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By Jamie Stiehm, Hunterdon County Democrat
With mesmerizing moments of athletic artistry, the World Cup is certainly an eye-opening — but also an ear-opening experience for us sporting Americans.
France, Great Britain, Spain, Russia, Canada and, yes, Brazil, have national anthems which fall easy on the ears. They make you stand up straight and soar.
Beloved melodies like the rousing French "La Marseillaise" inspire over and over. You don't have to speak the language to grasp its meaning. Some songs are more uber nationalistic than others, Deutschland.
Am I the only one who marvels at the passion with which some of the countries and players sing their national anthems at the World Cup?
You don't see that anywhere else, my experts tell me. Not even at the Olympics. But for World Cup, they sing it, with gusto. Well, most of the time. Did you hear Brazil do it a cappella? No music. The crowd swelled and sang it. Incredible.
So let's listen up as we face the truth: "The Star-Spangled Banner" wouldn't win any matches or rounds at this competition. It's getting hoary and old — 200 years old, to be exact.
The weak tune is an old English drinking song, nothing special from the classical or folk repertoire. A drinking song from across the pond, that's all. Oh, and it's nearly impossible to sing.
The "land of the free" lyrics were composed by lawyer Francis Scott Key in Baltimore the day after witnessing the British fleet bombardment in 1814, from darkness to dawn. Baltimore won a decisive victory in the War of 1812, because British soldiers had just burned down Washington, the Capitol and the white house — not yet known as the "White House."
President Madison and his wife Dolley had to flee across the river. The war ended in a draw, but gave us a fantastic flag made by a Baltimore seamstress who lived by the water, close to cannons crossing the horizon. Mary Pickersgill, a Baltimore widow, made the brand new battle flag that became known as "The Star-Spangled Banner" because of Key's poem.
That's not widely known, but Baltimore is sure proud of that.
Two hundred summers on, the Smithsonian has restored the very flag that was "still there" for Key to hail, for you to see. It's the flag Mary made with help from her mother, daughter and other women and girls on the urgent task. One may have been an enslaved girl.
Handsome Key had the best of everything, born to vast wealth from land worked by slaves. He graduated from St. John's College in the class of 1776. In the early Republic, Key captured the contradictions of the American soul. He is the history they never told us. And he hardened with age, becoming one of President Andrew Jackson's close advisors.
I enjoyed him more as a patriotic poet.
Jackson, also a Southern slave owner, was "all in" on slavery. Neither he nor Key had qualms enforcing harsh laws of the land. In the 1830s, Key was Washington's district attorney and a parishioner at St. John's Episcopal Church in Georgetown, across the street from where I write. The song I'd play for him if I could is Israel's haunting Hatikva, "The Hope," set to music composed by Bedrich Smetana.
Of course, back on our ground in the United States, we play the national anthem at the drop of a hat. We're the only country that routinely plays the national anthem before most sporting events, right down to Little League baseball games. Sometimes it's even played before the opera or symphony, hitting the usual wrong notes.
"The Star-Spangled Banner" became the national anthem in 1931, thanks to a Baltimore ladies' lobby, but the first documented performance happened at the 1918 World Series in Chicago.
But I remain convinced it's too much. Can we please change our national anthem to "America the Beautiful?" That song bottles the best in our spirit. So does "This Land is Your Land."
By contrast, "The Star-Spangled Banner" furthers the notion that we're about war and glory more than anything else.
Well, we wouldn't want the world to think that.
