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The present site of Fort McHenry was recog
nized early in the Revolut ionary War as a stra
tegic location for mi l i tary defenses to protect 
the water approaches to Bal t imore. Fort Whet
stone, a temporary fo r t i f i ca t ion w i th exter ior 
batteries, was const ruc ted here in 1776 and its 
presence deterred Br i t ish cruisers operat ing in 
Chesapeake Bay f rom molest ing the ci ty. 

In the 1790's when war w i th either England or 
France seemed likely, it was decided that Balti
more was suff ic ient ly impor tant to mer i t a more 
permanent defense. The Federal Government 
and the cit izens of Bal t imore both cont r ibu ted 
funds for this purpose. The outer batteries were 
rebui l t and st rengthened and a new fo r t was 
cons t ruc ted , called Fort McHenry in honor of 
James McHenry of Bal t imore, somet ime secre
tary to George Wash ington dur ing the Revolu
t ion and U.S. Secretary of War f rom 1796 t o 
1800. The new star-shaped for t was replete w i th 
bastions, batter ies, magazines, and barracks. 

Unt i l the War of 1812, life at Fort McHenry was 
rout ine and unevent fu l . In 1814 Bri t ish t roops , 
f resh f rom the capture and burn ing of Washing
t o n , appeared at the mouth of the Patapsco Riv
er. A jo in t land and naval at tack on Bal t imore 
was planned and on September 12a landing was 
made at Nor th Point. Encounter ing only moder
ate resistance, the Br i t ish forces advanced to 
w i th in 2 miles of the c i ty , where they awai ted 
the arr ival of the f leet before a t tempt ing to 
s torm Balt imore's defenses. 

A t dawn on September 1 3, a Br i t ish fleet of 1 6 
war ships anchored about 2 miles below Fort 
McHenry and commenced a heavy bombard
ment of this key defense work . Dur ing the next 
25 hours, between 1,500 and 1,800 bombs, rock
ets, and shells were f i red by the Br i t ish but they 
i n f l i c t e d on ly m o d e r a t e d a m a g e t o t h e f o r t . 
Casua l t i es also w e r e l ow —4 men k i l l e d , 24 
wounded. Convinced that Fort McHenry could 
no tbe taken , the Br i t ish cancelled their attack on 
Bal t imore and w i thd rew their forces. The siege 
was over and the ci ty was saved. 

Fort McHenry never again came under enemy 
f i re , a l though it cont inued to func t ion as an 
ac t i ve m i l i t a r y pos t f o r t he nex t 100 yea rs . 
Dur ing the Civil War the fo r t was used by the 
Federal Government as a pr ison camp for cap
tured Confederate soldiers. From 1917 unt i l 
1923, a U.S. Army General Hospital was located 
here to serve re turn ing veterans of Wor ld War I. 
In 1925 Congress made Fort McHenry a nat ional 
park; later it was redesignated a national monu
ment and histor ic shr ine. 

"THE STAR SPANGLED BANNER" 

Fort McHenry and our national anthem wil l be 
forever associated in the minds of Amer icans. 
"The Star Spangled Banner" is actually an ac
count of the emotions fel t by Francis Scot t Key 
as he witnessed the September 13-14, 1814, at
tack on Fort McHenry . Key, who had come to 
Bal t imore to secure the release of a f r iend seized 
by the Br i t ish, remained on the deck of an Amer
ican t ruce ship th roughou t the bombardment , 
anxiously watch ing the fo r t and reassured by 
the sight of its large f lag. A t night, when the f lag 
was no longer visible, he knew that his country
men sti l l held the fo r t so long as the Br i t ish con
t inued to f i re rockets and bombs. There were 
several lulls in the bombardment , and for Key 
these were moments of suspense and anxiety. 
A t dawn, he again saw the f lag—sti l l wav ing 
def iant ly over the ramparts. Even as the Br i t ish 
f leet prepared to leave. Key began wr i t ing "The 
Star Spangled Banner" to express what he fel t . 

On the day fo l lowing Key's re turn to Bal t imore, 
pr inted copies of his poem were widely circu
lated th rough the city. Soon the poem was being 
sung to the music of an English song, "To Ana-
creon in Heaven." The song increased so much 
in popular i ty that in 1931 Congress declared it 
our nat ional anthem. 

ABOUT YOUR VIS IT 

Fort McHenry National Monument and Historic 
Shrine is 3 miles f rom the center of Bal t imore, 
and is readily accessible over East Fort Avenue, 
which intersects M d . 2. 

The fo r t is open 7 days a week f rom 9 a.m. to 
5 p.m. From late June th rough Labor Day, 
the visi t ing hours are f rom 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
Groups receive special services if advance ar
rangements are made wi th the super intendent. 

You can make your visit safe and enjoyable by 
observing commonsense rules of safety. Climb
ing on the cannons, monuments, and trees, ven
tur ing too close to the edge of the for t walls, and 
walking on the seawall are not a l lowed. Please 
help preserve all natural and histor ical features. 

Fort McHenry 

ADMIN ISTRATION 

Fort McHenry is administered by the National 
Park Service, U.S. Department of the Inter ior. 
A super intendent, whose address is Bal t imore, 
M D 21230, is in immediate charge. 

As the Nation's principal conservation agency, 
the Department of the Interior has basic respon
sibilities for water, f ish, wildlife, mineral, land, 
park, and recreational resources. Indian and Ter
ritorial affairs are other major concerns of 
America's "Department of Natural Resources." 
The Department works to assure the wisest 
choice in managing all our resources so each 
wil l make its ful l contr ibution to a better United 
States—now and in the future. 



A TOUR THROUGH FORT McHENRY 

Begin your tour of the fo r t and grounds at the 
visitor center where exhibits and a f i lm depict 
the history of the fo r t and the wr i t i ng of "The 
Star Spangled Banner." You wil l f ind other ex
hibits along the numbered route marked on the 
map. Audio stat ions, where you can hear addi
t ional details of the fort 's h is tory, are marked 
by stars. "A" 

Opposite the visi tor center is Armistead Plaza 
(1) , containing a statue of the commander of 
Fort McHenry dur ing the 1814 bombardment , 
Maj . George Armis tead. From this point you can 
also see the out l ines of several or ig inal service 
b u i l d i n g s . A l o n g t h e t r a i l t o t h e f o r t , two 
markers (2) identi fy the site of a tavern of the 
early 1800's and the historic road— now recon
st ructed—that in 1814 led into Bal t imore. 

Fo r t M c H e n r y i t se l f , w i t h i ts f i v e - b a s t i o n e d 
t race, is built upon a French design that dates 
f rom the reign of Louis XIV (1643-1715). On your 
r ight as you approach the fo r t , the raised mound 
(3) is the remaining part of the dry moat that 
original ly encirc led the fo r t and pro tec ted many 
of its defenders dur ing the 25-hour bombard
ment. A t that t ime the moat was 5 feet deep and 
30 feet wide. The V-shaped ou two rk (4) to your 
left and opposite the fo r t entrance is a ravelin 
strategical ly designed and placed to protect the 
entrance against a d i rect at tack. The under
ground magazine, wh ich you may enter, was 
added after 1814. 

At the t ime of the Brit ish attack the entrance to 
the for t was an unroofed passageway cut through 
the rampart. Today you enter through an arched 
sally port (5) constructed after the battle wi th 
underground rooms on each side. These rooms 
were originally bombproofs, but during the Civil 
War, Confederate prisoners were held here. On 
the parade ground (6) is a cannon believed to have 
been used in the defense of Balt imore. It bears the 
monogram of King George III of England. At the 

f r on t of the parade g round and just beyond the 
sally por t is the flagpole site (7), f rom which 
spot the 42-by-30- foo t batt le f lag f lew dur ing 
the bombardment and inspired Francis Scott 
Key to wr i te "The Star Spangled Banner." 

The guardhouses (8), on either side of the en
t rance, date f rom 1835, and the cells, where 
Civil War pr isoners were held, f rom 1 857. From 
one of the f ive bastions (9) you have a view of 
the Patapsco, where the Bri t ish f leet lay at an
chor in 1814. A taped message here describes 
the for t ' s strategic impor tance. 

In a semi-circle around the parade ground are 
the several bui ldings that served as l iving quar
ters for the soldiers of the fo r t . The regular 60-
man garr ison was housed in the soldiers' bar
racks (10 and 11) . These bui ldings, like the 
other quarters at the t ime of the bombardment, 
were 11/2 stories high w i th gabled roofs and dor
mer w indows, and porchless. They appear today 
much as they did in the 1830's. Each contains 
exhibi ts that help to in terpret the fo r t . Also on 
display is the E. Berkley Bowie col lect ion of f ire
arms, spanning the per iod f rom the mid-1 700's 
to Wor ld War I. The f i rs t f loor of the adjoining 
b u i l d i n g (12) were jun ior officers' quarters. 

During the bombardment, the powder magazine 
(13) was struck by a 1 86-pound Brit ish bomb which 
did litt le damage since it failed to explode. The 
magazine was afterwards rebuilt and enlarged to 
its present size. The restored quarters of the com
manding officer (14) were used by Major Armi
stead as his headquarters in 1814. At that same 
t ime, the end room was a separate building that 
served as a guardhouse. 

There are several places of interest to visit on 
the outer grounds. These include the Civil War 
batteries (15) wh ich replaced the 1814 water 
battery of 36 cannon located between the rave
lin and the water l ine; theCiv i l War powder mag
azine near the entrance to the grounds; and the 
statue of Orpheus, a mythological Greek hero of 
music and poetry, erected in 1922 to honor the 
memory of Key and the soldiers and sailors who 
part ic ipated in the 1814 defense of Bal t imore. 


