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For three years, the United States was embroiled in the War 
of 1812 throughout the Chesapeake Bay region of Maryland, 
Virginia, and the District of Columbia. It was a war that tested 
our young nation and in 1814 produced two of our most 
iconic patriotic symbols: The Star-Spangled Banner that flew in 
defiance of the British, and the national anthem that honors it.

A great way to explore the flag’s history is through the Star-
Spangled Banner National Historic Trail, administered by 
the National Park Service.

Start your tour in Baltimore at the Star-Spangled Banner 
Flag House and museum. Built in 1793 and bought by the 
City of Baltimore in 1927, this is the house where Mary 
Pickersgill—the true maker of the famous flag—lived.  As 
the story goes, when Major George Armistead was seeking 
a large national flag for the nearby Fort McHenry, he came 
to Pickersgill, an experienced flagmaker. She accepted the 
commission at a fee of $405.90 (similar to $8,500 today) and 
she, her mother, daughter, nieces, and servants worked on the 
project for seven weeks.

The flag was so large that it outgrew the house and had to 
be completed in the loft of a nearby brewery. When finished, 

it was 30 feet high and 42 feet wide. On the outside of the 
museum building, visitors see a life-sized depiction of the flag. 
Tour the museum for period artifacts and a thorough history.

The Battle of Baltimore
A few weeks after withdrawing from Washington D.C., 

the British set their sights on Baltimore, and attacked on 
September 12, 1814. Armistead, the Fort’s commander had 
prepared his men for the fight and through a day and night 
of stormy weather, the British pounded the fort with rockets, 
mortars, and cannons. The British expected a quick surrender.

Prior to the battle, American lawyer Francis Scott Key had 
taken a ship out to the British ships to negotiate the freedom 
of an American doctor, and was held there throughout the 
attack. In the morning, it was not clear who had won. Key 
strained his eyes to see which flag flew over Fort McHenry, and 
on the morning of September 14, it was the large American 
flag that was raised.

Key was so inspired by this sight that he, already a poet, 
quickly penned notes for the song that later became our 
national anthem. Visitors can view the rarely-exhibited 

Long May She Wave
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of the Star-Spangled Banner
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IF YOU THOUGHT BETSY ROSS WAS THE MAKER OF THE 
STAR-SPANGLED BANNER YOU WOULD BE WRONG, BUT IT 
WOULD BE A GREAT PLACE TO START LEARNING ABOUT 
THE HISTORY OF OUR AMERICAN SYMBOL THAT TURNS 
200 YEARS OLD IN 2014.
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original manuscript this summer at the Maryland 
Historical Society.

Take a narrated boat tour to see where the battle took 
place in the harbor, and visit Fort McHenry with its original 
buildings and fortifications. Arrive at 9:30 a.m. to help raise 
that day’s flag (the flag size depends on the weather conditions) 
and be sure to watch the inspiring film in the visitor’s center.

After the war, the Star-Spangled Banner flag was kept in 
the Armistead family and housed in a large canvas bag. It 
was brought out for patriotic occasions, and displayed for 
the Baltimore sesquicentennial celebration in 1880. Along 
the way, people snipped small pieces, and even a star from 
the flag as keepsakes. Fearing for the flag’s deteriorating 
condition, Eben Appleton, one of Armistead’s descendants, 
stored the flag in a New York safe-deposit vault. In 1907, he 
lent the flag to the Smithsonian Institution, and in 1912, 
converted the loan to a gift.

Nothing is more awe-inspiring than viewing the actual 
Star-Spangled Banner, now on permanent display at the 
Smithsonian’s Museum of American History. For years it 
hung in the main hall, then in 1994, underwent an extensive 
conservation. It now rests in a climate- and fire-controlled 
two-story display chamber. Be sure to play on the tactile, 
interactive flag display table where the flag’s story is told 
through lighting, ambient sound, and video.

For additional destinations highlighting the War of 1812, 
visit Maryland’s best-preserved battlefield at the Battle of 
Caulk’s Field site, near Leonardstown.  Catch the bicentennial 
battle reenactment the weekend of August 30-31 for an 
authentic feel of the war.

Spend a day at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum 
in St. Leonard and view archaeological finds or watch a dig 
in process (sign up in advance to help dig).  All of Maryland’s 
artifacts are held here including those from the War of 1812.

Look for flag-related celebrations going on throughout 
Maryland, Washington D.C., and Virginia. And the next time 
you see our symbol of freedom, take a moment to remember 
what it meant to the people of Baltimore, who watched  
the battle from their rooftops in 1814, and what it  
means to us today. v

RESOURCES:
Star-Spangled Banner National Historic Trail, www.starspangledtrail.net 
Star-Spangled Banner Flag House, www.flaghouse.org 
National Anthem Tour by Sea, www.cruisesonthebay.com 
Fort McHenry National Monument, www.nps.gov/fomc 
Maryland Historical Society Museum, www.mdhs.org 
The National Museum of American History, www.americanhistory.si.edu
Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum, www.jefpat.org 
Babe Ruth Birthplace & Museum, www.baberuthmuseum.com 

AUTHOR: Linda Barrett is a freelance travel writer and the owner of All the Buzz, 
a corporate writing agency, www.allthebuzz.net.

Fun Facts About  
the Star-Spangled Banner

* In 1814, Francis Scott Key wrote the poem, 
set to a well-known British drinking song, “To 
Anacreon in Heaven.”

* Key’s poem has four verses.

* The original flag had 15 stars and 15 stripes 

* There were 18 states at the time the song was 
written. The US flag had not been updated yet.

* A smaller flag flew over Fort McHenry during 
the Battle of Baltimore. The large flag was raised 
following the battle.

* Over 200 square feet of the flag was given away 
in snippings.

* In 1916, President Woodrow Wilson ordered that 
the “Banner” be played by the military and naval 
services.

* The first confirmed performance at a sporting 
event was at Game One of the 1918 World Series 
game, where Babe Ruth pitched a shutout. (Visit 
the Babe Ruth Museum in Baltimore.)

* President Herbert Hoover signed the 
congressional resolution to make the Star-
Spangled Banner song our national anthem on 
March 3, 1931.


