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Francis Scott Key
By Mary L. Bushong

What kind of a man do you think would
write a patriotic song? Would he be a
soldier? Maybe he would be a politician
or a statesman? The man who wrote the
"Star-Spangled Banner" was none of
these. Francis Scott Key was a deeply
religious man with a deep love for his
country.

Key was born on a plantation in
Maryland on August 1, 1779. His
parents were wealthy, and at the age of ten he was sent to school in
Annapolis. Upon graduation at the age of 17, he began to study law
while working for his uncle's law practice. By the time he was 26, he
had a well established law firm of his own in Georgetown, near
Washington, DC. Before he was thirty five, he had appeared before
the Supreme Court several times. Key was even appointed to be the
U.S. District Attorney.

As a man of deep faith, Key considered giving up his law practice to
be a minister, but chose to stay in his profession. His faith also made
him oppose the war. In spite of that, he tried to serve his country as
well as he could in the Georgetown Light Field Artillery.

In August of 1814 during the War of 1812, Dr. William Beanes was
taken prisoner by British soldiers. Beanes was an elderly friend of
Key. Some men were afraid that the doctor would be hanged. Francis
traveled quickly to Baltimore, Maryland. There he got Col. John
Skinner, an experienced prisoner of war exchange agent, to help him.
They sailed out to the British fleet in a small ship with a truce flag. At
first, the officers did not want to release the old man. Key and Skinner
produced letters of praise for the doctor for his treatment of British
soldiers from the soldiers themselves. The officers finally relented and
agreed to release the doctor.

Unfortunately, the three Americans had heard some of the plans for
the attack on Fort McHenry. They would not be allowed to leave until

after the battle. Early the next morning, the British ships began
showering rockets and bombs on the fort. The barrage lasted 25 hours.

Key, Skinner, and Beanes could only watch and wait, wondering if
the huge fort flag still flew. Finally, dawn came. The cannons had
stopped, and the fort's flag was still flying.

Key was so moved by the sight, that he was inspired to write a poem.
He took a letter from his pocket and wrote on the back of the sheet.
He said, "Then, in that hour of deliverance, my heart spoke. Does not
such a country, and such defenders of their country, deserve a
song?..." The poem was published first as a flyer and then in
newspapers. Then it was sung as a song.

After the war, Key went back to serving as the United States District
Attorney and was active in his church. He also used his talents as a
poet to write several hymns. During a visit to his sister in January
1843, he became ill and died of pleurisy. He was buried in Maryland.

Key proved himself to be a brave, loyal friend and a patriot of great
faith. Even today, the poem he wrote stirs the hearts of all American
patriots who hear it.

Francis Scott Key

Questions

1. Put these events in Key's life in the correct order.

A. Barrage at Fort McHenry
B. Key's inspiration to write the poem
C. Key, Skinner, and Beanes behind British lines
D. Dr. Beanes taken prisoner

2. Which of these best shows that Key was a competent lawyer?

A. Had his own law office
B. Presented cases to the Supreme Court
C. Worked in his Uncle's law office
D. Became U.S. District Attorney
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3. What does the word "relented" mean in the context of the
story?

A. Unwilling to give up
B. Considering a change
C. Changed their mind
D. Unhappy

4. If Key had become a minister, how might that have affected
his writing the words to the "Star-Spangled Banner?"

5. What evidence did Key and Skinner use to help free Beanes?

A. Letters from British prisoners
B. Witness testimony
C. They had no evidence
D. A letter from the President

6. Why did Key run to help Dr. Beanes?

A. He was a good doctor
B. They needed him back again
C. He feared for the doctor's life
D. He was a friend

7. What war was going on at this time?

A. Revolutionary War
B. War of 1812
C. Civil War
D. War of 1814

8. Key wrote the "Star-Spangled Banner" even though he did not
support the war.

A. False
B. True

Francis Scott Key was opposed to war, but he still wanted to support
his country in the struggle for freedom. If you were in the same
position, what would you do? Explain your reasoning.


