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War of 1812: USS Constitution
The USS Constitution, launched in 1797, was the third warship constructed for the United States Navy. 
During the War of 1812 the USS Constitution earned the nickname “Old Ironsides” during a battle with 
the British ship HMS Guerriere (a ship the British had captured from the French). As many of the British 
shots rebounded off the hull of the USS Constitution, an American sailor exclaimed, “Huzzah! Her sides 
are made of iron!” The battle ended as the HMS Guerriere exploded and sunk to the bottom of the sea. 

Quoted in Tyrone G. Martin, A Most Fortunate Ship

There was something melancholy and grand in the sight. Although the frigate was a wreck 
floating about, a mastless hulk for the sport of the waves, she bore marks of her former 
greatness. Much of her ornamental work had been untouched; and her long, high, black sides 
rose in solitary majesty before us, as we bade her farewell...her years were now ended;  
her course was run; she was about to sink into the deep ocean forever. 
 
Captain Dacres stood by our taffrail as we squared away from the Guerriere...At the distance 
of about three miles we hove to and awaited the result. Hundreds of eyes were stretched in 
that one direction, where the ill-fated Guerriere moved heavily on the deep. It was like waiting 
for the uncapping of a volcano—or the bursting up of a crater. Scarcely a word was spoken 
on board the Constitution, so breathless was the interest felt in the scene. 
 
The first intimation we had that the fire was at work was the discharge of the guns. One 
after another, as the flame advanced, they came booming toward us. Roar followed roar, 
flash followed flash, until the whole mass was enveloped in clouds of smoke. We could see 
but little of the direct progress of the work, and therefore we looked more earnestly for the 
explosion—not knowing how soon it might occur. Presently there was a dead silence; then 
followed a vibratory, shuddering motion, and streams of light, like streaks of lighting running 
along the sides; and the grand crash came! The quarter deck, which was immediately over 
the magazine, lifted in a mass, broke into fragments, and flew in every direction. The hull, 
parted in the center by the shock, and loaded with such masses of iron and spars, reeled, 
staggered, plunged forward a few feet, and sank out of sight. It was a grand and awful 
scene. Nearly every floating thing around her went down with the Guerriere...We immediately 
squared away, and were again under a crowd of sail for our native land.

The Yankee, September 4, 1812 

The splendid naval victory gained by the Constitution has confirmed all that was anticipated 
by those who have the fullest confidence in the courage, skill, and discipline of our seamen, 
the effectual defenders of our insulted flag and our injured rights. The eloquence of a few 
such broadsides as she aimed at the Guerriere are arguments in point and will do more to 
convince the sturdy John Bull that it is his interest to concede to us (if he choose to stick 
to his favorite phrase) the right of free passage on the high way of nations, than all the 
arguments of our statesmen and our newspapers for seven years past.



  77A Nation Grows: Expansion and Reform 1800–1860 The Planning Framework  77Sample Lessons, Materials, and Resources

Lesson PlansLESSON 2

War of 1812: Burning of Washington
Following the Battle of Bladensburg during the War of 1812, British forces entered Washington, DC, 
and set fire to a naval yard and many public buildings. The Capitol Building and the White House were 
among the structures set ablaze on August 24, 1814. The fire at the Capitol Building destroyed the 
existing 3,000 volumes of the Library of Congress, but First Lady Dolley Madison and the staff and 
slaves of the presidential residence saved many valuables stored at the White House.

Letter from Dolley Madison to her sister, dated August 23, 1814

Tuesday Augt. 23d. 1814. 
Dear Sister 
My husband left me yesterday morng. to join Gen. Winder. He enquired anxiously whether I 
had courage, or firmness to remain in the President’s house until his return, on the morrow, or 
succeeding day, and on my assurance that I had no fear but for him and the success of our army, 
he left me, beseeching me to take care of myself, and of the cabinet papers, public and private.  
I have since recd. two despatches from him, written with a pencil; the last is alarming, because he 
desires I should be ready at a moment’s warning to enter my carriage and leave the city; that the 
enemy seemed stronger than had been reported, and that it might happen that they would reach the 
city, with intention to destroy it...I am accordingly ready; I have pressed as many cabinet papers into 
trunks as to fill one carriage; our private property must be sacrificed, as it is impossible to procure 
wagons for its transportation. I am determined not to go myself until I see Mr. Madison safe, and he 
can accompany me, as I hear of much hostility towards him...disaffection stalks around us...My 
friends and acquaintances are all gone; Even Col. C with his hundred men, who were stationed as 
a guard in the enclosure...French John (a faithful domestic,) with his usual activity and resolution, 
offers to spike the cannon at the gate, and to lay a train of powder which would blow up the 
British, should they enter the house. To the last proposition I positively object, without being able, 
however, to make him understand why all advantages in war may not be taken.  
 
Wednesday morng., twelve o’clock. Since sunrise I have been turning my spy glass in every 
direction and watching with unwearied anxiety, hoping to discern the approach of my dear 
husband and his friends; but, alas, I can descry only groups of military wandering in all directions, 
as if there was a lack of arms, or of spirit to fight for their own firesides!  
 
Three O’clock. Will you believe it, my Sister? We have had a battle or skirmish near Bladensburg, 
and I am still here within sound of the cannon! Mr. Madison comes not; may God protect him! Two 
messengers covered with dust, come to bid me fly; but I wait for him...At this late hour a wagon 
has been procured, I have had it filled with the plate and most valuable portable articles belonging 
to the house; whether it will reach its destination; the Bank of Maryland, or fall into the hands of 
British soldiery, events must determine.  
 
Our kind friend, Mr. Carroll, has come to hasten my departure, and is in a very bad humor with me 
because I insist on waiting until the large picture of Gen. Washington is secured, and it requires 
to be unscrewed from the wall. This process was found too tedious for these perilous moments; 
I have ordered the frame to be broken, and the canvass taken out it is done, and the precious 
portrait placed in the hands of two gentlemen of New York, for safe keeping. And now, dear sister, 
I must leave this house, or the retreating army will make me a prisoner in it, by filling up the road I 
am directed to take. When I shall again write you, or where I shall be tomorrow, I cannot tell!!
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War of 1812: Uncle Sam

James Montgomery Flagg (1877–1960) 

Uncle Sam is one of the most popular personifications of the United States. However, the 
term “Uncle Sam” is of somewhat obscure derivation. Historical sources attribute the name 
to a meat packer who supplied meat to the army during the War of 1812—Samuel (Uncle 
Sam) Wilson (1766–1854). “Uncle Sam” Wilson was a man of great fairness, reliability, and 
honesty, who was devoted to his country—qualities now associated with “our” Uncle Sam. 

Thomas Nast

Thomas Nast, a famous political cartoonist of the late 1800s and early 1900s, created this first 
well-known image of Uncle Sam in 1869. He is standing at the head of the table carving food 
for everyone. 
 
Later, Nast popularized the image of Uncle Sam as wearing a top hat and an American flag outfit. 

Uncle Sam’s Thanksgiving Dinner
     

Uncle Sam Political Cartoon
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War of 1812: The Birth of a National Anthem and Symbol

In the years following the American Revolution, the British Royal Navy had a history of capturing 
sailors from ships of other nations and impressing (forcibly seizing) men into service. These 
incidents are said to have incited American anger towards Britain and helped cause the War of 
1812. By August of 1814, the British army had won several victories, including burning down the 
White House in Washington, DC. 
 
Francis Scott Key (author of the “Star-Spangled Banner”) was aboard the HMS Minden, negotiating 
the release of American prisoners. Key witnessed the 25-hour battle at Fort McHenry in Baltimore, 
and would not let the American prisoners or Key leave the HMS Minden until the battle was over. On 
the morning of September 14, 1814, Key saw that the flag was still flying over the fort, indicating the 
victory of the United States in this battle, and he then wrote down a poem commemorating the event. 
 
Prior to the War of 1812, the American Flag had never been used as a national symbol. Rather, it 
was used to identify American soldiers in war. By giving the flag a starring role in one of the most 
celebrated victories of the war, Francis Scott Key’s song established a new prominence for the 
flag as an expression of national identity, unity, and pride. And by giving it a name—that “Star-
Spangled Banner”—Key transformed the official emblem into something familiar and evocative, a 
symbol that Americans could connect with and claim as their own. The flag was no longer just an 
emblem of the nation; it became a representation of the country’s values and the ideals for which 
it stands. In the years since 1814, in times of celebration and crisis, pride and protest, people have 
raised the flag to express their ideas about what it means to be American.

Francis Scott Key: Star Spangled Banner Poem
O say, can you see, by the dawn’s early light,  

What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last gleaming;  

Whose broad stripes and bright stars,  

through the perilous fight,  

O’er the ramparts we watched were so gallantly streaming?  

And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air,  

Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there;  

O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave  

O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave? 

On the shore dimly seen through the mists of the deep,  

Where the foe’s haughty host in dread silence reposes,  

What is that which the breeze, o’er the towering steep,  

As it fitfully blows, now conceals, now discloses?  

Now it catches the gleam of the morning’s first beam,  

In full glory reflected now shines on the stream;  

’Tis the star-spangled banner; O long may it wave  

O’er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!

And where is that band who so vauntingly swore,  

That the havoc of war and the battle’s confusion  

A home and a country should leave us no more?  

Their blood has washed out their foul footsteps’ pollution.  

No refuge could save the hireling and slave  

From the terror of flight, or the gloom or the grave;  

And the star-spangled banner in triumph doth wave  

O’er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!

Oh! thus be it ever, when freemen shall stand  

Between their loved homes and the war’s desolation!  

Blest with victory and peace, may the heav’n-rescued land  

Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us a nation.  

Then conquer we must, for our cause it is just.  

And this be our motto: “In God is our trust;”  

And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave  

O’er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!

Courtesy of the Smithsonian, National Museum of American History:  
http://amhistory.si.edu/starspangledbanner/symbols-of-a-new-nation.aspx


