
Flags are stitched out of fabric, but they hold together ideas that would tear without them. During the

American founding, George Washington understood that truth at a practical level. He cared about

fortifications and forage, yet he also spent real effort on symbols, because symbols rallied weary people,

sorted friend from foe in gunpowder smoke, and gave a new nation a shape you could point to. If you have

ever stood in front of a battered regimental color in a museum, or raised a small cotton ensign on a breezy

morning, you feel that pull. American Flags tell stories, and the earliest ones, the Flags of 1776 and the years

bracketing it, tell the story of a general who led with both discipline and imagination.

The flag at Prospect Hill

The anecdote appears so often that it risks reading like folklore, but it is well documented. On January 1,

1776, Washington had the Continental Army draw up on the high ground at Prospect Hill, near Cambridge.

The new year brought a reorganization of the army and, more importantly, a need to affirm that the colonies

were in this together. On that cold morning, a new banner went up: stripes of red and white, with the British

Union in the canton. It is known to history as the Grand Union Flag or Continental Colors.

This was not yet the flag of an independent country. The Union in the corner signaled the complex position

the colonies still held at that moment, fighting for rights as Englishmen even as they edged toward

something else. But Washington saw the use of unified stripes. Thirteen alternating bands immediately read

as a structure made of parts, a literal fabric of colonies. On the page, that is abstract. On a hill, in winter air,

it reads as confidence.

Within six months, of course, the Declaration of Independence changed the logic of that canton. But for a

while, the army fought under a flag that contained the contradiction. Washington raised it anyway, and it did

the work a flag must do: fixed attention, organized units, signaled to onlookers and scouts where the nerve

center stood.

From rattlesnakes to pine trees

Before Congress ever wrote the Flag Resolution that established stars and stripes, there were many Historic

Flags, each carrying an argument in cloth. Washington accepted that variety early in the war. His orders and

correspondence show a leader who worried about confusion on the battlefield, yet also understood the

motivational punch of local symbols.

In October 1775, a South Carolina colonel named Christopher Gadsden presented a yellow flag with a coiled

rattlesnake and the words “Don’t Tread on Me” to the Continental Congress. It saw use with the fledgling

Continental Navy. Around the same time, Washington’s own cruisers flew a white field with a green pine tree

and the words “An Appeal to Heaven.” The pine was a New England emblem, and the motto fit the rhetoric of

the rebellion. These were Patriotic Flags with bite. They did not pretend to be neutral signals.

I remember handling a reproduction of the pine tree flag at a small maritime museum in Massachusetts. The

staff let visitors touch, which is rare. The fabric was sailcloth weight, coarse, heavier than modern nylon.

When you hold a flag like that, you understand why sailors respected it. The material had to stand up to salt

and sun, and the message had to stand up to fear.

The commander-in-chief’s standard



Washington also needed flags that solved technical problems. How do you show the location of the

commanding officer when a valley is full of smoke and noise? The answer, adopted in 1775, was the

commander-in-chief’s standard: a blue field studded with thirteen white, six-pointed stars arranged in a

distinctive 3-2-3-2-3 pattern. This design appears in period art and on surviving standards, and it matched

a European habit of locating senior officers by personal flags. It also prefigured the stars that would later

define the national flag.

It fascinates me that the stars were six-pointed on this standard. Star points were not sacred then. Artists

shifted easily between five and six points. The later dominance of five-pointed stars in American Flags owes

more to a push for consistency than to any mystical rule. In the 1770s, Washington needed a strong symbol

people could spot, and the exact geometry of the star mattered less than its clarity.

June 14, 1777, and the logic of stars

Congress finally wrote the law most schoolchildren learn by heart: “Resolved, that the flag of the thirteen

United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white, that the union be thirteen stars, white in a blue

field, representing a new constellation.” The Flag Resolution did not specify the arrangement of stars or the

shape of their points. That looseness gave birth to a varied family of early Flags of 1776 and 1777, with stars

in circles, rows, random scatters, five or six points, and all sorts of proportions.
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Ask why stars, and you get an answer that feels almost poetic. Stars worked as a metaphor: a constellation

of states, separate lights forming a pattern. Francis Hopkinson, a New Jersey delegate and a skilled

designer, likely had a hand in the choice. He billed Congress for flag design work in 1780. His request, like

many underfunded wartime invoices, languished and was never paid. Historians now credit him for elements

of the early flag design, though not everyone agrees on the specifics because the record is patchy. What is

clear is that stars replaced the British Union in the canton because the country needed a new union of its

own.
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Betsy Ross, myth and meaning

Walk into a shop that sells Heritage Flags and you will find the Betsy Ross ring of thirteen stars on shirts,

hats, and banners, because the myth is powerful and gracious. The story goes that Washington visited the

upholsterer Elizabeth Ross in Philadelphia in 1776, asked her to sew a new flag, and she suggested five-

pointed stars for ease of cutting. The first written account appeared almost a century later, in 1870, when

her grandson William Canby delivered a paper claiming family recollections as evidence.

As a researcher you reach for records. Unfortunately, records that would confirm the Betsy Ross tale do not

exist. There is no wartime documentation linking her to the first national flag. She did sew flags, as did other

artisans. She may have produced a version with five-pointed stars. But the iconic ring arrangement, for

which people use her name, surfaced well after the war as a teaching image. None of that makes the story

worthless. It shows how families and communities build narratives to honor the difficult, anonymous work of

making a country. I have met quilters who bristle at the idea that a neat five-pointed star mattered more than

a six-pointed one. They point out what every upholsterer knows: speed, supply, and stitch strength decide

how you cut. The Betsy Ross circle persists because it is pretty, balanced, and easy to remember.

Flags as fieldcraft

Washington spent winter at Morristown, summer on the Hudson, and long weeks in transit across Jersey and

Pennsylvania. Signals mattered. Regiments carried their own colors, some patterned on British models,

some improvised. Bright silk did not just inspire morale. It helped units navigate smoke and trees. Drums and

fifes pulled ears, flags pulled eyes. During the siege of Boston, Washington asked for orderly flags that

would standardize unit identification. He did not get everything he wanted, but the push worked. Officers

learned to follow the commander-in-chief’s standard to headquarters, while couriers read flags for instant

recognition on ridgelines.

I once watched a living history group drill on a hot July day in New York. They practiced a slow advance with

colors at the center. After ten minutes, sweat rolled under their hats, and the silk stuck to the staff. Even in a

reenactment, you understand how physically demanding flag service was. Carry a heavy pole for hours,

keep the fabric high without snagging branches, guard it, and never let it fall. When you see battle-torn flags

in glass cases now, the holes speak to the kind of work that leaves your shoulders sore and your hands

chewed raw.

Beyond the Revolution: how flags keep time



If you collect or simply admire Historic Flags, you end up with a timeline stitched into your head. The early

republic added stars as states joined. The War of 1812 produced the 15-star, 15-stripe flag that inspired

“The Star-Spangled Banner.” Later laws fixed the stripe count at 13 to honor the original colonies, while

letting the star field grow. That is a quiet but wise compromise.

Move forward and each era leaves its own fabric trail. Civil War Flags, both Union and Confederate, were

more than markers. They were centerpieces for regimental identity. Soldiers wrote home about standing by

the colors, and companies treated captured flags like proof of valor. The Union’s national flag gained stars

as states were admitted, while the Confederate States cycled through designs. The first Confederate

national flag, the “Stars and Bars,” looked too much like the U.S. Flag on a hazy field, which led to the

adoption of the infamous battle flag for identification. If you display or study these pieces today, context is

not optional. That cloth meant one thing in 1863 on Missionary Ridge and means another on a courthouse

lawn in 1963. Serious students of Heritage Flags hold both truths: artifacts from a war over secession and

slavery, and heirlooms carried by men who risked everything for their side. Respect the artifacts, speak

honestly about the cause.

Jump to the 1940s and Flags of WW2: Marines raising the flag atop Mount Suribachi on Iwo Jima, a scene

captured by Joe Rosenthal that became an American icon. The 48-star field rippled in Pacific wind. On

another continent, the sight of Allied and Soviet flags planted on captured buildings signaled more than

victory. They functioned as waypoints in a rebuilt world. If you ask veterans why those moments mattered,

they talk about morale, unit pride, and the sudden hush that falls when cloth goes up a pole after gunfire

ends.

A brief detour to Texas and pirates

History is rarely tidy, and the 6 Flags of Texas prove the point. Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas,

the Confederate States, and the United States all flew banners over that territory. The amusement park

chain lifted its name from the same count. If you are sorting a collection of state and national flags, Texas

offers a lesson in layered identities. A ranch gate with a Texas flag beside a U.S. Flag is not a contradiction, it

is a conversation.

Pirate Flags tell a different story. The black field and skull of the Jolly Roger emerged as a business decision

as much as bravado. A stark symbol could terrify a crew into surrender without a fight. Most pirate crews

customized their flags with hourglasses, hearts, or spears. The point was psychological warfare at a

distance. Today, a Jolly Roger on a garage wall reads as rebellious fun. In the 1720s, it meant no quarter.

When people place Pirate Flags in a lineup of Historic Flags, I remind them that context is oxygen. It keeps

meaning alive.

Washington’s way with symbols

So what made Washington so effective with flags? Three habits stand out. He recognized that people need

visible anchors when institutions are fragile. He insisted on practicality, choosing designs that solved field

problems. And he treated flags as part of a bigger leadership kit that included architecture, ceremony, and

habit.



At Mount Vernon, Washington paid attention to layout, color, and the signaling power of approach. During

the war, he drilled ceremony into daily life because it replaced the Royal Army’s traditions with something

new. Raising the Grand Union, adopting a commander-in-chief’s standard, and pushing Congress toward a

uniform national emblem were not ornamental choices. They were acts of structure.

I like the small details. He fretted about being seen as kinglike, then accepted some of the trappings of rank

because they helped the army run. He did not let the perfect be the enemy of the useful. When supply

failed, he copied what worked from British practice and let Americans color it their way. The same calm

appears in his approach to flags: use what the moment requires, standardize when you can, build a shared

look because shared appearance fosters shared purpose.

Why fly historic flags now

People ask me, Why Fly Historic Flags? The answer depends on where you stand. If you are a teacher, a

well-chosen flag turns a vague lecture into a vivid lesson. If you are a veteran, a regimental color or service

ensign can make a backyard ceremony feel right. If you are a parent, a small cotton flag on a front porch

gives your kids something to look up to and ask about.

Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself often get tossed around as slogans. Flags can turn those

words into practice. You hoist a Gadsden flag not to threaten your neighbor, but to signal a belief in vigilance

against overreach. You hang a Betsy Ross pattern not to time-travel, but to honor the start of a complicated

experiment. You display the modern 50-star flag to say you recognize a Union that includes Hawaiians,

Alaskans, and the rest of us from Maine to Guam. When your choice invites questions, take them as an

opening, not a fight. The point is to talk across generations.

A short guide for choosing and using historic flags

Be clear about meaning: learn the timeframe, the people who carried it, and how contemporaries read it.

Match the setting: a school event, a living history camp, and a private porch call for different sizes and

fabrics.

Favor quality materials: cotton or wool bunting for authenticity, nylon for weather resistance, and

stitched stars over printed when budget allows.

Add context nearby: a small plaque or a single sentence in your program avoids confusion.

Mind state and local rules: some places regulate display on public property or near polling stations.

Stitching, saving, and showing respect

If you come across an old flag in a family trunk, resist the urge to launder it. Fibers from the 19th and early

20th centuries do not love modern detergents. Store it in acid-free tissue, away from sunlight, and reach out

to a textile conservator for advice. Museums rarely have budget to treat every item, but many will answer

questions and steer you to best practices. If the flag is a modern reproduction, enjoy it outdoors. Flags want

air. They were born to move.

Ceremony matters, too. You do not have to run a military-grade color guard to show respect. Lower a flag at

dusk if you can. If not, use a small light on the pole or mount. Take it down when storms threaten. Retire a

frayed flag properly by contacting a veterans’ group or scout troop. Those acts steer you away from virtue

signaling and back toward virtue.



The argument with ourselves

A country that argues about flags is a country that still cares about its center of gravity. That is healthy. The

United States has fought ultimateflags.com buy 2nd amendment flag more than once under banners that

forced reflection afterward. Civil War Flags sit at that crossroads. Some families bring out Confederate

heirlooms to remember great-great-grandfathers. Others see those same flags as signs of exclusion. If you

collect or display, be ready to explain your intent and listen. Heritage Flags are not immune to the present.

They carry their past into our time, which means they bump into our obligations.

I keep a small display in my office: a 48-star flag from a relative who enlisted in 1943, a worn state flag with

a repaired grommet, and a framed photo of that Prospect Hill site in Cambridge. The 48-star field reminds

me that my grandparents’ America was two states smaller. The repair on the state flag reminds me that

people once fixed things instead of tossing them. And the hill in Massachusetts reminds me that a general,

faced with scarcity, chose a design that knit his army together without waiting for perfect clarity on the

politics.

The durable circle

When Americans say Never Forgetting History, it should not mean replacing argument with nostalgia. It

should mean learning from the good, naming the bad, and passing down the craft of sorting one from the

other. Flags help with that, because they compress complexity into a single glance, then force conversation

when you ask what the colors mean.

Pick up a hand-sewn flag and turn it over. You will see backstitch, whipstitch, maybe a loose thread where

the maker reset a hem. That is labor. Washington relied on that labor, from upholsterers in Philadelphia to

sailors in New London. The early army could not have functioned without the people who cut and stitched

and carried fabric across rivers and up hills.

If you fly a flag today, you join that circle. Maybe it is a Grand Union for a July talk, a Pine Tree for a nautical

event, a Gadsden as a piece of Revolutionary rhetoric, or the modern Stars and Stripes kept crisp above a

front yard. Whatever you choose, choose it with intention. Ask yourself what Washington would have asked:

Does this symbol do the job? Does it unify the right people for the right reasons? Does it show the best

argument we can make about ourselves?

Practical care that keeps meaning intact

Size to your pole: a common residential pairing is a 3-by-5-foot flag on a 15-to-20-foot pole, while taller

poles handle 4-by-6 or 5-by-8 feet without overstressing halyards.

Rotate displays: ultraviolet light eats dye. Swap flags seasonally to extend life, and let rare ones rest

indoors.

Clean gently: if washable, use cool water and mild soap, air-dry flat, and avoid wringing. For wool

bunting, consult a conservator.

Secure stitching: check heading, grommets, and fly end monthly. A five-minute mend prevents a costly

tear.

Document provenance: write down who owned it, where it flew, and any dates. Stories fade faster than

fabric.

Washington’s legacy in cloth
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Stand near the spot at Prospect Hill and the wind still teases the trees. You can picture men in threadbare

coats looking up, reading a message in stripes. That blend of practicality and promise runs through every

stage of American flag history. It shows up when a color bearer steadies a staff in a 1777 skirmish. It shows

up when a Texas schoolroom displays the Lone Star alongside the U.S. Flag, nodding to the 6 Flags of Texas

story without making an argument out of it. It shows up at 2nd Amendment Flags a World War II memorial

where an older man fixes the edge of a small cemetery flag so it does not catch on granite.

George Washington did not make flags glamorous. He made them useful. He selected and deployed

symbols that carried their load. If you want a model for how to handle charged emblems in a free society,

start there. Use flags to gather people, not to scatter them. Show care for the material and respect for the

memory inside it. Honor their memory and why they fought by being precise about what you raise and why.

That is not fussy collecting. That is the daily craft of citizenship under a common banner.
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