transition team, led by John Podesta and Chris Lu, collected boxes of documents from a closet at the office of Jim Johnson, who served as transition chair for the 2004 Democratic nominee, John Kerry. Mike Leavitt, Mitt Romney’s 2012 transition chief, tells a similar story about a cardboard box of documents disinterred from the basement of somebody involved in the Reagan transition in 1980.

      That was the reality that Max Stier—president and CEO of the Partnership for Public Service—his colleague Katie Malague, and others encountered in 2008, when they began initial efforts to focus attention on presidential transitions, a natural extension of the Partnership’s goal of creating a more effective, better-functioning federal government. Administrations succeed in getting elected, often get off to a slow start, and then stumble because of last-minute and poor transition planning.

      To draw attention to this critical issue and spur rigorous advance planning, about six months before the 2008 election, the Partnership invited the three candidates still in the race—John McCain, Barack Obama, and Hillary Clinton—to send campaign representatives to a conference where they could exchange ideas with each other, with outgoing Bush administration officials, with those who had overseen past transitions, and with a handful of academic experts like Martha Kumar (whose interview is included in this volume). Since then, the Partnership and its Center for Presidential Transition, formally created in 2016, have offered support to the major campaigns every election cycle, developed an impressive resource library and learning system to help guide them, and helped draft and pass federal legislation to improve the transition process.

      That makes me a relative latecomer to the scene. In the summer of 2019, Max Stier and I had breakfast at the Silver Diner in Washington, DC. Max first asked if I could recommend anyone to run the Center for the next election cycle. Then, knowing that I had recently retired from the Carlyle Group, he said, “You aren’t busy—why don’t you do it?”

      A few months later, I was digging in at the Center for Presidential Transition, reading books, talking to experts, absorbing everything I could about the subject. The rest of the team was already well into its preparation for the next cycle. In fact, several staff members, including Kristine Simmons, Shannon Carroll, Dan Hyman, and Chantelle Renn, had been working for almost three years to improve transition planning based on their experiences during the 2016–17 transition.

      When Katie Bryan, a communications expert at the Partnership, raised the idea of a podcast on the history and art of transitions, we were intrigued. Done right, such a project would yield an oral history of presidential transitions that might prove invaluable for future administrations-in-waiting. But in pressure-testing the idea with several friends and transition veterans, most were skeptical. Too boring, they said. Too technical. Too wonky. Who would listen?

      Nevertheless, we decided to give it a shot. We debated titles. My early favorite was Lost in Transition. Sadly, it turned out there was already a television show with that name about people undergoing gender confirmation surgery. That would not work. Eventually, Paul Hitlin, a researcher at the Partnership, and his brother came up with the name Transition Lab, and it stuck. Alex Tippett, a research associate, provided comprehensive research and topics for each episode, working tirelessly and showing keen intellectual curiosity. Paul “Woody” Woodhull and Makenna Chester of District Productive produced every episode, and Carter Hirschhorn joined as an intern and later became a staff member, contributing greatly to our work.

      To my delight, our first two interviews were bipartisan affairs. In episode 1, we heard from Rich Bagger and Ed Meier, the executive directors, respectively, of the Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton transition teams. Denis McDonough and Josh Bolten, accomplished chiefs of staff for Presidents Barack Obama and George W. Bush respectively, taped episode 2. By the time of Joe Biden’s inauguration, we had recorded well over forty episodes featuring former chiefs of staff, transition chairs, and cabinet secretaries, alongside eminent historians, journalists, and transition scholars. We offered deep dives on every modern presidential transition since Jimmy Carter; discussed the best and worst transitions with noted historians like Ken Burns; and covered every aspect of transition planning including cabinet selection, the vetting of potential appointees, and the important role of career agency officials.

      Despite the skepticism we encountered early on, the overall size of our audience grew consistently. But what was even more gratifying was the makeup of that audience: current and former transition team members, White House and agency officials, and leading members of the press. Washingtonian magazine remarked with approval that while most in DC were focused on polls, the podcast focused on the transition.6 Politico said it was its favorite podcast of the election cycle.7

      With these interviews, we compiled what we believe is the largest and most comprehensive oral history of presidential transitions. Now, with this book, we aspire to help future transitions run better, faster, and more smoothly. But equally, we hope we can educate a broad audience on the importance of presidential transitions to our country. And we are honored to make a small contribution to the University of Virginia’s Miller Center’s work to chronicle and analyze the American presidency.

      

      THIS BOOK is not intended as a work of scholarship. Instead, it presents the viewpoints of various academics, public servants, and journalists. Each interview distills some of the most important insights collected in our podcast alongside some commentary to place these experts and their views in context. The guests also share some wonderful and fun stories, highlighting how personalities and relationships shape events. The work is organized into three parts. In part 1, “History,” five historians set the stage by discussing general trends and examples of striking past transitions. Part 2, “Memory,” presents the recollections of key participants in every presidential transition from Carter to Biden, plus the planned 2012 transition to Romney that never happened. In the final part, “Policy,” experts share their experience of particular aspects of the presidential transition and give recommendations for improving those aspects.

      We hope the wisdom collected here will help future transitions ensure a smooth handoff from one president to another and enable the incoming president to hit the ground running on day one. Five major lessons learned stand out:

      First, transition planning must start early. Candidates and their teams should begin the process by spring of the election year, if not earlier. In today’s increasingly complex world, it is no longer enough to leave the heavy lifting until after the nominating conventions, let alone until after the election. A delayed transition can really hurt. Critical positions may be left empty, policy decisions unresolved. George W. Bush’s 2001 transition was held up by a contested election; the 9/11 Commission later found that empty seats at key agencies likely contributed to the country’s lack of readiness to deal with this horrific terrorist attack.

      Second, transition teams must learn from their predecessors. As we will see, too many have repeated the mistakes of the past. For example, Clinton, like Carter, failed to sufficiently focus on the White House staff; while Trump, like Clinton and Carter, failed to effectively integrate the campaign with the transition. I hope that this book will help make it easier for transition practitioners to learn about the pitfalls.

      Third, a candidate must hire the right team, starting with the transition chair. For example, Trump’s choice for that role, former New Jersey governor Chris Christie, enjoyed the candidate’s trust but lacked the confidence of key people on the campaign. A good transition chair should have both, along with a plan for avoiding a postelection blowup like the one from which the Trump administration never recovered. Throughout the book, we will outline the qualities of an ideal transition leader.

      Fourth, transition teams must prioritize the selection, vetting, and training of political appointees. A number of our interviewees said words to the effect of “people are policy”—meaning that no president can hope to execute their agenda without the right people in place. Besides, as we indicated above, there are a lot of appointments to be made. The new administration’s core leadership (the White House senior staff, the cabinet, and a handful of key personnel for each major agency) must be ready to go at noon on Inauguration Day, with White House appointments taking priority over the cabinet. The White House chief of staff should generally be the first appointment announced postelection.

      Fifth, incumbent administrations must help their successors, as well as engage in planning for a second term if seeking reelection. The handoff by an outgoing president is frequently choppy, even when there is no change of party—as the interview with Andy Card on the transition between Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush makes clear. When incumbents actively seek to hinder their successors, as Donald Trump did with Joe Biden and Herbert Hoover did with Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), the results are invariably negative. But when they do offer cooperation, as did George W. Bush with Barack Obama, the country reaps enormous dividends. The transition is one area of politics in which opponents really must leave their swords at the door.

      

      THOSE WHO thought the Bush-to-Obama handoff would solidify cooperation as a model were disappointed in 2016—and horrified four years later. Thankfully, the bumpy Trump transitions in and out of office represent only half the story. Between November 2020 and January 2021, while turmoil played out in the White House and on Capitol Hill, perhaps the best-organized, best-resourced, and most experienced transition team in history guided President-elect Biden into office. Biden’s team, led by Ted Kaufman, Jeff Zients, and Yohannes Abraham, was bolstered by a flurry of Partnership-backed, bipartisan amendments passed by Congress during the 2010s that created stronger government support for transitions earlier in the process.

      The presidential transition process therefore stands at a critical juncture. What will future transitions look like? Orderly and by the book, or chaotic and lawless? The answer remains to be seen, but the choices legislators and federal officials make over the next few years will determine the future of this most vital of institutions. The better informed we all are, the more positive the outcome will be.

      Ever since George Washington chose to leave office at the end of his second term, the peaceful transfer of power has been a jewel in the crown of American democracy. Nothing should ever threaten that legacy again. As we will see repeatedly in the pages to follow, the stakes are simply too high.

      
        Notes

        
          
            	1. 	Kevin Freking, “Trump Tweets Words ‘He Won’; Says Vote Rigged, Not Conceding,” AP News, November 16, 2020, https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-tweets-he-won-not-conceding-9ce22e9dc90577f7365d150c151a91c7.

          

          
            	2. 	Martha Joynt Kumar, Before the Oath: How George W. Bush and Barack Obama Managed a Transfer of Power (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015).

          

          
            	3. 	Romney Readiness Project 2012: Retrospective & Lessons Learned (Los Angeles, CA: R2P, Inc., 2013).

          

          
            	4. 	Michael Lewis, The Fifth Risk: Undoing Democracy (New York: Norton, 2018).

          

          
            	5. 	John P. Burke, Presidential Transitions: From Politics to Practice (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2000); Carl M. Brauer, Presidential Transitions: Eisenhower through Reagan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).

          

          
            	6. 	Washingtonian staff, “Guest List,” December 2, 2020, https://www.washingtonian.com/2020/12/02/guest-list-2/.

          

          
            	7. 	Alice Miranda Ollstein, Alex Thompson, and Theodoric Meyer, “How Biden’s Covid Bubble Popped,” December 18, 2020, https://www.politico.com/newsletters/transition-playbook/2020/12/18/how-bidens-covid-bubble-popped-491200.

          

        

      
    
  
    
      
        Part I

        History

      
    
  
    
      
        Presidential Transitions in Historical Context

        Ken Burns and Geoffrey Ward

      
      
        We have had an unbroken succession of presidential administrations. No troops have been alerted. Nobody has fought. They may have gone unhappily, but they’ve gone.

        —Ken Burns, May 22, 2020

        We are in totally unprecedented territory. There has been nothing like this before.

        —Ken Burns, November 22, 2020

      

      AT THE height of the COVID-19 pandemic and in the run-up to the 2020 election, I asked historian Geoffrey Ward what history could teach us about the moment in which we found ourselves. “The vital importance of national leadership,” he replied. “We need to define where we are and be assured things are going to go well and we have a plan.”

      What qualities does a president (or president-elect) need in order to lead in times of crisis? Documentarians Ken Burns and Geoffrey Ward—the two are longtime collaborators and no strangers to the crunch points and key personalities in American history—set out at least four.

      First, they must be unifiers, able to communicate with equal parts eloquence and empathy.

      Second, they must be masters of politics—in other words, command the tools of persuasion and maneuver necessary to achieve a vision in the real world.

      Third, they must understand history without being shackled to its precedents; for as Burns puts it, “if you are going to apply strictly all the lessons of the past, you will exacerbate the problem.”

      Fourth, and above all, they must present their vision with optimism and supreme self-confidence, summed up in Lincoln’s absolute conviction, at the outbreak of the Civil War, that the “chorus of Union” would swell once more in America.

      Over his four-decade career, Burns has made more than thirty documentaries, ranging from Baseball to The Civil War, and earned countless awards.

      Like millions of Americans, I had been a huge fan of Ken Burns for years. In May 2020, as we realized COVID-19 was creating a leadership crisis in the White House as well as a humanitarian tragedy for our country, we could think of nobody better to help put the moment in historical perspective.

      Burns invited Ward to join him in our interview. Like Burns, Ward has enjoyed a spectacular career as an interpreter of history. Besides writing nineteen books, he has served as the sole or principal writer for The Civil War, Baseball, Thomas Jefferson, and almost a dozen other films, earning himself two Writers Guild Awards, seven Christopher Awards, and seven Emmys.

      In order to prepare, my team and I decided to rewatch around twenty hours of Burns documentaries, looking for parallels to the current tumult, with our simultaneous crises in public health, the economy, racial injustice, and politics. Several of Burns’s films, including The Civil War, Baseball, The Roosevelts, and The Vietnam War, provided illuminating historical analogues.

      We taped our first interview with Burns and Ward two months after the country shut down for the pandemic, at a time when Americans were still wiping groceries with Clorox and letting mail sit for twenty-four hours before opening it. No vaccine had been developed. Indeed, no one really understood the disease. The moment reminded me of the panics over polio that had swept America during the first half of the twentieth century, as described in the Burns and Ward film The Roosevelts. I watched and rewatched one remarkable moment in episode 4 when Burns broke one of his own unspoken filmmaking rules by putting Ward, the writer, on camera. Ward, himself a polio sufferer, broke down in tears as he described how it felt to be suddenly paralyzed by a dreaded illness.

      In addition to the obvious parallels to the fear and tragedy in those early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, the footage of Ward spoke to another central theme of our conversation: Franklin Roosevelt’s own experience of contracting polio at the age of thirty-nine proved the catalyst for his transformation from patrician playboy to an exceptional politician with seemingly unending humility and empathy—two qualities that Burns and Ward identify as essential for great leaders in times of transition.

      Ultimately, while not blind to our divisions, Burns expressed an optimistic view of the future, inspired by Lincoln’s famous confidence in the “better angels of our nature.” The next time I interviewed Burns, seven months later, he saw things a little differently. By then, in addition to a spike in COVID-19 cases and a national reckoning with racial injustice, we had reached the height of the constitutional crisis over President Trump’s refusal to accept the election result. Given all the horrors of history he has documented in his career, I assumed nothing could surprise him anymore. I was wrong. The differences in Burns’s tone, as readers will see below, spoke volumes.

      Eventually, of course, President-elect Biden, the winner of the election, took office. The chain of transition, unbroken since George Washington, remained intact. Our institutions were strained, not sundered. But as Burns warned in our second conversation, the Civil War never really ended; we just found different ways to fight each other. It still remains to be seen whether “normal” politics can be restored.

      
        “They may have gone unhappily, but they’ve gone”

        
          David Marchick (DM): [With the onset of COVID-19 pandemic and the nation’s shutdown,] we’re in the biggest crisis our country has faced maybe since World War II today. What can history teach us about the moment we find ourselves in?

          Geoffrey Ward (GW): The vital importance of national leadership.

          DM: Just expand upon that, Geoff.

          GW: We don’t do well without it. We need to define where we are and be assured things are going to go well and have a plan. I think that that was the great gift of Franklin Roosevelt. I think it’s essential to our health and survival.

          DM: Is there a historical corollary to today? What’s the greatest parallel in U.S. history to what we’re facing today?

          GW: I’m always a little uneasy with parallels, but I suppose 1933 and 1861.

          DM: This is the third-biggest crisis our country is facing? That’s incredible. We’re going to talk about those two presidential transitions, from Buchanan to Lincoln and from Hoover to Roosevelt. But let’s talk about presidential transitions in general. Ken, we were talking earlier this week, and I was lamenting how presidential transitions are never perfect. They always have problems. And you had a more optimistic view. So, what’s your view on how historical presidential transitions have gone in the United States?

          Ken Burns (KB): First, let me just echo that I agree completely with what Geoff said. This crisis is on the level of the Second World War, but particularly the Depression and the Civil War. As Lincoln predicted in his first inauguration, we would not be attacked by other people. An early speech that he gave actually said that the danger didn’t come from without, but from within, and now that’s literally, medically, epidemiologically true, but also politically and socially true. So this is as great a crisis as we’ve had.

          Let’s step back a little bit and celebrate that since 1797, when George Washington gave up the presidency after two terms and John Adams took over, we have had an unbroken succession of presidential administrations. No troops have been alerted. Nobody has fought. They may have gone unhappily, but they’ve gone. I’m not sure that it’s guaranteed in the future, but at least until this moment, the very fact, unique in human history, is that we’ve had this unbroken chain of transitions.

          When you step back, that’s terrific. Human beings, as Thomas Jefferson said, are wont to suffer tyrannies, and we decided not to. We created a government unbelievably imperfect in its scope and understanding, and yet, for more than 230 years, we have been able to hand off the ball without a single fumble. That’s amazing. Let’s celebrate that.

        

      
      
        “One magnificent, poetic sentence”

        
          DM: Let’s go to what Geoff said was the last big moment like today. Lincoln wins in 1860. There’s a four-month interregnum, and in those four months, seven states secede. That’s a pretty big problem that Lincoln faced. What was he doing during those four months to actually prepare to take the presidency?

          GW: He had a unique problem. Seven states had seceded. There was another president, Jefferson Davis, and another government. This is when we came as close as we ever did to breaking. It was essential to him that he not make more states secede, that is to say, not make things worse. Buchanan was paralyzed, unable to do anything. He was just living in the White House. It was nothing. Lincoln was accomplishing nothing and really couldn’t do anything until he got there. He had no wiggle room. He won a minority of less than 40 percent of the vote. He couldn’t compromise at all one way or other on that. So, in one sense, he’s the most eloquent man saying very little that we’ve almost ever had. There’s a wonderful new book by Ted Widmer called Lincoln on the Verge, which is just about that train trip he took during the transition as he moved to Washington. Anybody who wants to know about that should read that extraordinary book. [The following interview in this volume is with Ted Widmer.]

          DM: Jefferson Davis took office in February of that year. It took Lincoln four months to take office. Was Buchanan just doing nothing to ease Lincoln’s entrance into office?

          KB: Nothing at all; the nonactor here is Buchanan. Up until recently, many historians viewed him as the worst president ever. And what’s amazing is that by the time Lincoln is up there getting his inauguration, there are really nine states, soon to be eleven, that are going to join the Confederacy. He’s got a job in that first inaugural address to remind people of why they cohere. And one of the greatest things is . . . he looked out on the mostly southerners there and said: “We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.”

          And then he says this unbelievable, stupefying sentence, the most poetic sentence I know that he ever wrote. Realizing that they still share this revolutionary past in common, he said, “The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”

          In one magnificent poetic sentence, he described exactly what was going to happen. He described what good leadership was about, and he showed empathy, which we’ll find is a key ingredient. Do I understand how someone else feels? Not just my supporters, not just the dead, but what do the people on the other side understand and do? That’s the transition, right there. It is a magnificent job of discipline and attention that saved our country.

          GW: In addition to his astonishing eloquence and the empathy that Ken describes, he was a master politician. I contend that whenever we’ve had a serious crisis, the people who save us are people who understand politics and see it as the honorable profession that it is. Lincoln liked to say, “I don’t know much about how things are done in politics,” but it was a pose. He had furious ambition and an ingenious way of figuring out how to defang his enemies. Doris Goodwin wrote a very good book, Team of Rivals, on Lincoln’s cabinet, but no other president has ever had the supreme self-confidence that that man had. To say to these guys, all of whom hate me and whom I beat out at the convention, which they still don’t understand, I’m going to make them serve the greater cause of our country. And he persuaded all of them to do it. Those are incredibly rare gifts, and they are essential to being a great president.

          DM: What in his youth or his upbringing—he had a lot of suffering and hardship—what do you think gave him both that steely spine and that empathy that made him such a great leader?

          KB: I’ve always said that all of biography—indeed all of history—is failure. Because even those people closest to us in our own lives remain in some degree inscrutable. How do we presume to get into the minds and the hearts of people who lived a hundred, two hundred, three hundred, five hundred, a thousand years ago and accurately bring them back? We can’t. But we’re still nonetheless obligated to strive. What you feel in Lincoln, the loss of a mother, the steely resolve at education, the masterful early days as a lawyer, the eloquence that comes from Shakespeare and the Bible, and the ability to speak, as someone said, “With the bark on.” He understood how ordinary folks on the frontier spoke, and that kind of humor gave him a relationship to the inscrutable ways of life that combined with that ambition.

        

      
      
        “He came to this job with this extraordinary optimistic spirit”

        
          DM: Let’s move to another great president and another crisis [in our country], the Hoover-to-FDR transition. At that time, the country faced a deep crisis [the Great Depression], political polarization, a debate over the role of the states, and the question was, would Roosevelt rise to the task? Roosevelt is elected in November, but he doesn’t take office until March 5. What is he doing during this time to take over and be ready?

          GW: I’ve done four books on him and this film, and I think about him all the time because he’s so impenetrable and so fascinating. He, like Lincoln, is mysterious. He’s a very different kind of person. He came to this job with this extraordinary optimistic spirit, the quality of empathy, and a supreme self-confidence. He really believed that if he was in charge of whatever he was in charge of, it was going to work out fine. Herbert Hoover was the opposite of that. He was a grim person. It’s not fair to say paralyzed, but certainly reluctant to use federal power in this crisis.

          Hoover believed that by principle, a lot of things should not be done so that everything could shake out, which ignored the plight of millions of people without jobs and whose bank deposits were threatened and so on. Hoover was determined to make Roosevelt sign on to his policies. FDR was just as determined not to do so. So FDR prepared a program. He accepted the fact that there was nothing he could do until he took power, and he refused to get lured into signing on to things in which he did not believe. It was an extraordinary performance. There are people who think somehow, and certainly Hoover thought that somehow, it was irresponsible. I don’t see how he could have done anything other than what he did.

          DM: Do you think that the fact that they didn’t work together, that they didn’t collaborate, did that extend the depth of the crisis and slow the recovery?

          GW: I don’t think so, because I don’t think there was any way you could compromise the two sets of policies they had. The other element in this is just a personal one. They couldn’t stand each other, and that made it more difficult. Roosevelt blamed Hoover for an event which probably wasn’t really his fault. In the spring of ’32, when Roosevelt was hoping to persuade the Democratic Party to nominate him, there was a gathering of the nation’s governors at the White House. The Roosevelts arrived a little early because of the difficulty FDR had in walking. It’s a long way to the East Room, and he ended up having to stand up for half an hour. He and Mrs. Roosevelt, probably not publicly, but later in a book, pretty much said that they thought Hoover had done that to him on purpose. I don’t think that’s true, but there was a lot of personal animus between the two of them. Hoover thought Roosevelt was a lightweight and a second-rate person and insincere, and he called him a comedian in plaid.

          DM: Ken, you’ve done a lot of work on the combination of Roosevelt’s upbringing, the fact that he was on top of the world and then, at age thirty-nine, struck with polio. How did that episode and that disease impact who he was and his development of empathy?

          KB: I think you’ve hit the jackpot right there. That’s one of the keys. He does remain, as Geoff said, inscrutable and kind of opaque and impossible to understand. But the main question is, how is this to-the-manor-born, pampered, only son—who could do anything, who was handsome and athletic and kind of rather thin and not substantive, suddenly stricken at age thirty-nine with infantile paralysis and never walks unaided again in his life—able somehow to get us through the two great crises?

          FDR and Lincoln are tied for number one in terms of the greats. You can disagree with their policies. You can disagree with how they did. Both of them made huge and glaring mistakes, but a sign of their leadership was their willingness to accept those mistakes, to acknowledge them publicly, to take the blame, to have the buck stop with them and to move on and try something else. It’s extraordinary. And if you think about the empathy embodied in Lincoln’s first inaugural sentence that I cited, and then you’ve listened to the first “fireside chat” [a format FDR used to address the nation over the radio], people actually got up and put their money back in the banks because some disembodied voice of a patrician who couldn’t walk made them think that he knew them as well as anyone knew them.

          GW: When you look at them, Lincoln and Roosevelt seem very different. But there are things that are similar. One of them is absolute mastery of politics, of how to persuade people of things, of how to educate people to what they needed to do, what the country needed to do. But they are both truly opaque human beings. They’re both undersold by the people who knew them when they were young, who never could quite get used to the fact that they were great men.

          The other thing is they both had a great political trait, which was that when people went into their office to try to persuade them of something, they were capable, because they knew what they wanted to do, of making those people think they agreed with them. It is startling to me to read accounts of people who went into Lincoln’s office, convinced they had convinced Lincoln of something he didn’t want to be convinced of. Exactly the same thing happened with Roosevelt. I think it’s part of political skill. There’s a story about empathy. There’s a way of nodding and smiling when people talk which makes the visitor think that the president has been enlisted in their cause. It isn’t necessarily true, but he has heard them out. It’s great in getting what you want done.

          DM: Hoover famously met with Roosevelt after the election, and he thought he had convinced Roosevelt to kind of give up on many of the New Deal policies because Roosevelt nodded and grinned.

          GW: That’s right. And also because he really thought Roosevelt was a playboy lightweight. He had seen him when he was young, when he was some of those things. And Roosevelt smiled and said, “That’s interesting.” And Hoover thought he was persuaded. He was not persuaded.

        

      
      
        “As much as you want to study history, at some point all great leaders have let it go”

        
          DM: Let’s move to another crisis, which was the Vietnam War. Many people say this was one of the most divisive times ever in our country. But looking at your film series on Vietnam, it almost doesn’t compare [in severity to the Civil War period]. So how do you compare the two periods in terms of the divisiveness in the country?

          KB: Well, I think you’re right. Neither of them—that is to say, this moment right now and the Vietnam period—compare to the Civil War.

          I think it’s really important that Lincoln made the warning as a young lawyer that we would not be attacked by someone else. He understood that the Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean and two relatively benign neighbors to our north and south insulated the United States in ways that no other large and important country has ever been insulated. Unfortunately, the things that it incubates that are positive, like freedom and this kind of curiousness and restlessness and entrepreneurial spirit, have concurrent, darker things.

          It is very fashionable to say that history repeats itself. It never, ever, has. Ever. Mark Twain is supposed to have said, and if he said it, it’s a great comment, “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes.” And I think Geoff and I have been at this long enough that we know that every time we finish a film, whether it’s Prohibition, Vietnam, the Roosevelts, the Civil War, every film we made rhymes in the present. And so you begin to realize that human nature isn’t changing, and we’re dealing with the various good and bad and in-between parts of human nature equally. It’s funny: as much as you want to study history, you have to realize that at some point all great leaders have let it go.

          Lincoln said in his message to Congress, in what we’d call the State of the Union: “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. As our case is new, we must think anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves and then we shall save our country.” Each great crisis requires someone in the highest office of the land curious about history, but also one realizing that if you are going to apply strictly all the lessons of the past, you will exacerbate the problem. It’s a funny conundrum, and the greatest leaders have been able to resolve it. The greatest leaders have all been great readers and students of history. That’s a pretty interesting fact that we can all, as we think about transitions, come to understand.

          DM: Based on everything you’ve said and how history rhymes but doesn’t repeat itself, should we be optimistic, pessimistic, or should we be just downright depressed today?

          KB: George Will said about Franklin Roosevelt as he was assuming the mantle, he was armed with “a Christian’s faith that the universe is well constituted and an American’s faith that history is a rising road.” Despite all the facts that show how selfish, how greedy, how divisive we can be, we also have these examples of how generous, how empathetic, how self-sacrificing we can be.

          Could there be a profession, anything nobler than being a nurse today? It’s not a captain of industry, it’s a nurse. The captains of industry are hiding in their mansions. It’s a nurse who gets on the subway or the bus and goes into trouble. Just as we ask ourselves, “Why did somebody go off in June 1944 with no conquest or no material reward in mind, only an idea to liberate Europe?” We have got the opportunity here to press a kind of reset button about our values. As a student of history and a storyteller, I feel always optimistic, but I am not Pollyannaish. I know that there are great threats and great difficulties at any moment, and we are filled with opportunity as much as we are filled with threat. And it is my fervent hope that we Americans choose the path toward finding a way to have a reset in a very new and spectacular way. Just as the other crises—the Civil War, the Depression, and World War II—they have to be seen together. Now, I hope this provides us with the opportunity to re-create something.

        

      
      
        “We are in totally unprecedented territory”

        
          DM: We are releasing this podcast on November 23, 2020. Polls closed three weeks ago tomorrow. The networks called the race sixteen days ago. Unfortunately, the General Services Administration—typically a highly professional, nonpolitical agency, one which did an overall great job on transition planning before the election—has not “ascertained” the “apparent winner” under the 1963 Presidential Transition Act. The formal launch of handoff is stalled.

          Ken Burns, is there an analogy in U.S. history to what we’re seeing today in the United States?

          KB: Definitely not. We are in totally unprecedented territory. There has been nothing like this before. The extraordinary record of the United States, since its founding—to be able to hand off to each new administration smoothly, more or less, the workings of government—has been one of the signal testaments to the strength of our Republic. All of that is being undermined. All of that is being tested and called into question now.

          I’m beginning to see, with the crisis that we’ve been in for most of the last four years [of the Trump presidency] combined with the overlay of COVID combined with a reckoning with our 401-year-old virus called racial injustice, we are in a kind of perfect storm that in some ways outranks, in terms of the fragility of this machine, the Second World War, the Great Depression, and even the Civil War.

          DM: Let’s look back on history at both successful handoffs and fumbles and the implications of those successes and failures on the country. How do you see those in the past affecting what you see today?
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