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CHAPTER HEADING 

SUMMER 1814: THE AMERICAN CAPITAL BURNS  

 

Narration: With the fall of Napoleon, the British could expand their operations on the east coast.  By 

now they were a familiar presence in the Chesapeake Bay. The year before, the dashing and aggressive 

Admiral George Cockburn had cruised relentlessly up and down the Bay, [Borneman 218], burning 

homes and inflicting damage wherever he could. 

 

Dianne Graves:  The very mention of his name instilled fear into people’s hearts by this time.  His, his 

remit really was to harass the, the people of the area, to gain intelligence and to capture and destroy 

trade and shipping.  

 

Vince Leggett:  The British actually launched raiding parties on the western shore of the Chesapeake 

Bay. They would get off of their larger boats, come in on smaller boats onto land. They would raid 

plantations. They would steal silverware, cattle, burn the farms [Langguth 295] and take away the 

slaves. [Latimer 159] 

  

Narration: Over the course of the war, the British freed over 4000 American slaves.  A number of those 

slaves didn’t just run away: they fought on the British side. [Latimer 249, Hickey 187-90]  

 

John Weiss:  The colonial Marines were ex slaves who enlisted in a special corps of Marines in British 

service from about April, 1814. [Latimer 249, Hickey 187]  Royal navy captains were more than happy 

to help slaves escape.   

 

Leggett:  There was a long legacy of slaves trying to find any means necessary to have freedom, and the 

British offered that.  The British really wanted to show that America was really a hypocrite. We had a 

president of The United States that was holding slaves at the time.  The nation's capital, Washington DC 

was a slave-holding district.   

 

Weiss:  George Cockburn, although he was initially very dismissive of the notion of recruiting the, the 

refugee slaves, after a few weeks he had nothing but praise for them [Hickey 189]. And he found that 

they were very, very determined.  They were infinitely more dreaded than any of the British troops. 

 

Lambert:  Black men in red coats, really gives a powerful edge to this war. It’s something that scares the 

living daylights out of the American south, the idea of large numbers of disciplined, armed black men. 

What’s gonna happen next?   

 

Narration: In August, 1814, 4,500 British regulars [Latimer 307] sailed up the Chesapeake Bay and 

landed in Maryland. The British were just a day's march from the nation's capital. 

 

Borneman: Washington as a capital has really only been in place for less than, far less than fifteen 

years...it’s really just dirt streets, mud and a few government buildings.   

 

Narration: Washington was a swampy, mosquito-infested, malarial town of just 8,000 people – full of 

tree stumps and refuse.  Even John Armstrong, the American Secretary of War, called Washington a 

“sheep’s meadow.”  He insisted that it would not be a target for the British. [Latimer 303] But Admiral 
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Cockburn pushed hard for the British to strike against the capital.  “Within 48 hours,” he said, “the city 

of Washington might be possessed without difficulty.” [Latimer 303] And, in fact, the capital was 

virtually undefended [Hickey 77].   

 

Don Graves:  Madison had this obsession with the northern theater. This leads to the situation where a 

British army moves on Washington and the best troops in the United States army are a thousand miles 

away. 

 

Narration:  The British first faced American militia at Bladensburg, near the capital. The Americans had 

the advantage of numbers, but the well-trained British regulars advanced steadily and the militia quickly 

broke and ran.  [Borneman 227-8].  "We made a fine scamper of it," one private said.  

 

Langguth:  It was at that battle when we found out that we couldn’t keep on, depending on militia. When 

they were routed so severely and opened the path to the destruction of Washington from that time on the 

country understood it needed a professional army and navy. 

 

Narration: But the American militia were not the only ones running away. 

 

Dianne Grave: The citizens of Washington were hastily gathering up all their movable possessions and 

leaving the city in all safe directions. Dolly had remained in the president’s house with instructions from 

her husband to be ready to flee at a moment’s notice [Langguth 301].  

 

Dolley Madison: Since sunrise I have been turning my spy glass in every direction, hoping to discern the 

approach of my dear husband, but alas!  Mr. Madison comes not; Two messengers covered with dust 

come to bid me to fly…. 

 

Langguth: Dolly Madison had been deserted by her honor guard that were supposed to keep her safe. 

Dolly was a Quaker although not a fanatical one. She slept with a sword beneath her bed and said that 

she believed in giving as good as you got.[Langguth 299ff] 

 

Dolley Madison:  I was so unfeminine, as to be free from fear, and willing to remain in the White 

House.  If I could have had a cannon from every window -- but alas! those who should have placed them 

there, fled before me -- two hours before the enemy entered the city I sent out the silver, the velvet 

curtains, the Cabinet Papers and General Washington’s picture.  

 

Langguth:  The one thing she wouldn’t give way on was the portrait of George Washington... it was one 

of the standing portraits mounted in the entrance hall. And she knew that to the British, who still 

considered Washington one of history’s great traitors and that portrait would be the greatest trophy of 

the war. And she was determined that they wouldn’t have it. [Langguth 306] 

 

Dianne Graves:  It was actually screwed to the wall [Langguth 305]. There wasn’t time to unscrew it. So 

she gave the orders to break the frame and take the painting out, which was then given to, as she put it, 

two gentlemen of New York for safe keeping.   Dolly set off in her coach and made for the country. It 

was twilight on the 24th of August, 1814, when the red coated troops were at the city and marching up 

Pennsylvania Avenue.  

 



Summer 1814 The American Capital Burns transcript 

 

Pitch: When they arrive in Washington. They burned the capitol and then tramped more than a mile 

down Pennsylvania Avenue before they got into the White House.  They found a table laid for forty 

[Borneman 230] because Dolly Madison, the First Lady, had been expecting the military and the cabinet 

for dinner. [Hickey 82] So they feasted inelegantly. They toasted the health of their prince regent. 

[Latimer 318]  They even drank to peace with America and down with Madison [Hickey 82]. And when 

one of the men found the ceremonial hat belonging to the president he raised it by the tip of his bayonet 

and he said, if they could not capture the little president, they would parade his hat in England.  They, 

they hacked at doors and window frames and they got all the furniture together. That night they burned 

the White House. 

 

Narration:  That night people in Washington could read by the light of the fires. From a distance the 

President of the United States, riding away, kept stopping to look back at the flames coming from his 

city.    

 

Dianne Graves:  Washington was a city in the making before the war. It was still evolving, a work-in-

progress if you like. And that had all been destroyed.  

 

Narration:  The American press was outraged at the burning, and even London newspapers were 

shocked.  "The Cossacks spared Paris, but we spared not the Capitol of America.  Is it certain that this is 

a legitimate method of warfare?"  [Hickey 202] 

 

Lambert:  The Americans had torched the public buildings of York, now Toronto, capital of Canada.  

This was just straight-forward payback. [EB v4 400; Hickey 78]  

 

Sugden DC BURNS 08.26.14.01:  There was a feeling in Britain in 1814, that America deserved some 

punishment.  America had stabbed Britain in the back while we were fighting Napoleon.  And Britain 

looked on the fight against them, the French and Napoleon, as everybody's battle.  Not just Britain's 

battle.  We were trying to confront tyranny in Europe. And while we were doing that here’s the United 

States stabbing us in the back and trying to invade Canada. 

 

Narration:  The British occupied Washington for just one day [Langguth, p 310] -- soon President 

Madison rode back into his charred, scarred city.  This was the darkest hour of his presidency -- the 

capital was destroyed, and much worse seemed to be coming.   

 

Hickey:  The government simply did not have a way of financing the war in the fall of 1814 [Borneman 

251]. And one of the byproducts of that was it defaulted on the national debt [Latimer 366]  Public credit 

then collapsed and I think it’s fair to say the US government was on the verge of bankruptcy.  

 

Narration: “We are bankrupts," wrote one Massachusetts newspaper. " Our goods sitting in warehouses , 

our ships rotting at the wharves, our commerce dead."  

[Borneman, p. 250] 

 

Wilder:  People didn't have hard cash in the United States at that time, and people preferred to trade 

where they could get hard money. The British took advantage of this by paying American farmers in 

hard money. [Latimer 366] 

   



Summer 1814 The American Capital Burns transcript 

 

Hickey:  A tremendous amount of American produce and provisions was flowing into Canada and 

actually feeding the British army.  

 

Narration:  And British prisoners of war as well.  William Atherton, locked away in a Quebec prison, 

tasted New England's opposition to the war. 

 

William Atherton:  In prison the British tauntingly told us that we were eating Yankee beef [Berton, 

Invasion, 316]… most of their supplies came from the States.  These things occur very frequently, and 

men who profess great patriotism are sometimes found to be engaging in it.  Such “patriotism” as this 

would scarcely be found in Kentucky. 


