
Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Leblanc & Sheppard • Knowledge is power. • Page 1

Star Spangled Banner Francis
Scott Key

The Enduring Legacy of the Star Spangled
Banner and Francis Scott Key

Few symbols resonate as deeply with the American identity  as the Star
Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key penned more than two centuries ago.
The anthem is more than a song; it is a living piece of history, a testament to
resilience, and a thread that connects every generation of Americans to a
pivotal moment in the War of 1812. Yet, the story behind the lyrics—how a
young  lawyer  watching  a  brutal  night  bombardment  transformed  that
experience into a poem that would define a nation—remains one of the most
compelling narratives in American culture. This article explores the full arc of



that story, from the battle itself to the anthem's modern-day significance,
offering a deep dive into the events, the man, and the music that gave rise to
"The Star-Spangled Banner."

The Context: A Nation at War in 1814

To understand the Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key wrote, one
must  first  grasp the precarious state  of  the young United States  in  the
summer of 1814. The War of 1812, sometimes called the Second War of
American Independence, was grinding on. British forces had recently burned
Washington,  D.C.,  including the White House and the Capitol,  sending a
shockwave of fear and anger through the country. The Royal Navy, the most
powerful maritime force on earth, was now turning its attention to Baltimore,
a bustling port city that was both a commercial hub and a base for American
privateers.

Baltimore was heavily fortified. Fort McHenry, a star-shaped bastion at the
entrance to the harbor, was key to the city's defense. Its commander, Major
George Armistead, had readied his men and requested a massive flag—one so
large that the British would have no trouble seeing it from a distance. That
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flag, measuring 30 by 42 feet, was sewn by local flagmaker Mary Pickersgill
and her daughter. It would soon become the most famous flag in American
history.

Francis Scott Key: The Man Behind the Words

Francis Scott Key was not a soldier, a politician, or a professional poet. He
was a respected lawyer from Georgetown, in what is now Washington, D.C.,
and a devout Episcopalian. Born into a wealthy Maryland family, Key had
argued cases before the Supreme Court and was known for his eloquence
and calm demeanor. In September 1814, he was drawn into the conflict in a
most unexpected way.

A friend, Dr. William Beanes, a physician from Upper Marlboro, Maryland,
had been taken prisoner by the British after he helped arrest some British
stragglers  following  the  burning  of  Washington.  Key,  using  his  legal
connections, secured permission from President James Madison to negotiate
Beanes's release. Accompanied by Colonel John Skinner, the U.S. prisoner
exchange  agent,  Key  sailed  out  to  the  British  fleet  anchored  in  the
Chesapeake Bay on a small truce ship.



An Unexpected Night on the Water

Key and Skinner boarded the British flagship HMS Tonnant and successfully
negotiated Beanes's release. However, the British officers, realizing that the
three Americans had overheard plans for the upcoming attack on Baltimore,
refused to let them go. They were detained on their own vessel and forced to
remain behind the British fleet as the bombardment of Fort McHenry began
on the night of September 13, 1814.

From that small wooden vessel, anchored about eight miles from the fort, Key
had a front-row seat to one of  the most intense naval  bombardments in
American history. For 25 hours, British ships launched rockets and mortars,
raining down explosive shells on the fort. The American gunners inside Fort
McHenry fired back with everything they had. Key described the scene later:
"It seemed as though mother earth had opened and was vomiting shot and
shell in a sheet of fire."

The Writing of the Poem: "Defence of Fort M'Henry"

As dawn broke on the morning of September 14, 1814, the fate of Baltimore
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was still unknown. Through the smoke and haze, Key strained his eyes to see
which flag flew over the fort. The British had stated flatly that they would
capture the city and were confident of victory. Then, in the first gray light,
Key saw it—the enormous American flag, still waving. The fort had not fallen.
Inspired by this moment of triumph, Key began to write a poem on the back
of a letter he had in his pocket.

The poem, originally titled "Defence of Fort M'Henry,"  was not set  to
music at the time. Key wrote four stanzas, though only the first is commonly
sung today. The verses capture the anxiety of the night, the relief of the
morning, and a powerful declaration of American pride. He used a familiar
tune for the meter, as was common practice: an English drinking song called
"To  Anacreon  in  Heaven,"  composed  by  John  Stafford  Smith  for  the
Anacreontic Society, a gentlemen's club in London.

The poem was quickly published as a broadside in Baltimore, with a note that
it should be sung to the Anacreontic tune. It soon spread to other cities,
appearing in newspapers, and was eventually adopted by the U.S. Army and
Navy. Yet it would take more than a century for it to officially become the
national anthem.



The Long Road to Official Status

Despite its immediate popularity, the Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott
Key wrote had a long, contested path to becoming the official anthem of the
United States. Throughout the 19th century, several other songs—including
"Hail,  Columbia,"  "America  (My  Country,  'Tis  of  Thee),"  and  "Yankee
Doodle"—were used as de facto national songs. "The Star-Spangled Banner"
was particularly  embraced by the military,  and it  became a standard at
patriotic events.

However, it also faced criticism. Some found the tune difficult to sing, with a
wide vocal range of an octave and a fifth. The lyrics, written in a formal 19th-
century style, were sometimes called archaic or too warlike. Nevertheless, by
the late 19th century, it was the most widely recognized patriotic song in the
United States. In 1889, the U.S. Navy officially adopted it for ceremonial use,
and President  Woodrow Wilson designated it  as  the  national  anthem by
executive  order  in  1916.  Finally,  on  March  3,  1931,  President  Herbert
Hoover signed a law passed by Congress  that  made "The Star-Spangled
Banner" the official national anthem of the United States.
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Musical Origins and the Anacreontic Tune

The melody to which Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key  set his
poem has a surprising and often overlooked history. "To Anacreon in Heaven"
was  a  popular  British  drinking  song  from  the  1770s,  written  for  the
Anacreontic Society, a London gentlemen's club devoted to music and good
fellowship. The song's lyrics were raucous and humorous, celebrating the
Greek poet Anacreon, known for wine and love.

When Key wrote his poem, he chose this tune because it was well known and
fit the meter of his lines. In the early 19th century, it was common for poets
to write new words to existing popular melodies. This practice, known as
"broadside ballad" style, allowed a poem to spread quickly. The tune had
already been used for other American songs, including "Adams and Liberty"
and "Jefferson and Liberty." The irony of America's national anthem being set
to a British drinking song is not lost on historians—it's a reminder of the
cultural ties that bound the two nations even in times of war.



Symbolism and Meaning of the Lyrics

The lyrics of the Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key composed are
rich with historical and symbolic meaning. The first stanza, the one we know
best, poses a question that hangs in the air: "O say can you see, by the
dawn's early light, what so proudly we hailed at the twilight's last gleaming?"
The contrast between night and dawn, between uncertainty and certainty, is
central. Key describes the "perilous fight" and the "ramparts we watched,"
which  echo  the  actual  experience  of  the  defenders  and  the  witnesses
offshore.

The line "Whose broad stripes and bright stars through the perilous fight,
o'er  the  ramparts  we  watched  were  so  gallantly  streaming"  directly
references the flag that Major Armistead had ordered. Key uses the flag as a
symbol not just of a military victory but of the very existence of the nation
itself. The image of the flag still standing after a night of bombardment is
immensely powerful—it represents endurance, defiance, and hope.

The "rockets' red glare" refers to Congreve rockets, a British weapon
that was new and terrifying.
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"Bombs bursting in air" describes the mortar shells that lit up the
sky.
"The land of the free and the home of the brave" is not just a
patriotic slogan; it was Key's way of declaring that the nation had
proven its right to exist through its courage.

Some verses, particularly the third and fourth stanzas, are more martial and
less frequently sung. They include lines praising the "band of brothers" and
calling for revenge against the "hireling and slave" (a reference to British
troops and impressed sailors).  Modern performances typically  omit  these
verses due to their divisive language, but they offer a historical insight into
the emotions of 1814.

The Star-Spangled Banner in Modern American Culture

Today, the Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key wrote is performed at
thousands of events each year—from baseball games and political rallies to
school assemblies and naturalization ceremonies. It is both a unifying force
and,  at  times,  a  subject  of  controversy.  Debates  over  flag etiquette,  the
difficulty of singing the anthem, and protests during its performance—most



famously by athletes kneeling—have kept it in the public conversation.

The anthem's place in popular culture is also significant. Musicians from Jimi
Hendrix  to  Whitney Houston have reinterpreted it,  each bringing a  new
emotional dimension to the old song. The flag that inspired Key is now a
treasured artifact housed at the Smithsonian National Museum of American
History, undergoing meticulous conservation. It remains a powerful visual
symbol, directly linked to the words Key wrote in a moment of crisis.

Conclusion

The story of the Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key wrote is far
more than a historical footnote—it is the story of a nation's birth through
struggle.  Key's  poem, born from a night  of  terror and a dawn of  relief,
captured  a  singular  moment  of  American  defiance.  Its  journey  from  a
lawyer's scribbled lines to the nation's official anthem is a testament to the
power of words and symbols to transcend their origins. The flag that survived
the bombardment and the song that commemorates it continue to inspire,
challenge, and unite a diverse country. When we sing the anthem today, we
are not just reciting a poem; we are echoing the words of a man who watched
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a fort hold against all odds and believed, with all his heart, that the nation he
cherished would endure.


