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Modern navy ship

The War of 1812
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In 1812, the United States did not have a strong 
army. In fact, the U.S. Army was tiny. It had about 
4,000 soldiers.

The navy was tiny, too. George Washington, the 
first president, had set it up. He didn’t think the United 
States needed a big navy, but just a small number of 
ships to protect merchants from pirates.

President Madison found a way to make the army 
bigger. He got farmers to join. Many Americans were 
farmers. They used guns to hunt and to defend their 
homes. Madison called on these farmers. He asked 
them to grab their guns and join the army. Farmers 
were paid money and given land for joining.

The U.S. soldiers were not well trained. Still, 
Madison was sure they could win if they attacked the 
British in Canada. He sent the army north to Canada. 

The attack on Canada did not go well. The army 
lost a string of battles. The United States lost forts 
along the border. The army was simply not ready for 
war.















41

A painting of the Constitutional Convention, where the U.S. 
Constitution was signed
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The USS Constitution won the battle. The British 
ship was so smashed up that it could not be fixed. The 
British had to sink it. 

When people were told about the battle, they 
became excited. They yelled and shouted. They waved 
flags and had parties. They treated the sailors on the 
USS Constitution as heroes. They also gave the ship a 
nickname. They called it “Old Ironsides” because its 
wooden sides seemed as strong as iron. 

Old Ironsides kept on fighting. It battled more than 
twenty times and never lost a battle!
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This image shows how the President’s House looked after it was burned.
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Chapter 8

Francis Scott Key 
and the National Anthem

On September 13, 1814, British ships opened fire 
on Fort McHenry. They fired rockets and mortars. 

The soldiers in the fort would have fired back, but 
there was not much point. The guns in the fort were 
old. They could not hit the British ships. 

The British ships kept firing for a long time. They 
fired all day. They fired on into the night.
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Francis Scott Key
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Andrew Jackson
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Chapter 10

The End of the War

On January 8, 1815, the British attacked New 
Orleans. They planned on winning without much 
trouble. But they did not know how brave Andrew 
Jackson and his men were—or how good they were 
with their weapons.

The British soldiers had on bright red coats. A wave 
of them charged. Jackson’s men crouched behind their 
walls. They took careful aim. Then they fired. Their 
bullets hit the first wave of British soldiers. 

The British kept coming. Jackson and his men kept 
firing. The wall helped to keep them safe. When it was 
all over, the U.S. flag was still flying. The British gave 
up their attack.
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Key looked for the flag three times —“at the twilight’s last gleaming,” at 
night, and then “by the dawn’s early light.”
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Look back at the words Key wrote. Do you see the 
question marks? There are three of them. An important 
thing to understand about our national anthem is that 
it starts with a set of questions.

In the first lines, Key asks a question: 

“O say can you see by the dawn’s early light  
What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last 
gleaming?”

Wow! That’s a long sentence. Suppose we broke it 
up into shorter sentences and used simpler words. Then 
it might sound like this: “The sun is coming up. Tell 
me, my friend, can you see the flag? Remember? We 
saw it last night at sunset. Now the night has passed. Is 
it still there?”
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R
ragtag—disorganized and made up of many different types 

rampart—the wall of a fort (ramparts) 

ransack—to search in order to steal and cause damage 
(ransacked)

rocket—a type of missile (rockets)

S
salute—to show respect (saluting) 

soot—the black powder left behind when something burns 

state dinner—a special dinner hosted by the president of the 
United States for important people (state dinners)

stitching—sewing (stitched)

streak—to move quickly (streaking)

string—a series 

support the troops—to provide encouragement and 
sometimes food and supplies to soldiers

Supreme Court—the highest court of law in the United 
States
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