THE WAR OF 1812 IN VIRGINIA
THE BATTLE OF THE LITTLE WHITE HOUSE IN VIRGINIA
TOOK PLACE IN LATE AUGUST 1814
ON GROUND OVERLOOKING THE POTOMAC RIVER WHICH IS
NOW LOCATED IN THE VICINITY OF THE FORT BELVOIR OFFICERS CLUB
The photo below was taken by Mike Lyman from the river which is without the improvements on shore what the British fleet would have seen
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The article below authored by Bertram H. Groene in Volume XVIII, Number 1, Summer 1968 of the Virginia Cavalcade describes the battle in an outstanding manner.
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“where a young lieutenant and a squad of men were
rolling out flour.” By then, “the devil or Porter’s
passions had gotten such control over him that as
the British officer passed near him,” the American
“clutched him by a handkerchief and would have
throttled him had not the tie given away.” The
captain was then recognized and the cry, “Porter!
Porter!” spread along the wharf and up King Street,
and ‘“such running and jumping into boats and
docks was never before seen.” While Porter dashed
back to his perch on Shooter’s Hill, the British fleet
began to shell the hapless town, ceasing only when
the Council succeeded in explaining the incident to
Captain Gordon.

The next morning General Hungerford’s army
took up the line of march for the “White House”
and was soon joined by Colonel Monroe and other
officers of the government from Washington. Word
came that a British brig was coming up the
Potomac, and Hungerford ordered Captain Brown
to rush two_4-pound guns to the riverside to help
Porter intercept her. Brown “made the drivers dash

. and just got to the place where they were cutting
timber for the fort as the brig was within half a mile
of them.” The British ship’s sails were flapping in
the wind, and her “rigging and yards were covered
with shirts and trousers, it being washing day.” Her
decks were crowded with British sailors, “no doubt
sent up from the fleet to man the ships taken at
Alexandria.”

At a signal from Porter the American batteries
sent shot and canister smashing into the unsuspect-
ing ship, while hidden riflemen poured a murderous
volley into the crowded decks. Brown “heard their
shrieks, and in a moment the deck was cleared, not
even the man remained at the helm.” The militia
continued to load and fire “until the shirts and
trousers were cut into lint,” while the cannon re-
peatedly smashed solid shot into the brig’s deck and
hull. With the help of a merciful tide, the crippled
ship passed the battery and limped into Alexandria
with eighteen dead and many wounded aboard.

When Captain Gordon, aboard his flagship, the
Sea Horse, learned of this attack, he began his with-
drawal from Alexandria. Within a few hours he
gathered the captured merchant ships together under
the protection of his frlgates and rocket ships, and
on September 2, the convoy set:sail down the Po-
tomac. Hours later Captain ‘Gordon anchored his
merchant fleet just above Washirgton’s Reach. He
then swung his fighting ships into the channel and
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commenced firing shells, solid shot and Congreve
rockets at the “White Ilouse.”

‘The soldiers at first were terrificd by the smoke
and fiame of the rockets, but they soon learned that
these smoking, burning terrors were relatively harm-
less. The men then became so accustomed to them
that they would run and throw dirt on them to
extinguish the flame. Then, one day, as “some
dozens of the soldiers were engaged in smothering
the flame™ from a fallen rocket, the shell cxploded
in their midst. “Not a man was injurcd,” but after-
wards, as Brown observed, “they were very cautious
how they ran upon a rocket.”

As night fell on this first day of fighting, the
militia built their usual evening fires, and soon there
was a veritable shower of solid shot, grape and
canister descending upon them from the British
ships. ‘This firing continued with only occasional
intermission for five days. On the second night the
British sent a cannon ball through the house in
which General Hungerford’s headquarters was estab-
lished, and the féllowing day the general moved his
camp a quarter of a mile back from shore. In the
midst of this cannonade Captain Brown had gone to
sleep on a pile of straw, only to be awakened by a

rocket bursting near him. “The soldiers were fighting
the fire, and rockets and bombs were fiying all
around us,” but the young officer was so exhausted
that he fell again into stumber. “That was the best
night's sleep I had at the White House,” he remem-
bered later.

Early the next morning Hungerford sent Brown
to deliver an order to another officer. He was re-
turning to headquarters when cannon balls began
passing along the road he was travelling. He “would
not run,” even when a ball struck the ground twenty
paces in front of him, “tearing up clods as large as
a flour barrel and nearly jerking all the tecth out of
my head.” Had he given in to his fears and run,
he refiected, he “would have been just on the spot
where the ball struck and, of courst, it would have
been in the back . . . . what a disgrace!

Returning to headquarters Brown found Hunger-
ford sitting in his tent on a pile of mattresses. Then
the general’s orderly sang out, “A ball coming,” and
the general threw himsell down. When Hungerford
righted himself, he saw*the ball had made a hole in
the tent just behind him, and he “turned white.”
The camp was moved another quarter of a mile
further from the shore, and Captain Brown con-
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HMS. Euryalus, one of the frigaes engaged
at the “White House”

cluded that “General Hungerford did not lack
courage, but he was not a military man and was out
of his element . . . ncar cannon balls and bomb-
shells

Later that day Hungerford, Thomas Brown, and
a few other officers were riding toward Porter's
fort when a bomb exploded directly over their heads.
‘They took shelter under a small oak nearby, when
a large piece of cannon shell came rushing down,
“cutting the limbs as if they were straws.” The
horses fell back in terror, and General Hungerford
remarked to Brown “with the simplicity of a child,
“Well, 1 really do believe they intend to kill me.””

Soon they amived at Porters fort, which, ac-
cording to Brown, was really “no fort at all. It had
no breast works or other defenses and only 13 field
pieces, three only of which were of any size”
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Since most of his guns were not Jarge enough to
reach the enemy ships, Porter sent firc ships floating
down with the tide upon the British flotilla. Captain
Gordon simply sent out boats when the burning
ships approached “and. changed their course 5o that
they always passed by without damage.”

On Scptember 6, after five days and nights of
cannonading the “White House™ position, Gordon
ordered the merchant fleet to get under way. The
wind was fair down the river, and the <bb tide be-
gan about nine in the morning. Every vessel was
ordered to set sail at that hour. Porter assumed that
the larger British ships would be forced 1o come
within 200 yards of shore, within close range of his
guns. Instead, the cnemy swung to the far side of the
river, where the British listed their ships and ele-
vated their guns so that the trajectory would reach
the Americans on the bluffs.

‘Then the cnemy began to pour a withering fire
onto Porter’s position. "The first broadside on each
side was magnificent, but cverything soon became
so involved in smoke that very little could be seen
except when the wind would lift the smoke.” Broad-
side after broadside came from the British fleet, and,
within forty-five minutes, every cannon on the bluft
was silenced. Hungerford, anticipating that the
British might land troops, marched his militia a
quarter of a mile down to the water’s edge, right in
the face of “their terrific broadsides.” Brown proud-
ly noted that, “When the tops of the pines were cut
off as with a sythe, not a man faltered.” Fourteen
men were killed and thirty-two were wounded in
this action

The British, after silencing the American guns,
continued to cannonade for more than an hour,
“until the very hills scemed 1o groan under the
weight of their balls.” Finally, after the merchant
fleet had safely passed, Captain Gordon ceased his
bombardment, haisted the anchors of the Sea Horse,
and ordered the other warships to do the same. The
British flotilla then got under way and soon Brown
could hear them bombarding Perry's fort across the
river. The shooting then was soon over, and the
enemy convoy passed down the tiver out into the
bay.

Superior enemy fire power had made the out-
come inevitable, but the British had not escaped
without a fight. The battle of “White House,” in
happy contrast to the debacle of Bladensburg a few
short days before, did honor to the Virginia militia-
men and to the scamen. David Porter, a Veteran
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fighter of international reputation, praised the per-
formance of these citizen soldiers, who, he said, had
“conducted themselves in a manner which reflected
on them and their country the highest honor.”

General Hungerford returned with his militia to
the Northern Neck, where they were disbanded in
October, 1814. Captain Brown then returned to his
Fauguier plantation, Mount Ephraim. In 1818 he
was elected by his fellow planters to represent his
ddopted couniy in the Virginia House of Delegates,
and he served two terms in that body.

In 1827 he decided to emigrate to Florida Ter-
ritory and persuaded some of his neighbors to join
him.” He organized 4 caravan that included twenty
young men, the members of his own family, and 144
slaves, and headed across the Carolinas and Georgia
toward Tallahassce, then a tiny scttlement in the
wilderness of west Florida. Here Brown rose to a
position of power and influcnce and eventually was
elected as governor of the sstate, serving from 1849
to 1853. The Civil War took Brown’s wealth, and
he died, poor but proud, in 1867, still hoping to
return 1o his native state of Virginia and to Mount
Ephraim.

Oliver Perry

Thomas Brown

James Gordon
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#211 Photo: View of Belvoir bluff from Potomac River
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A Trap for the British

“homas Brown and the Battle of the “White House”

Bertram H. Groene

] Avoust o 1614, as many Americans know—
and many more, no doubt, prefer to forget—the
young United States suffered the national humilia-
tion of having its capital captured. Few people
know, however, of the desperate battle which took
‘place on the Potomac two weeks later, on September
6, when Virginia militiamen and a handful of sailors
and marines fought to delay the British invaders as
they withdrew down the iver.

The British attack on Washington had begun on
August 19 when Rear Admiral George Cockburn
landed General Robert Ross and 4,500 veteran
troops on the Maryland shore. To check them,
7,000 American militia, under the incompetent
General William H. Winder, were hurried on the
morning of August 24 into line of battle near
Bladensburg, Maryland, a few miles northeast of
Washington, When the first volleys from the enemy
artillery began to plow into the fields, the green
American troops broke. First by twos and threes,
then by squads, then by whole companies, the
defenders vanished from the field. A few hours later
General Ross, mounted on a white mare, rode
through the " streets of Washington, dirccting the
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destruction of the public buildings.

Five days later, on August 29, another British
force occupied Alexandria, and stripped the helpless
town of its commercial vessels and supplies. But,
when the British attempted to sail back down the
river 1o the Chesapeake, they met with strong
American resistance at the Battle of the “White
House,” just below Mount Vernon. One of the par-
ticipants in this battle was a twenty-ninc-year-old
captain of militia named Thomas Brown. Captain
Brown, later governor of Florida, wrote about his
experiences in his memoirs, and thus provided a
graphic eyewitness account of the action.

Thomas Brown, onc of the eleven children of
William and Margarct Brown, was born in 1785 in
Westmoreland County, Virginia. The Browns were
a respected and prosperous family who had settled
in Virginia during the carly seventeenth century.
Around 1810 Brown married and moved to Rich-
mond where he worked s a clerk in the post office.
By 1812 he had become weary of city life and
purchased Mount Ephraim, a  Fauquier County
plantation located on the banks of the Rappahan-
nock River, cighteen miles above Fredericksburg.
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Georgetown and Washington in 1812 and,
Delow, William Winder

Not long afterwards, the War of 1812 began, and
Brown enlisted as a private in a cavalry troop
formed in King George County and commanded by
Captain John Stewart. For over a year Brown and
his fellow militiamen patrolled the south shore of the
Potomac. By August of 1814, Brown had been pro-
moted to captain and was serving as an aide to
Brigadier General John P. Hungerford, who com-
manded the Virginia militia in the Northern Neck

On August 28, four days aiter the occupation of
Washington, a British squadron commanded by
Captain James Alexander Gordon and including two
frigates, several bomb vessels and a dispatch boat,
came up the Potomac and anchored off Alexandria,
The next day, the Common Council surrendered the
defenseless city to the British, and the invaders then
began, with a calculated thoroughness, to strip the
docks and warchouses of flour, tobaceo, cotton,
sugar and coffee. Gordon also seized six American
ships then in the harbor and burned a few others.
Captain Brown and the American forces watched all
of this from Shooter’s Hill which overlooked the
town and harbor. Also present was the naval hero,
Captain David Porter, already famous for the ex-
ploits of his famous ship, Essex, which had been lost
off Valparaiso a little over a year before. Under
Porter’s command was a detachment of seamen and
marines.
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During the British occupation of Alexandria
future President James Monroe, acting as Secre-
tary of War, and Secretary of the Navy William
Jones met with Hungerford and Porter on Shooter’s
Hill to plan a countermove. They decided to try
to cut off the British ships when they sailed down
the Potomac to the Chesapeake. Porter was ordered
to build a fort on the high bluffs ncar Washington’s
Reach, a few miles below Mount Vernon, at a
place called the “White House.” These bluffs, thirty
to sixty feet high, commanded a stretch of river
where the shipping channel ran close to the shore,
and Porter believed that the Americans could usc
this position to shell the enemy flect when it at-
tempted to pass. The blufls were so high that it was
thought the British would be unable to elevate their
guns sufficiently to return the fire of the Americans
A second fort, commanded by Captain Oliver Perry,
hero of the Battle of Lake Erie, was to be built five
miles below the “White House” at Indian Head, on
the Maryland side of the river.

While the British continued their looting of
Alexandria, Captain Porter, with much courage but
little foresight, planned a personal reconnaissance
of the town, and, “putting on a citizen’s dress,” rode
into town with Captain John Creighton, another
naval officer. They “came to a warehouse high up
on King Street,” so Brown recorded in his memoirs,
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The Capitol in ruins and, below,
George Cockburn





