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Mrs . Madison ordered dinner to be ready at 3, as usual; I set the table 
myself, and brought up the ale, cider, and wine, and placed them in the 
coolers, as all the Cabinet and several military gentlemen and strangers 

were expected . While waiting, at just about 3, as Sukey, the house-servant, was lolling 
out of a chamber window, James Smith, a free colored man who had accompanied 
Mr . Madison to Bladensburg, gallopped up to the house, waving his hat, and cried 
out, ‘Clear out, clear out! General Armstrong has ordered a retreat!’ All then was 
confusion . Mrs . Madison ordered her carriage, and passing through the dining-
room, caught up what silver she could crowd into her old-fashioned reticule, and 
then jumped into the chariot with her servant girl Sukey, and Daniel Carroll, who 
took charge of them; Jo . Bolin drove them over to Georgetown Heights; the British 
were expected in a few minutes  .  .  . [but] they did not arrive for some hours .  .  .  . 

It has often been stated in print, that when Mrs . Madison escaped from the White House, 
she cut out from the frame the large portrait of Washington (now in one of the parlors 
there), and carried it off . This is totally false . She had no time for doing it . It would 
have required a ladder to get it down . All she carried off was the silver in her reticule, as 
the British were thought to be but a few squares off, and were expected every moment . 
John Susé (a Frenchman, then door-keeper, and still living) and Magraw, the President’s 
gardener, took it down and sent it off on a wagon, with some large silver urns and such 
other valuables as could be hastily got hold of . When the British did arrive, they ate up 
the very dinner, and drank the wines, &c ., that I had prepared for the President’s party .

Notes
reticule = a small handbag
John Susé = Jean-Pierre Sioussat, the chief steward (doorkeeper) and chef in the Madison White House .
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