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Eager souls panting for fame

17 August

THE AMERICAN WATCHMAN on the aptly named Point Lookout awoke to an astonishing sight. Thomas Swann stood gazing at up to fifty warships flying the British flag anchored in the wide expanse of water at the entrance to the Potomac River in Chesapeake Bay. He’d never seen anything like it: mighty warships like the eighty-gun Tonnant, captured from the French at the Battle of the Nile and one of the champions of the British fleet at Trafalgar in 1805, along with several other seventy-four-gun ships of the line, as well as some smaller, faster frigates and, scattered among them, clusters of schooners and sloops of war. There were troop transports, which Swann reckoned must be carrying thousands of fighting men, and bomb ships which could cause devastation ashore with their long-range mortars. He was looking at the largest British force to hit the Chesapeake since Britain had tried and failed to crush the American revolution thirty years earlier. The bay was of great strategic importance: it commanded the approaches to the cities of Washington, Annapolis and Baltimore. Of the three, Baltimore was the largest and most prosperous with a well-protected harbour. But Washington had the prestige of being the home of Congress and the President. 

It was dawn on 17 August 1814. Within hours the news would be in Washington some eighty miles away. War was about to come to the very heart of the United States. Swann, a lawyer and volunteer observer, sent an express letter to the War Secretary John Armstrong detailing the fifty-one ships he counted in the bay. One terrified American eyewitness in the coastal town of York wrote to his local newspaper that the appearance of this ‘formidable’ enemy fleet could only mean ‘our property destroyed, our dwellings in ashes, our wives and children homeless and defenceless’. 
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The previous evening the bay had echoed to the thunder of British cannon. It was a salute to the final squadron to arrive, carrying 2,800 troops from southern France. Robert Barrett, a midshipman on the frigate Hebrus, had all the enthusiasm of a young lad of fifteen just embarked on a life of adventure. ‘It was a glorious and imposing spectacle to behold these noble ships standing up the vast bay . . . manned too with eager souls, panting for fame and opportunity to sustain the laurels they had gained in many a bloody field of Spain and Portugal.’ 

Another inspired by the ‘glorious’ sight ‘of an English fleet standing up an enemy’s bay with all sails set’ was George Gleig. He was an eighteen-year-old subaltern with an amiable round face and curly hair, already a prolific and meticulous diarist. Until that spring he had been chronicling his adventures with the Duke of Wellington’s army in the Peninsular War against the French. But that war was over. France’s Emperor Napoleon had abdicated. And Gleig and his comrades had expected to go home. But pretty soon the rumour went around that the British veterans who’d fought their way through the Iberian Peninsula into southern France and others from the war in the Mediterranean would be off to America. With France defeated, now was the time to get the upper hand in another war that had become a futile drain on British resources – the conflict with the newly independent United States. The Americans were fighting the Royal Navy at sea and trying to seize parts of British Canada. Britain responded in the summer of 1814 with an enterprise designed to give the Americans what Britain’s Military Secretary, Colonel Torrens called a ‘good drubbing’. There was no plan to reimpose British rule. 

The American war was a tiresome sideshow for the British. They had been fighting a war of survival against Napoleon, whose domination of the European continent they saw as the paramount strategic threat. And so when America’s President James Madison declared war on Britain in June 1812, it seemed like a stab in the back. Madison was exasperated by what he saw as the intolerable excesses of the British empire. In applying a stranglehold on France, Britain had massively interfered with American ships trading with Europe. The Royal Navy also imperiously made a habit of impressing Americans into working on its warships – even if the men could demonstrate that they were American citizens. What was more, Americans driving west to settle in Ohio and beyond felt threatened by Britain’s support for the indigenous Indian tribes who stood in their way. And so, even though the United States had won its independence from Britain a generation earlier, it felt forced to declare war against the old mother country again. 

The war hadn’t gone well for either side. The Americans tried and failed to seize slices of Canada. Former President Thomas Jefferson (before he was succeeded in the White House by James Madison in 1809) had boasted that conquering Canada would be a ‘mere matter of marching’. The odds appeared to be massively in America’s favour. Upper Canada’s tiny population of less than 100,000 faced an American population of more than seven million. But it proved impossible for the American army to establish a permanent foothold across the frontier. And the British, although they possessed the most powerful navy in the world, suffered as much punishment as they inflicted in several naval encounters, and even had their Upper Canadian capital York (the modern Toronto) burned by an American marauding force in the spring of 1813. The parliament buildings there were reduced to ashes by soldiers who, the Americans claimed later, had run amok. 

This debilitating war remained inconclusive. Lord Liverpool’s Tory government in London was severely short of money after two decades of fighting the French. So he leapt at the opportunity of peace in Europe – with Napoleon’s exile to Elba in the spring of 1814 – to deal a decisive blow against America. ‘Now that the tyrant Buonaparte has been consigned to infamy,’ thundered the London Times, ‘there is no public feeling in this country stronger than that of indignation against the Americans . . .’ Parliament, press and government switched the nation’s attention from Europe to America in language that knew no bounds. The Americans were called ‘loathsome’ and ‘hateful’ for having turned on Britain when it was fighting a war with the French. America’s President Madison was a ‘serpent’. Resentment still burned strong in Britain at the humiliating defeat it had suffered in the American War of Independence. Now it was free to turn up the heat on its former American colonies. And the fleet that appeared in the Chesapeake in August 1814 was there to do just that. 

George Gleig was happy not to go straight home after Napoleon’s defeat. He was as keen as anyone, he wrote, ‘to gather a few more laurels even in America’. But over on the flagship, the Tonnant, Harry Smith, who’d seen rather more action than Gleig in the Peninsula, was much less happy. Two years earlier he’d rescued a beautiful Spanish girl of fourteen from British troops who’d gone berserk after their successful storming of the fortress town of Badajoz. Within minutes Smith proposed to her, and they married in the presence of Wellington, the Commander in Chief. Juana, Harry’s new wife, had followed him through many a scrape in the years of fighting that ensued. And he now found it ‘an awful trial’ to part with her. ‘I knew I must leave behind my young, fond and devoted wife, my heart was ready to burst.’ They spent their last few days together in a little skiff floating down the river from Bordeaux enjoying the ‘beauties of the scenery’, and he finally left her ‘insensible and in a faint’. Now Smith, who’d made his name as an energetic and forthright captain on Wellington’s staff, was attached to a new army commander, Major General Robert Ross. The Duke of Wellington himself showed no enthusiasm for the war in America. He had always believed that wars should have clearly defined and achievable goals: the American war had neither. But he admired Ross, who’d been one of his senior commanders in Spain and southern France, and the Duke was glad to see him presented with such a promising command. 

Ross was a Northern Irishman from Rostrevor in County Down, and he had done Wellington proud in the Peninsula. He had been awarded a medal for his leadership at the Battle of Vitoria the previous summer. He was notably courageous in battle, occasionally reckless: he had a habit of leading from the front and lost a number of horses killed under him. His men were devoted to him: he would occasionally entertain them by playing his violin. An American prisoner who was to meet him later said of Ross that ‘he was the perfect model of the Irish gentleman of easy and beautiful manners, humane and brave . . . and his prisoners had no reason to regret falling into his hands’. 

It was at the Battle of Orthez in February 1814 that Ross received the near fatal neck wound that brought his wife, Elizabeth – he called her ‘Ly’ – riding on horseback through the snow to look after him. In a letter to her brother, Ned, he made light of his wound: ‘You will be happy to hear that the hit I got in the chops is likely to prove of mere temporary inconvenience.’ But Ross was now worried about the deep depression that had seized Elizabeth when he broke the news that far from coming home he was off to another war in America. ‘The prospect of your unhappiness’, he wrote to his wife in mid-July, ‘dismays me considerably. The care which our young ones require ought to make you consider the care of yourself of the most infinite consequence. Do, my Ly, somehow dispel all those gloomy ideas . . .’ Concern for Elizabeth was to hang like a dark shadow over Ross throughout the next gruelling weeks. He wrote to reassure her that he believed the contest with America would be over by the end of the year ‘so as to restore my Ly to me. What a joyful meeting after the most melancholy separation we have ever had.’ His letter went on to give a hint that he hoped he would come back with a generous share of any prize money. As the army commander in the operation, he told Elizabeth, ‘any advantage to be derived from it will I trust fall to my lot’. Like his naval colleagues Ross expected the campaign to add handsomely to his earnings. 

Ross was fortunate in two key aides, both still showing the scars of their own wounds in the Peninsula: Harry Smith was one, George de Lacy Evans the other, a lieutenant, one rank junior to Smith. Both of them were burning with ambition and enthusiasm for the mission. Evans was a tearaway young cavalry officer who was given a medal for leading his dragoons in repeated charges at the Battle of Vitoria in 1813. Ross wrote to his wife that he was ‘much pleased’ with his staff officers. ‘In addition to Smith, the Brigade Major, who improves much upon acquaintance, I have a Mr Evans of the Quarter Master General’s department who is an extremely intelligent active fellow and’ [as if that wasn’t commendation enough] ‘an Irishman.’ Both competed energetically to influence Ross, though Smith was less impressed with his chief than was Evans, and Ross may have detected this. Certainly the general went out of his way as the campaign progressed to try to promote George Evans to the same level as Harry Smith. It was enough to inject a touch of jealousy into Smith’s spirit of comradely rivalry with Evans. 

Within minutes of arriving in Chesapeake Bay Ross met the admiral who was to be the driving force of the British blitzkrieg of the next few weeks, Rear Admiral George Cockburn. Cockburn had impressed Nelson with his fierce self-confidence and courage at the Battle of Cape St Vincent off Portugal in 1797 and at several engagements in the Mediterranean. Here in America he had been causing terror and destruction in the Chesapeake for the last eighteen months. People in coastal towns lived in fear of their homes being burned and their tobacco crop and other valuables being seized and sold for profit by Cockburn’s marauding troops. He was often seen accompanying his men ashore – he relished being involved in the action – in his admiral’s two-cornered hat and familiar jet-black uniform jacket with gold epaulettes. By the end of 1813, he was being attacked in the American press for behaviour it described as ‘brutal’ and ‘savage’. The Boston Gazette called him ‘the notorious barbarian Admiral Cockburn . . . there breathes not in any quarter of the globe a more savage monster than this same British admiral. He is a disgrace to England and to human nature.’ Another newspaper reported the offer of ‘a reward of one thousand dollars for the head of the notorious incendiary and infamous scoundrel, and violator of all laws, the British Admiral Cockburn, or five hundred dollars for each of his ears on delivery’. Cockburn’s aide-de-camp, James Scott, who witnessed much of the fighting, welcomed the raging reaction of the American press. ‘It exposed their weakness in the eyes of the world,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘The abuse and vituperation . . . out Heroded Herod; there was no crime no outrage however flagitious that was not placed to his account.’ Scott reports that the admiral’s raids did indeed spread fire and destruction and earned piles of prize money, and that Cockburn often put himself in danger by plunging into the middle of the action. To Scott the admiral had always been a hero – from the moment he joined Cockburn’s frigate HMS Phaeton way back in his early teens. And he also claims that Cockburn was renowned for his gentlemanly gallantry. When on one raid his men burst in upon a party of young women and sent them scuttling in panic into a corner of the room, Cockburn arrived and assured them they would come to no harm. ‘The courtly demeanour of the Admiral and promises of protection restored the roses to their smiling countenances and they learned that the enemy and the gentleman may be combined without disparagement to either.’ 

Cockburn was not in fact as unscrupulous as he liked his enemy to believe. He applied strict rules of engagement. Towns that surrendered to his raids he would spare; towns that resisted he would burn. Livestock and other food, he insisted, should be paid for, never looted, again always providing there was no opposition. As even one early twentieth-century American historian observed: ‘The harassing of the shores, however, was carried out in a mild and gentlemanly fashion – private property being respected, or if it were levied upon, payment was made unless the owners offered resistance.’ In practice the presence of American militia in many towns made a clash inevitable. And once battle was joined Cockburn abandoned restraint: burning, plunder, confiscation, all were fair game. And the outcome was often so savage that one British officer, Colonel Charles Napier, who served with Cockburn, complained: ‘Strong is my dislike to what is perhaps a necessary part of our job, viz, plundering and ruining the peasantry . . . it is hateful to see the poor yankees robbed and to be the robber.’ Napier made no secret of his contempt for what he saw as Cockburn’s ‘impetuous’ way of conducting raids. Napier was one of Wellington’s grizzled Peninsular veterans who’d delighted in killing Frenchmen at Bussaco and Badajoz, but he had his doubts about fighting fellow Anglo-Saxons: ‘It is quite shocking to have men who speak our own language brought in wounded; one feels as if they were English peasants and that we are killing our own people.’ To one British seaman, Frederick Chamier, the type of warfare in which he was engaged with George Cockburn was ‘a blot on our escutcheons . . . We most valiantly set fire to unprotected property and notwithstanding the imploring looks of the old women, we, like a parcel of savages, danced round the wreck.’ 

But to most of his men Admiral George Cockburn was a hero. A young British midshipman watched Cockburn’s men rampaging through one town on the Virginia shore, capturing a pile of tobacco and several American schooners. ‘It’s almost impossible to depict my boyish feelings and transport when at the close of this spirit-stirring affair I gazed for the first time in my life on the features of that undaunted seaman, Rear Admiral George Cockburn, with his sunburnt visage and his rusty gold laced hat – an officer who . . . on every occasion shared the same toil, danger and privation of the foremost man under his command.’ James Scott, Cockburn’s ADC, recalls one day when the temperature reached 90 degrees, and some of Cockburn’s men threw themselves on the ground saying they couldn’t move a step further. Cockburn jumped off his horse and ‘addressing the brave fellows who lay stretched on the ground in an encouraging tone, he said, “What! Englishmen tired with the morning’s walk like this; here, give me your musket; here, yours my man; your Admiral will carry them for you.” ’ Scott, already scarcely able to stand in the heat, found himself carrying two of the men’s muskets. ‘But it had the desired effect of rousing the men afresh, and, headed by their chief, we reached the boats without one man missing.’ 

Ross and Cockburn were under command of a vice admiral who was one rank senior to each of them. He was Sir Alexander Cochrane, whose flag flew on HMS Tonnant, which had retained her French name since she had been seized by the British at the Battle of the Nile. Cochrane had begun this enterprise no less aggressively than the plain-spoken George Cockburn. He had a long-term grudge against the USA. His brother had been killed at Yorktown, the last major battle in the War of Independence with America thirty-three years earlier. Cochrane was somewhat of an expert in the field of amphibious warfare: he had landed an army in Egypt in 1801, and supervised an assault on the island of Martinique in 1809. 

Cochrane had received a letter from Britain’s commander in Canada, General George Prevost, telling him of the ‘outrages’ the Americans were committing in their raids on Canada, and Cochrane promptly responded by ordering his subordinates such as Cockburn to carry ‘retributory justice into the country of our enemy . . . to destroy and lay waste such towns and districts upon the coast as you may find assailable’. Cockburn of course had been doing that ruthlessly to towns that picked a fight with him for the past year and a half, and was delighted to receive a letter in July asking for his advice about a plan of action for the new task force. Cochrane’s central strategic objective was to cause the Americans so much punishment on the east coast that they would be forced to reduce their pressure on Canada. He had been deliberating for some time about where to attack once Ross’s army arrived from Europe. Annapolis, Baltimore and Washington were all possible targets, perhaps Philadelphia up the Delaware River. ‘I will thank you for your opinion,’ Cochrane wrote to Cockburn. He didn’t have to wait long for his answer. Cockburn made it clear that he had no doubt what the approaching task force should do. It should strike where it would do most damage to the upstart republic’s pride and prestige. The target should be the city that was now the capital of the United States – Washington. 

He had already confidently reported that he had found America to be ‘in general in a horrible state . . . it only requires a little firm and steady conduct to have it completely at our mercy’. And then in mid-July he despatched a fast schooner with a letter he marked ‘secret’ to Cochrane, who was still building up his force in Bermuda. Cockburn said he now believed it was the perfect opportunity for a thrust at the very heart of the enemy’s power – their seat of government in Washington. And he added: ‘I feel no hesitation in stating to you that I consider the town of Benedict in the Patuxent, to offer advantages for this purpose beyond any other spot within the United States . . .’ The town, he said was forty-four or forty-five miles from Washington by a good road. And, he went on, within forty-eight hours of landing the troops, ‘the City of Washington might be possessed without difficulty or opposition of any kind’. Cockburn added that Benedict offered a sheltered spot on the Patuxent River at which to unload the troops. In the rich country around it they would find plenty of supplies for the army and horses to drag their heavy guns. What was more, added Cockburn, once the Americans had suffered the blow of losing their capital, the other cities like Annapolis and Baltimore would soon fall as well. 

Cochrane and Ross were not so sure. Nor was another admiral, who joined them from Britain, Edward Codrington. ‘We are now on our way to the Chesapeake,’ Codrington wrote to his wife. ‘(Mind you don’t tell the Yankees!)’ He was the only one of the admirals in America who had fought at Trafalgar nine years earlier. As captain of the Orion, Codrington had received the surrender of the French Intrépide at the cost of only one of his own men against 200 French dead. He was now to command the fleet under Cochrane. The Admiralty had intended to give Cochrane a force of 20,000 men. It had now been reduced to just 4,500. This must have been a shock to the Commander in Chief, who from now on allowed an element of caution to dilute his passionate loathing of the Americans. And in this he found an ally in Codrington. Before he arrived in the Chesapeake Codrington had expressed caution about going all out for a major target like Washington: ‘I feel extremely anxious that we should succeed in the first attack we make; and I should prefer even a minor object with something like certainty, to a point of more consequence which might be doubtful.’ Both men knew that if the Americans could get their act together they would outnumber the British several times over. But Ross’s men were battle-scarred veterans who had thrown the French out of Spain, and they would face untried and poorly trained American militia. Cochrane was inclined at least to give Cockburn’s plan a chance. 

There were actually four British admirals on the fleet assembled in the Chesapeake on 17 August. They included Rear Admiral Pulteney Malcolm, who had led the convoy that brought Ross’s troops across from France. Three of the admirals, confusingly, had names that start with a C. Alexander Cochrane, the vice admiral and Commander in Chief, was to supervise the campaign aboard his flagship, the Tonnant; Edward Codrington, a rank below him, was to be the day-to-day manager of the fleet, often exerting a restraining influence on his chief; the third was the pugnacious George Cockburn, who now relished the prospect of accompanying General Ross on his land operations. 

By the time the American government in Washington did know that the British had arrived in force, Cockburn, in two days of meetings on the Tonnant, swept away any doubts that remained in the minds of Ross and Cochrane. Washington it would be. They would sail as far as they could up the Patuxent River on Thursday 18 August, land the army at Benedict and march on the American capital. Two other diversionary moves would be made. One force would sail up the Potomac, another into the northern reaches of Chesapeake Bay. Anything to confuse the enemy, divide their forces and keep them guessing about the real target. Would the British attack the city of Baltimore, Annapolis – or Washington?
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The barbarous purpose

24 August, evening

JUST A MILE from where Ross and his troops were advancing to the doors of the Capitol, Thomas Tingey listened to a last-minute plea from Captain Creighton not to set fire to the Navy Yard. ‘He was’, said Tingey, ‘extremely averse to the destruction of the property.’ But Tingey told him that his orders from the Navy Secretary left no choice. If he neglected to deny the British possession of the Yard, he would be guilty of a crime against the state. He told Creighton, Booth and what was left of his staff to make sure boats were ready for their escape. Then he ordered them to put matches to the powder trains that had been laid to the storehouses and to the ships in the yard, and ‘in a few moments the whole was in a state of irretrievable conflagration’. 

It was an agonising moment for Thomas Tingey. He’d supervised the construction of the Navy Yard back in 1800 and been its commandant for the last ten years, proudly and meticulously nursing it into the magnificent facility it was by 1814. Now nearly sixty-five years old, he was watching the crowning work of his career going up in flames. Worse, he had been supervising the completion of three warships, vital to the US war effort. The frigate Columbia could have been launched within ten days. All that remained to be done was the copper-plating of her hull. Her masts and spars were nearly finished: there was enough timber on the wharf to complete them. Her sails were waiting, folded up in a nearby loft, for her standing rigging to be finished. All Columbia’s blocks, dead-eyes and the major parts of her gun carriages were ready to be heaved on board together with a whole stack of water casks and other large storage barrels. One match to the powder trail that led to the new frigate and – as Tingey put it – she was ‘immediately enveloped in a sheet of inextinguishable fire’. The sloop of war Argus with all her armament and other equipment aboard except her sails, which were still in the loft, was also torched. Most of the Yard’s buildings were set alight too, and they burned furiously – the mast shed, the joiners’, plumbers’, painters’, smiths’ and boat-builders’ shops, the sawmill, and the sheds where the naval gunnery equipment, cordage and sails were stored – all were consumed by the fire. But Tingey allowed himself to make one exception. He hesitated before the brand-new schooner Lynx, and ‘from a momentary impulse . . . I directed her not to be fired, and have the satisfaction to say that in an almost miraculous escape, she is still “ours”.’ Miraculous it was, because the next morning the British went into the Yard and destroyed anything that hadn’t been burned the night before. But somehow Lynx was overlooked. 

Mordecai Booth had left Tingey and just reached safety the other side of the Potomac when he looked back and saw the tongues of flame licking the sky above the Yard. He heard an explosion which he thought must be the ordnance store blowing up. But then around fifteen minutes later Booth saw ‘a sight, so repugnant to my feelings, so dishonorable, so degrading to the American character, and at the same time so awful – [it] almost palsied my faculties . . .’. The British had set fire to the United States Capitol. 

A few minutes earlier Ross’s staff officer George Evans had applied himself with typical relish to the task of battering in the doors to Congress. It was the first and only enemy break-in to America’s new legislature in its history. Twenty-one years earlier America’s first President George Washington had brushed aside the designs of a whole crowd of full-time professionals and chosen one by a close associate of his, Dr William Thornton. This was the same talented William Thornton, also a doctor of medicine, who together with his diarist wife Anna Maria would witness the burning of Washington in 1814. The Capitol stood much as he had designed it in 1793: two great separate sandstone blocks in fine classical Greek style – one, on the north side, housing the Senate, the other the House of Representatives. Between them was a wide gap which Thornton and his successors planned one day to cover with a great dome. But at this early stage the space was filled by a long temporary wooden passageway linking the two houses of Congress. 

When the British burst



















Author’s Note 

I was inspired to examine this remarkable story when I discovered how few people knew it had ever happened. What made me write it went way beyond that. The events themselves are astonishing enough: just as striking is the richness and abundance of eyewitness accounts on both sides. The clarity, humanity and wit of British and American men and women who were there bring the story alive as if it had happened today. I have listed in the Bibliography all those who provide the most vivid material. The Notes refer to these books and other accounts by their authors’ names. Many of the sources I found readily available in the United States National Archives and the Library of Congress in Washington and in the British Library in London and the Public Record Office in Kew. Many of the older volumes are also available online, but I have always referred to the original titles for those who prefer to handle the old books themselves. I have received valuable help from a whole range of other libraries and research institutions in North America and Britain. I am grateful too to the many individuals who have pointed me towards key source material and shown me the buildings and the countryside in which the action took place. 

The most notable memory I have of two detailed research visits to the United States is of the burn marks still visible on the masonry of the White House. My thanks to Bill Allman, the White House curator, for allowing me to see them. Bill also provided me with a copy of the report on the current state of the George Washington portrait which Dolley Madison had removed from the White House Dining Room. Ed Furgol guided me round the Washington Navy Yard and its treasure house of exhibits and memories of the 1812 war. Ralph Eshelman, an encyclopaedic expert on the 1814 campaign, took me on an exhaustive tour of Bladensburg battlefield and the Maryland tidewater. We explored the Patuxent River by boat and saw where Joshua Barney had tucked away his barges in St Leonard’s Creek. Scott Sheads, writer and commentator on the Baltimore campaign and resident historian at Fort McHenry, gave me a thorough tour of the North Point peninsula and access to eyewitness evidence in the fort’s library. 

I had prompt personal help from researchers and librarians in a number of places in the US – in particular from Jeffrey Flannery, Head of Research in the Manuscripts Division in the Library of Congress, Ted O’Reilly at the New York Historical Society, John Buchtel and Scott Taylor at the Georgetown University Library, Janet Bloom at the Clements Library at the University of Michigan, David Haugaard at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Ann Southwell at the University of Virginia Library, Barbara Wolanin at the Capitol, Yvonne Carignan at the Washington Historical Society, Maria Downs at the White House Historical Association, Scott Scholz at the Dumbarton House Museum, David Sullivan at the Company of Military Historians, Dan Hinchen of the Massachusetts Historical Society, and Nathan Ochsner and Iris Bierlein of the Maryland Historical Society in Baltimore. I was also warmly received by Nora Hoffmann-White of the Sewell-Belmont Museum, Pauline Nathan at the Smithsonian Museum of American History, and Tom Chapman and Tiffany Cole at James and Dolley Madison’s mansion at Montpelier. I am also hugely indebted to Susan Strange, my Washington researcher, who left no file unturned to dig out some more telling quotations. In Canada Peter Gubbins took me on an exhaustive tour of Fort York in Toronto. 

In the UK I must thank Martin Salmon, who helped me find manuscripts at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich, Arnold Hunt of the British Library, who helped me decipher manuscripts, Peter Duckers at the KSLI Museum in Shropshire, Matthew Sheldon, Heather Johnson and Margaret Newman at the Portsmouth Naval Museum Library, Lucas Elkin at Cambridge University Library, Mike Dowell, archivist at the Devon Record Office, Lee Duncan of Richmond Library, Sandy Leishman of the Royal Scots Fusiliers Museum, Daniel Sherman of the Royal United Services Institute, and the staff at the Public Record Office in Northern Ireland who found me all the letters of Robert Ross. Lord Brookeborough, his wife Janet and Juliana Grose (née Brooke) were very kind in pointing me to family memories of Colonel Arthur Brooke. I am immensely grateful to Kevin Chambers of the National Archives at Kew who has lent me his massive dossier of correspondence and despatches on the British campaign including the letters of British government ministers and the Duke of Wellington. A great friend and colleague at the BBC, Andrew Green, kindly rummaged through the Newspaper Archives at Colindale for the articles in British newspapers. I owe a lot to the inspiration, valuable advice and hospitality I received from John McCavitt, the leading Irish expert on Major General Robert Ross and his family. He was most generous with his time and through him I met Steven and Jackie Campbell, descendants of Robert Ross, who have a very fine portrait of him in their hall. I am grateful too to Phil Mowat of the Ulster American Folk Park who let me handle Colonel Brooke’s leather-bound diary of the American campaign. Another member of the Ross family, Lieutenant General Sir Robin Ross, has been full of ideas and advice, as has Francis Hamilton, who has a fine collection of Ross memorabilia at his lovely home at Melrose in the Scottish borders. 

There is a wealth of reading available about this remarkable episode in the War of 1812, much of it still in print. Two essential primary sources are old stalwarts from the Peninsular War campaign under Wellington, Harry Smith, whose Autobiography is a classic of wit and acerbic commentary, and George Gleig, who wrote no fewer than three detailed accounts, his diary, his memoir A Subaltern in America and The Campaigns of the British Army at Washington and New Orleans. The last was recently republished by Leonaur under the title Fire and Blood. James Scott, Rear Admiral George Cockburn’s ADC, provides a boisterous and sometimes exaggerated account of his boss’s adventures. Cockburn himself and the other commanders, Vice Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane, Major General Robert Ross and Colonel Arthur Brooke, left letters, diaries and despatches that give us their accounts of what happened. On the American side three women, Dolley Madison, the President’s wife, and two other Washington socialites, Margaret Bayard Smith and Anna Maria Thornton, revealed their feelings throughout the crisis in their personal letters and diaries. John Pendleton Kennedy’s biography has the best first-hand account of the ordinary American militiaman’s story, and the US commanders at all levels in Washington and Baltimore have given us their accounts in great detail in their reports and correspondence. Much of it is usefully preserved in the Congress report on the invasion of Washington which is published online – see the Bibliography. Another valuable resource, a short-cut to much of the manuscript material on both sides, is volume 3 of The Naval War of 1812: A Documentary History. The words of James Madison and James Monroe are published in books of their writings and may also be found in their abundant MSS in the Library of Congress. I have corrected the spelling and punctuation in primary source material where it would simply be a distraction to leave it. Wherever the misspelling seems to me to add character or colour, I have left it. 

Of the many secondary sources who have written about these events, I have listed the ones I have made use of in the Bibliography, but I would mention in particular the remarkably vivid and well-researched account by Anthony S. Pitch in The Burning of Washington published in 1998 and Ralph Ketcham’s excellent recent biography of James Madison. The best American account of the whole War of 1812 is by Professor Donald R. Hickey of Nebraska’s Wayne State College, The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict. As this book went to the printers I got a glimpse of Through the Perilous Fight, a lively and detailed account of the events of August–September 1814 by the Washington Post’s Steve Vogel. 

This book would not exist but for the support and perceptive advice of both my agent, Julian Alexander, and Roland Philipps, who found time to edit the book as well as to manage John Murray, the publishers. I am again grateful to the production team who made such a success of To War with Wellington which was published in 2010 – Becky Walsh and Lyndsey Ng at John Murray, my painstaking cartographer Rodney Paull, my tireless picture researcher Juliet Brightmore and the best copy editor in the business, Peter James. I have had the usual backing of my talented family, my historian son Dan, author of the finest book on Wolfe’s victory in Canada in 1759 and a fount of knowledge and good judgement, my mother-in-law Eluned MacMillan, my sister-in-law Margaret MacMillan, who has been busy with her own book on the causes of the First World War whose centenary coincides with the bicentenary of Britain’s burning of Washington – and of course my wife Ann, journalist and managing editor of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in London, who has been as tireless as ever with her editorial skill and personal encouragement. 
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