The Historic Presidential Inauguration of Barack H. Obama
        A slow-rolling special Amtrak train carried President-elect Barack Obama, his family and closest friends and advisers from Philadelphia at noon of January 17 to Union Station after a 6 ½ hours-trip. It was part of a journey that will take him to the White House. Bundled in winter jackets, his supporters waved and chanted his name. They gathered along highway overpasses, icy lakes, hockey ponds, Little League baseball fields, cow pastures and neighborhood communities to catch a glimpse of the man in the blue caboose as the train rumbled by.

        Firefighters stood on their trucks to take pictures; schoolchildren waved home-made signs. Three times during the trip the train slowed, and Obama stepped into the rear platform to wave at shrieking onlookers and blew the whistle. He stopped to deliver speeches in Philadelphia, Wilmington (DE) and Baltimore, often referring to the spirit of Lincoln and the Founding Fathers. In Wilmington (where VP-elect Joe Biden joined him) and Baltimore, thousands of supporters waited outside for hours amidst temperatures that dipped into the teens. They climbed trees, flagpoles and walls to get a clear view of the stage. 
        Of all the stops in Obama’s tour, Baltimore was the largest, with the people huddled in lines to see him at War Memorial Plaza near City Hall. Obama put on gloves before he spoke in downtown Baltimore and kept his remarks to less than 10 minutes. Before he stepped off the stage, he stood with his wife to wave back at more than 40,000 supporters who crowded under blankets and filled a square block. Some came from as far as New Mexico and Florida.  But the visit mattered most to the locals who said they hoped the message of change might help turn their city around as well. They had come to hear him speak, to catch a piece of the man on the rise, to have a little bit of all he represents rub off on them. The train passed DE’s woodlands, MD’s rivers, urban downtowns and suburban malls before rolling into Union Station under the cover of darkness. Many of those who came to welcome him just caught a glimpse of him steeping off the train into his limousine. With sighs of disappointment, many vowed to try again in the days ahead.
        By some estimates, more than 400,000 filled the western end the next day of the Washington Mall for the official start of a 3-day jubilee of prayers, parades and parties. They endured long security lines and chilly weather in a 2-hour salute to the first black president after long years of discrimination and racism. He told the crowd he remains optimistic about the nation’s future despite the challenges posed by war and the economic crisis. With the large crowd descending on Washington, everything did not move smoothly. The crowd was jubilant and orderly, but its sheer size strained the agents’ screening efforts. The lines to clear security moved briskly during the morning and early afternoon.  By 1:30pm, the checkpoints manned by the Border Patrol agents and other security personnel were overwhelmed, and lines stretched for blocks. Frustrated visitors complained of confusion and conflicting instructions as officials began closing checkpoints by 2:30pm. Going to other checkpoints did not help because they were closed too. What would the inauguration crowd look like?
        The second day of the celebrations was MLK Jr. Day. Obama spent the day set aside for national service across the country by visiting wounded soldiers at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, helped paint the Sasha Bruce Youthwork shelter for homeless teenagers, stopped by Coolidge Senior High School in NW to talk to the students, and delivered a brief speech to 300 volunteers over lunch. In the evening he attended a dinner for John McCain, Colin Powell and Joe Biden for their service to the country. Other activities included 3 bipartisan dinners and a concert at Verizon Center housing military families, a sort of $2 million deal that gave ABC News exclusive rights to broadcast one inaugural ball. HBO got a similar deal for $2.5 million.
        The largest and most diverse crowd (1.8 million) in Washington history came to witness the inauguration of the first black president, with the tightest security ever. More bridges and roads were closed to private vehicles than ever though people got in and out smoothly because of the metro trains which had a record ridership of over 1 million in one day. They huddled themselves against below-freezing temperatures as early as 4:00am, rode trains and buses, and waited at security checkpoints for a chance to witness this historic event. Overall, there was an atmosphere of jubilation.  What was amazing was that no one was seriously injured, there was no property damaged, and there was no arrest on the Mall or parade route. A sense of history and excitement defined the day.
        In his speech to the nation, BHO outlined the challenges facing us, e.g., an imploding economy, wars on two fronts, lack of confidence in government, and enemies bent on destroying the American way of life. He is our 43rd president in this 44th inauguration, because Grover Cleveland served two non-consecutive terms; he was the 22nd and 24th president. The ten inaugural balls in the evening culminated the activities of the day. MLK Jr. opened his vision 45 years ago at the Mall with 4 words, “I have a Dream.” Obama picked up where King left off with 3 words, “Yes, we can.” The celebration did not solely revolve around the inauguration of a new president; it is the ongoing journey of America in the 21st century.
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