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Abstract
This project proposes to create a digital exhibit exploring the capture and burning of 
Washington, DC, by the British on August 24, 1814. The exhibit will be accessible both 
from personal computers and mobile devices, and all the events, documents, and 
objects featured in the exhibit will be geotagged. This will allow visitors/users to access 
the information while in situ, experiencing the historical landscape of the national capitol 
in a new way and bringing new light to an underrepresented event in its history.

Statement of Innovation
This project brings together documentary material relating to the War of 1812 from 
disparate archives and connects them to specific locations in the District of Columbia 
and Maryland, offering documentary, chronological, and geographical experiences of 
the events of August 24, 1814 in situ to mobile internet users.

Statement of Humanities Significance
The British capture of Washington is an under-examined event in the history of the 
national capital. This project will connect historical documents and objects to create a 
narrative accessible to the general public and useful to scholars which helps to 
contextualize the historic landscape of the Washington D.C. metro area.
 
Narrative 
The War of 1812 was fought between British and United States forces from June 1812 
to February 1815, predominantly on the border between the United States and Canada. 
During much of the conflict, British forces were also engaged in action in Europe against 
Napoleon Bonaparte. However, following their successful defeat of the French armies in 
1814, they were able to devote more attention to the war with the United States.  To that 
end, they launched a campaign of attack on the Chesapeake region in the summer of 
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1814, targeting Washington, D.C. and Baltimore. This campaign is predominantly 
remembered for the battle in Baltimore which inspired Francis Scott Key to write the 
Star Spangled Banner, but this campaign also had a significant impact on the national 
capitol at Washington.

On August 24, 1814, British and United States military forces met on the field at 
Bladensburg, Maryland. The British forces won the battle and proceeded to Washington, 
left undefended by the retreating United States forces, where they set fire to public 
buildings. Although the British did not remain in Washington as an occupying force, the 
capture of the capitol city was a traumatic event both for its residents and for the nation.

The project will create an online archive and exhibit of material related to the attack on 
and invasion of Washington, DC, by the British on August 24, 1814, as part of the War 
of 1812. The archive and exhibit will address social as well as political and military 
interpretations of the event. The project will include the collection of materials, 
classification and cataloging using Dublin Core basic standards, geotagging each object 
or event to the precise location in the District of Columbia or Maryland, the composition 
of the online exhibit, writing a narrative overview of the events for the public, and the 
composition of an annotated bibliography of material for those wishing to learn more. 
The project will also include the implementation of a mobile version of the website to 
allow residents and visitors of the District of Columbia to actively engage with the exhibit 
while on the street.

The intellectual goal of the project is to make accessible to a wider audience the events 
surrounding the British capture of Washington, DC, during the War of 1812, and to 
engage the audience by helping them to relate the documents, artifacts, and objects 
generated during or in response to that event by placing them within a modern 
geographic context. The project will use Omeka (www.omeka.org) because it supports 
Dublin Core fields, allows for easy export of data, has existing geolocation plugins, and 
is know to be a viable content management system basis for mobile websites.
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Environmental Scan: 
There are very few websites addressing the War of 1812, almost all of which are a 
traditional combination of text and images similar to what one could find in a printed 
work. The National Humanities Centerʼs  Toolbox Library has a section on “Living the 
Revolution” which covers the period from 1779-1823 (http://
nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/livingrev/index.htm) and thus includes the War of 
1812.  The National Museum of American History has website to accompany its exhibit 
on the Star Spangled Banner (http://americanhistory.si.edu/starspangledbanner/
default.aspx)  which summarizes the war and briefly mentions the events of August 24. 

The Center for Public History + Digital Humanities at Cleveland State University has 
developed a mobile and desktop web interface which combines historical documents - 
primarily photographs - and a map of Cleveland. This project uses Omeka as the base 
content management system. Although the focus of the Cleveland project is different, 
the user interface is a model for mobile historical mapping implementation.  Art in the 
City (http://dev.omeka.org/artinthecity/) provides a more basic mobile Omeka model.

History and duration of the project
As this project is still in the planning stages, there is little to report regarding previous 
funding or activity. Some effort has been made by the principal investigators to 
determine the extent of material available in the public domain or amenable institutions 
which could be included in an exhibit, and the results have been satisfactory. 

Should there be additional work required on the project following the period of the grant,  
funding will be sought from institutions focused on the Early American Republic, such as 
the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, or from public history 
funding institutions. As the site will be hosted on an institutional server, there are no 
concerns for continued hosting costs.

Work Plan
Phase 1: 
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• Collect documentary sources and objects and add as items to the collection. 

• Primary sources written during the event or shortly thereafter will be geotagged 
with the location at which the text was written.

• Determine which events will be created as records for the exhibit and mapping. 
Text for these events will be written by the historian.

• Begin drafting a narrative introduction to the War of 1812 and the events which 
precipitated the capture and burning of Washington. 

• Plan the sections of the online exhibit. 

• Development of the mobile website interface.

Phase 2: 

• Build the exhibit using native tools in Omeka. The exhibit will be grouped by theme 
but will also feature a chronology.

• Test the mobile website interface.

Phase 3:

• Initial implementation and testing, both in house and on the street.

Phase 4:

• Distribution as detailed below.

• Evaluation: to evaluate the project, we will solicit feedback website users via a set 
of response questions. We will also track site statistics and attempt to measure the 
ratio of desktop vs. mobile hits.

Staff
The project director will be responsible for coordinating the efforts of various team 
members, communicating with advisory board, ensuring coherence of project, and work 
on aspects of implementation.

A web developer will customize Omeka install and plugins. This person will also develop 
the mobile web interface.
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A content manager will collect and enter items for the archive.   

An exhibit developer and historian will write a narrative to accompany the exhibit and 
work with the web developer and project director on the layout of the exhibit to 
determine the best structure for users at all points in the exhibit.

The project will have an advisory board consisting of: a geographer with a specialty in 
historic mapping projects; two historians specializing in the Early American Republic; a 
military historian with expertise on the War of 1812; an archivist from the Library of 
Congress or the National Archives. 

Final Product and dissemination:
The desktop and mobile versions of the final website will be fully accessible to the 
public. Initial notifications will be sent to listservs of relevant groups, including the 
Omohundro Institute for Early American History and Culture, H-SHEAR (Early American 
Republic), H-Pub (Public History), H-DC (District of Columbia History). The website will 
also be promoted in an ad which will run for one week in the Express, a free weekly 
paper published for commuters in the Washington, DC, area.

The project director will contact the Maryland War of 1812 Bicentennial Commission, 
and the Washington D.C. War of 1812 Bicentennial Commission to educate them about 
the project and offer a demonstration.  

The whitepaper will help to illuminate challenges of a web-based geolocated exhibit, 
particularly the intersection of mobile geolocation and historical interpretation.

Data Management Plan
[to be added]
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