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OVERVIEW
During the War of 1812, British forces landed at Chesapeake Bay in August 1814, easily
defeated the Maryland militia, and marched on to the nation’s capital, which they captured
and burned. (President James Madison and other government officials had already fled.) A
British officer, George R. Glieg, kept a lively account of what happened.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• Does this British officer show any sympathy or respect for this new nation and its
citizens?
• Do you think this battle is an act of war or of revenge?

W

hile the two brigades which had been engaged, remained upon the field
to recover their order, the third, which had formed the reserve, and was
consequently unbroken, took the lead, and pushed forward at a rapid rate
towards Washington.
As it was not the intention of the British government to attempt
permanent conquests in this part of America; and as the General was well
aware that, with a handful of men, he could not pretend to establish himself,
for any length of time, in an enemy’s capital, he determined to lay it under
contribution, and to return quietly to the shipping. . . .
Such being the intention of General Ross, he did not march the troops
immediately into the city, but halted them upon a plain in its immediate
vicinity, whilst a flag of truce was sent in with terms. But whatever his
proposal might have been, it was not so much as heard; for scarcely had the
party bearing the flag entered the street, than they were fired upon from the
windows of one of the houses, and the horse of the General himself, who
accompanied them, killed.... All thoughts of accommodation were instantly
laid aside; the troops advanced forthwith into the town, and having first put to
the sword all who were found in the house from which the shots were fired,
and reduced it to ashes, they proceeded, without a moment’s delay, to burn
and destroy every thing in the most distant degree connected with
government. In this general devastation were included the Senate-house, the
President’s palace, an extensive dock-yard and arsenal, barracks for two or
three thousand men, several large store-houses filled with naval and military
stores, some hundreds of cannon of different descriptions, and nearly twenty
thousand stand of small arms. There were also two or three public rope-works
which shared the same fate, a fine frigate pierced for sixty guns, and just ready
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to be launched, several gun-brigs and armed schooners, with a variety of gunboats and small craft. The powder magazines were of course set on fire, and
exploded with a tremendous crash, throwing down many houses in their
vicinity, partly by pieces of the walls striking them, and partly by the
concussion of the air; whilst quantities of shot, shell, and hand-grenades,
which could not otherwise be rendered useless, were thrown into the river. . . .
Had the arm of vengeance been extended no farther, there would not have
been room given for so much as a whisper of disapprobation. But,
unfortunately, it did not stop here; a noble library, several printing offices, and
all the national archives were likewise committed to the flames, which, though
no doubt the property of government, might better have been spared. . . .
While the third brigade was thus employed, the rest of the army, having
recalled its stragglers, and removed the wounded into Bladensburg, began its
march towards Washington. Though the battle was ended by four o’clock, the
sun had set before the different regiments were in a condition to move,
consequently this short journey was performed in the dark. The work of
destruction had also begun in the city, before they quitted their ground; and
the blazing of houses, ships, and stores, the report of exploding magazines, and
the crash of falling roofs, informed them, as they proceeded, of what was going
forward. You can conceive nothing finer than the sight which met them as
they drew near to the town. The sky was brilliantly illumined by the different
conflagrations; and a dark red light was thrown upon the road, sufficient to
permit each man to view distinctly his comrade’s face.
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