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It was during the war of 1812, her husband had gone to serve in the field 

and she was left in the house.  
 

She moved from room to room, looking out the windows with a telescope, 
viewing the horizon for the approaching enemy. Her husband had implored her to 
leave the house, but she assured him she would be fine, that if she saw the 
British coming, she would flee.  
 
She was loading her carriage with important belongings. The enemy was 
approaching, and with more fervor than anyone could have imagined. Most of her 
personal possessions would be lost. But there was one thing she couldn’t leave 
without…..a painting. 
 
It needed to be unscrewed from the wall, but there was no time. She smashed 
the frame and pulled the canvas from it and only then, did she flee into the 
woods. The enemy approached and set the home ablaze and then moved on 
torching the rest of the town. A thunderstorm would put the fires out, but the 
damage was still devastating. 
 
That lady was the First Lady, Dolly Madison. 
 
The painting she saved would become one of the most famous paintings in 
history of George Washington, and the house she fled was the White House. 
 
It was repaired as best they could and a fresh coat of white paint helped to hide 
the ravages of fire, but it still took a great toll on the mansion. 
 
Oh, the White House. Several of the first, First Ladies would actually hang wash 
inside some of the large ballrooms. Hard to imagine isn’t it?  
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Of course, it wasn’t called the White House in the early days. It was first called 
the President’s Palace, then the President’s House or the President’s Mansion. 
And finally around 1900, Teddy Roosevelt made its official name, The White 
House. 
 
It was certainly much different in the earlier days than it is today. Every President 
had his own personality.  
 
President Jackson had raucous parties at the White House and at one point; 
there were so many people who wandered in off the streets, that the old house 
was dangerously full. As a way lure people back out, presidential aides carried a 
bathtub onto the front lawn and filled it with whiskey and juice.  
 
Even up until Lincoln’s time, there was no fence around the White House and the 
President, by himself, would stroll out and walk the sidewalks of Washington.  
 
With every President, the White House would change. Every president left his 
own mark. If you ever watch a press conference from the White House, you 
would probably find it interesting to know that FDR’s indoor swimming pool is 
right under the pressroom. It’s still there and the press briefing room is built right 
over it. 
 
Today, the White House has a movie theater and a bowling alley, among many 
other amenities. Overnight guests of the White House will receive a bill much like 
a hotel bill for little incidentals such as a Pepsi delivered to their room.  
 
For all the changes over the years, no one changed it more than did old Harry 
Truman in the mid-1900s. He had the White House gutted and then put back 
together. Over the years, with the advent of indoor plumbing and electricity and 
phones, many holes were punched wherever they were needed to facilitate all 
the new amenities. Such reckless disregard had taken its toll on the White 
House, and had it not been for Truman’s restoration project, the White House 
would have probably fallen down. 
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For all that it has been through and as much as it has changed and all the strong 
personalities who have lived in it, the White House, for more than 200 years, has 
remained one of the most powerful symbols of this great experiment we call 
democracy. 
 
At the time of this writing, the White House receives approximately five thousand 
visitors a day. 
 
I’m the American Storyteller. 
 


