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Francis Scott Key was a successful lawyer in the
District of Columbia. In the beginning of the War, he
was opposed to it. However, he changed his mind after
witnessing the burning of public buildings in
Washington, D.C. and the humiliating defeat at the
Battle of Bladensburg.

During the bombardment of Fort McHenry, Key, an
American, is on a British ship, had boarded a ship to negotiate the
release of a prominent local doctor, Dr. Beanes, whom the British
had taken prisoner. The British would not allow them to return to
Baltimore until the battle was over.
Key watched as the battle raged through the night on the
British ship. The British would send bombs that were round iron
balls weighing 200 pounds filled with gunpowder to the fort.
Attached to these bombs were fuses that were timed to go off
while the bombs were still in the air. This would send shrapnel
(heavy, sharp edged pieces of broken metal) down on the men
below. It would also cause the night sky to light up. When Key
saw the flag at sunrise the next morning, he felt such relief that he
wrote “The Star Spangled Banner” as a poem.

Many years later, Key stated about that night,
“Through the clouds of war, the stars of that
banner still shone in my view….Then, in that
hour of deliverance and joyful triumph, my
heart spoke, and ‘Does not such a country, and
such defenders of their country, deserve a
song?’ was its question. With it came an
inspiration not to be resisted: and even
though it had been a hanging matter to make a
song, I must have writing it. Let the praise,
then, if any be due, be given, not to me, who
only did what I could not help doing, not to
the writer, but to the inspirers of the song!”

Someone eventually gave a copy of the poem to the
Baltimore American, Baltimore’s newspaper, and it was printed in
the newspaper. Then several other newspapers on the East Coast
printed it. By November, it had been set to the music from a club
song, “The Anacreontic Society.” The Anacreontic Society was a
gentleman’s club in London.
It took a while for the “Star Spangled Banner” to become the
official National Anthem. By 1905, all military posts and naval
vessels were playing it as they raised and lowered the flag each day.
It was understood that all officers and soldiers were required to stand
at attention during the anthem. Civilians also began to stand at
attention as it was played at plays, movies, and sporting events. In
1917, the military made “The Star-Spangled Banner” the official
national anthem.


There were 15 different bills introduced in the U.S. Congress
between 1912 and 1917 to have it become the National Anthem. A
bill did not pass both houses of Congress until 1931. President
Herbert Hoover signed it into law on March 3rd of that year.
It is now established that “The Star-Spangled Banner” is
the national anthem. When the first note of the music is played,
people in military uniform should salute it until the last note of the
music. Those who are veterans or are members of the Armed
Forces, but are not in uniforms, should also salute the flag. All
other persons present should face the flag and stand at attention
with their right had over their heart. Men not in uniforms should
remove their headdress or hat with their right hand and hold it at
the left shoulder, the hand being over the shoulder. When “The
Star-Spangled Banner is played without a flag, all present should
face toward the music and act in the same manner they would if
the flag were present.
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Original manuscript written by Francis Scott Key.

This is a photograph of the garrison
flag that flew over Fort McHenry on the
morning of September, 14, 1814. It is now
on display at the Smithsonian
Institution’s of National Museum of
American History in Washington, D.C.
This flag originally measured 30 feet by
42 feet. However it now measures 30
feet by 34 feet.
It was a family heirloom of the
Armistead family and they would cut off
“snippings” to give to people especially
veterans as souvenirs. In 1912, George
Armistead’s grandson was overwhelmed
with the responsibility of maintaining
the flag and all of the requests to display
it, so he donated it to the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington.

