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PRIMARY SOURCE from Ronald Reagan’s 
Farewell Address

On January 11, 1989, President Reagan delivered his 34th—and last—address
from the Oval Office. As you read this excerpt, think about his assessment of the
United States as he prepares to step down after eight years in office.

Section 2

You know, down the hall and up the stairs from
this office is the part of the White House where

the president and his family live. There are a few
favorite windows I have up there that I like to
stand and look out of early in the morning. The
view is over the grounds here to the Washington
Monument, and then the Mall and the Jefferson
Memorial. But on mornings when the humidity is
low, you can see past the Jefferson to the river, the
Potomac, and the Virginia shore. Someone said
that’s the view Lincoln had when he saw the smoke
rising from the Battle of Bull Run. I see more pro-
saic things: the grass on the banks, the morning
traffic as people make their way to work, now and
then a sailboat on the river.

I’ve been thinking a bit at that window. I’ve
been reflecting what the past eight years have
meant and mean. And the image that comes to
mind like a refrain is a nautical one—a small story
about a big ship, and a refugee and a sailor. It was
back in the early eighties, at the height of the boat
people. And the sailor was hard at work on the car-
rier Midway, which was patrolling the South China
Sea. The sailor, like most American servicemen,
was young, smart, and fiercely observant. The crew
spied on the horizon a leaky little boat. And
crammed inside were refugees from Indochina
hoping to get to America. The Midway sent a small
launch to bring them to the ship and safety. As the
refugees made their way through the choppy seas,
one spied the sailor on deck and stood up and
called out to him. He yelled, “Hello, American
sailor. Hello, freedom man.”

A small moment with a big meaning, a moment
the sailor, who wrote it in a letter, couldn’t get out
of his mind. And when I saw it, neither could I.
Because that’s what it was to be an American in the
1980s. We stood, again, for freedom. I know we
always have, but in the past few years the world
again, and in a way, we ourselves—rediscovered it.

It’s been quite a journey this decade, and we
held together through some stormy seas. And at

the end, together, we are reaching our destination.
The fact is, from Grenada to the Washington

and Moscow summits, from the recession of ’81 to
’82, to the expansion that began in late ’82 and con-
tinues to this day, we’ve made a difference. The
way I see it, there were two great triumphs, two
things that I’m proudest of. One is the economic
recovery, in which the people of America created—
and filled—19 million new jobs. The other is the
recovery of our morale. America is respected again
in the world and looked to for leadership. . . . 

The past few days when I’ve been at that win-
dow 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. What he imagined was important
because he was an early Pilgrim, an early freedom
man. 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. . . .

And how stands the city on this winter night?
More prosperous, more secure, and happier than it
was eight years ago. But more than that; after two
hundred years, two centuries, she still stands strong
and true on the granite ridge, and her glow has held
steady no matter what storm. And she’s still a bea-
con, still a magnet for all who must have freedom,
for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are
hurtling through the darkness, toward home.

from Ronald Reagan, Speaking My Mind (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1989), 410–418. 

Discussion Questions
1. What two accomplishments was Reagan proud-

est of?
2. How did Reagan characterize the nation in 1989

as compared to when he became president?
3. Do you agree with Reagan’s assessment of how

the United States stood at the end of his second
term? Why or why not?
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