
It was 1814. Fifty British soldiers holding flaming 
poles surrounded a large house in Washington, DC. 
All at once, they hurled the poles into the house’s 
windows. Within seconds, the majestic home was in 
flames. The fire spread, destroying almost everything 
inside. If not for the heavy rain from a powerful 
thunderstorm later that day, the White House might 
have burned to the ground. Look inside to read the 
fascinating story of this iconic American building.
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Fire!
On a warm night in August 1814, fifty British soldiers 

stood outside the White House in Washington, DC. It was the 
War of 1812, and the British were on the attack. Each soldier 
held a long pole with an oil-soaked rag on the end. The soldiers 
lit the rags and held the poles high in the air. One of the men 
shouted an order, and, all at once, the soldiers threw their 
flaming poles through the windows of the majestic house.

British soldiers setting fire 
to the White House in 1814
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Within seconds, the White House was on fire. Nearby, a 
group of Americans watched in horror as flames engulfed the 
home of their president, James Madison. As the fire spread, it 
destroyed almost everything inside the building. If not for the 
heavy rain from a powerful thunderstorm later that day, the 
entire White House might have burned to the ground. 

President James Madison had 
left the White House before the 

British arrived. However, his wife, 
Dolley, was at the house when it 

was under attack. Before escaping 
the blaze, she made sure to save 

a few items, including a large 
portrait of George Washington.

Dolley Madison

The portrait of George Washington 
that Dolley Madison saved
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The New Capital
Not long before the British attack, there wasn’t a White 

House or a Washington, DC. In fact, there wasn’t even  
a United States of America! America had started as a group 
of British colonies in the 1600s. In 1775, these colonies 
decided they wanted to rule themselves. They fought for their 
independence from Great Britain during the Revolutionary 
War. In 1783, the United States of America won the war.

A painting showing 
a battle during the 
Revolutionary War 
(1775–1783)
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This new nation would need a permanent capital for its 
new government. In 1790, a group of leaders known as the 
Founding Fathers decided to build the capital on a piece of 
land between Maryland and Virginia. They named the land 
Washington, DC, in honor of George Washington, the nation’s 
first president. Now that there was a capital, the president  
of the United States needed a place to live.

In the late 1700s, the Founding 
Fathers helped set up the government 

of the United States. The group 
included George Washington, Thomas 

Jefferson, and several other men.

An early map of 
Washington, DC
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