The Defense of Fort McHenry

The War of 1812 is often also called the “2nd War of Independence”, the first being the Revolutionary War, which resulted in our independence from Great Britain and declaring ourselves the United States of America.  We were drawn into the War of 1812 by our sea trade with the French, who were fighting the British – the British tried to stop our support of the French economy by attacking our ships.  America in turn continued its trade and even launched their own attacks on British ships using “privateers”, armed private ships that attacked and sunk British ships.  The British were very angry over the actions of the privateers.  One of the centers of American privateers was the city of Baltimore and the Harbor at Baltimore.

In August of 1814, the British attacked our nations capitol, Washington, D.C. and burned the Capitol Building, the White House, and many other important buildings. The British planned an assault on Baltimore by both land and sea.  They hoped to bring their ships right into Baltimore’s harbor and destroy the city.  To do so, they had to get past Fort McHenry, which protected the river entrance into Baltimore harbor.  They would also have to deal with several ships that the Americans had sunk in the mouth of the harbor to stop the British ships from sailing up the river.  The fort had 57 guns that could fire up to 1 ½ miles and covered the entire entrance to the harbor.  If the British were to succeed, they had to destroy the fort.

Though he was originally against the war with Great Britain, local Baltimore lawyer Francis Scott Key did not want to see his home city suffer the same fate as the capitol.   A few days before the British planned to attack the fort, he was hired by the American government to negotiate the release of a local American taken prisoner by the British.  Aboard the British warship, Key did secure the release of the prisoner; however, the British would not release them right away, for fear that Key had learned of the British plan to attack the fort.  Key was forced to stay on the British warship “Surprise”and watch the attack on the fort.

On the morning of September 13th, 9 British ships began bombing the fort with rockets and bombshells.   For most of the next 24 hours, the attack continued constantly, with the British ships staying just outside the range of the fort’s guns.  The Americans were unable to fight back and could only try to find shelter within the fort as rockets and bombs exploded around the troops stationed inside the fort.

Prior to the battle at Fort McHenry, the commander of the fort, Lt. Colonel Armistead, had commissioned the creation of a large flag to fly over the ramparts.  This giant flag was 30 feet by 42 feet and could be seen from many miles away.

The next morning, as the sun rose over Fort McHenry, the troops raised the large flag to signify that they had not given up the fort.  In fact, though the British launched over 1800 rockets, bombs, and star-shells at the fort, only 4 soldiers had died and 24 were injured.  Out on the water, Francis Scott Key saw the flag – a Star Spangled Banner - through the morning mist and was so filled with pride at the courage of the troops who had held the fort that he put pen to paper and began writing a poem, “The Defense of Fort McHenry”. 

The Star Spangled Banner – One Flag to Unite our Nation
The large flag which flew over Fort McHenry during the Battle of Baltimore was sewn by a local woman named Mary Pickersgill.  It took her almost 2 months to sew the flag.  She was paid $405 for creating the 42 by 30 foot flag.  

After the battle, the flag that flew over Fort McHenry was kept by the family of Lt Colonel George Armistead, commander of the fort.  Over the next 98 years, the family occasionally cut pieces off of the flag to give to people as mementos of the flags importance that day at Fort McHenry.  By the 1890’s, the Star Spangled Banner was considered a national treasure.

An interesting mystery – while many of the pieces snipped from the flag have been donated to the Smithsonian or are kept in private collections, no one knows what happened to the single missing star that was cut from the flag.  

As the flag was handed down from generation to generation, Francis Scott Key’s poem, now known sung as “The Star Spangled Banner”, became more and more popular.  Key died in 1843.  While  he knew that his poem had become a popular song, he never had any idea that it would become our National Anthem.

The red chevron sewn into one of the white stripes is likely the beginning of an A in the name Armistead.  It was common for people to place their names on family-owned flags.

In 1912 the Armistead family permanently loaned the Star Spangled Banner to the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C.

In 1964, the building of a new Smithsonian Museum allowed the flag to be displayed in a new protective case and it became the centerpiece of the museum’s collection. 

By the 1980’s, the museum realized that the flag was continuing to deteriorate due to light, humidity, changing temperatures, and air pollution.  Efforts were made to clean the flag but by 1998, it was decided that the flag could no longer hang in its exisiting display case.  The flag was taken down to be preserved and a new display created.

It was hoped that the flag restoration project would take only 3 to 4 years.  In the end, it took 10 years.  In 2008, the flag was placed in its new display, a special case designed to prevent the flag from disintegrating further.  The flag lays on a large tilted table in a display chamber that is air-tight, water-tight, and light-controlled.  The flag is carefully guarded and surrounded by high-tech security systems to ensure that nothing happens to it.

Where did the melody come from?

The tune that the Star Spangled Banner is sung to was originally a popular song from England, sung during the 1700’s.  The original song, “To Anachreon in Heaven”, was composed for a society (or club).  The melody, well-known to British and American citizens, was combined with many different lyrics over the years, some of which were humorous in nature.
