
I’ll bet you’ve sung “The Star-
Spangled Banner” many times. 

It’s our National Anthem and it’s 
played at ball games, patriotic 
celebrations and other special 
occasions. I love that song! I’ll bet 
you love it too.

But do you know where it came 
from? Maybe you thought it was 
written during the Revolutionary 
War, when America won her 
independence from England. But no, 

that’s not the case. It was actually written during another war with England, the 
War of 1812. 

The British had invaded America. In Washington, D.C., they had burned 
the White House and the Capitol building. Then they sailed up to attack Fort 
McHenry at Baltimore, Maryland. 

Francis Scott Key was a Maryland lawyer. When his friend Dr. Beanes and 
some other men were taken prisoner by the British and held on board one of their 
ships, he found out which ship they were on and got permission to go aboard to 
arrange for the release of the Americans. This was on September 13 (that’s my 
birthday, by the way), 1814. He was treated honorably by the British officers and 
was successful in gaining his friends’ freedom. But he was not allowed to leave 
the ship that night because the British had already begun firing at nearby Fort 
McHenry and Key had learned too much of British battle plans. 

So all through the night, Francis Scott Key watched anxiously through the 
smoke and fog to see whether the fort was still in American hands. He knew that 
as long as he could see the flag flying above the fort’s walls, the Americans had not 
surrendered. 

Before the sun went down, the flag was easy to see. But once darkness came, 
it was only by the occasional “rocket’s red glare” that he could get a glimpse of Old 
Glory still waving above the fort.

September 14
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The American Flag with 15 stars and 15 stripes which flew over  
Fort McHenry during the War of 1812.
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Francis Scott Key aboard the British warship watching the bombardment of Fort McHenry, September 14, 1814.
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Finally morning dawned. And there, above 
the fort’s ramparts, still floated the stars and 
stripes to show that the fort had held out. The 
British gave up the fight.

Later Key remembered those early morning 
moments of relief, pride in his country and 
thankfulness to God: “Then, in that hour of 
deliverance, my heart spoke. Does not such a 
country, and such defenders of their country, 
deserve a song?” It was then that he pulled an 
envelope from his pocket and began to compose 
the poem that became our National Anthem.

Francis Scott Key, like most of our early 
patriots, was a dedicated Christian. Here are a 
couple of things he said about his faith:

Nothing but Christianity will give you the 
victory. Until a man believes in his heart that Jesus Christ is his Lord 
and Master... his course through life will be neither safe nor pleasant. 
My only regret is that I was so long blinded by my pleasures, my vices 
and pursuits, and the examples of others that I was kept from seeing, 
admiring, and adoring the marvelous light of the gospel. 

The patriot who feels himself in the service of God, who acknowledges 
Him in all his ways, has the promise of Almighty direction, and will find 
His Word in his greatest darkness.

Isn’t it wonderful to know that our 
National Anthem was written by a man like 
Francis Scott Key?

Francis Scott Key

Handwritten text of Francis Scott Key’s poem, originally 
entitled “The Defense of Fort McHenry.”

Original on display at the Maryland Historical Society
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