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The Flag of the United States

	Purpose 

No one knows with absolute certainty who designed the first Stars and Stripes or who made our first flag.  Congressman Francis Hopkinson seems most likely to have designed it. Few historians believe that Betsy Ross, a Philadelphia seamstress, made the first one.  But the story has tremendous popularity, best expressed by President Woodrow Wilson who said, when asked his opinion of the story, “Would that it were true!”

Ever wonder about how the flag that waves today, the most recognizable symbol of our country and of liberty and freedom around the world became the official flag of the United States?


First Official Flag

In Philadelphia on June 14, 1777, the Second Continental Congress officially adopted the flag of the United States, popularly called the “Stars and Stripes” and “Old Glory.” This was the result of a resolution offered by the Congressional Maine Committee.  The resolution read as follows:   

“Resolved, that the flag of the 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 number 13 represents the original 13 colonies.  The resolution gave no instruction as to how many points the stars should have, nor how the stars should be arranged on the blue union.  Consequently, some flags had stars scattered on the blue field without any specific design, some arranged the stars in rows, and some in a circle.  Some stars had six points while others had eight.  The first Navy Stars and Stripes had the stars arranged in staggered formation in alternate rows of threes and twos on a blue field.  Other Stars and Stripes flags had stars arranged in alternate rows of four, five, and four.  

Francis Hopkinson

Strong evidence indicates that Francis Hopkinson, a congressman from New Jersey who was a signer of the Declaration of Independence, was responsible for the stars in the U.S. flag.  At the time that the flag resolution was adopted, Hopkinson was the Chairman of the Continental Navy Board’s Middle Department.  Hopkinson also helped design other devices for the Government including the Great Seal of the United States.  In addition to being a signer of the Declaration, Hopkinson was a popular patriot, a lawyer, poet, artist, and distinguished civil servant.

Hopkinson’s use of stars in the design for the flag is believed to be the result of an experience he had during the Revolutionary War.  It seems that a Hessian soldier (one of 17,000 German soldiers hired by England to assist British soldiers in fighting the American Revolution) took a book from Hopkinson’s home in Bordenstown in December 1776.  This was a particularly dark time in the war for America.  Someone in Philadelphia recovered the book from the soldier and then eventually returned it to Hopkinson.  The soldier had written “Semper Paratus” (Always Ready) both above and below Hopkinson’s bookplate (a label, often specially designed, pasted in a book to identify its owner), which had three six-pointed stars and his family motto.  Some people believe that the safe return of the book may well have symbolized for Hopkinson the revival of the American hope of winning the war.

The Betsy Ross Flag

During the Revolutionary War, several patriots made flags for our new nation.  Among them were Cornelia Bridges, Elizabeth (Betsy) Ross, and Rebecca Young, all of Pennsylvania, and John Shaw of Annapolis, Maryland.  Although Betsy Ross, the best known of these people, made flags for 50 years, the claim that she designed the first flag of the United States is based on family traditions rather than documented evidence.  We do know for certain that she made flags for the Pennsylvania State Navy in 1777.  The flag popularly known as the “Betsy Ross flag,” which arranged the stars in a circle, did not appear until the early 1790’s.
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The claims of Betsy Ross were first brought to the attention of the people in 1870 by one of her grandsons, William J. Canby.  In a paper he read before the meeting of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Canby stated: 

It is not tradition, it is report from the lips of the principal participator in the transaction, directly told not to one or two, but a dozen or more living witnesses, of which I myself am one, but a little boy when I heard it…Colonel Ross with Robert Morris and General Washington, called on Mrs. Ross and told her they were a committee of Congress, and wanted her to make a flag from the drawing, a rough one, which, upon her suggestions, was redrawn by General Washington in pencil in her parlor.  This was prior to the Declaration of Independence.  I fix the date to be during Washington’s visit to Congress from New York in June 1776 when he came to confer upon the affairs of the Army, the flag being no doubt, one of these affairs.

Who was Betsy Ross and how did she come to be the one associated with the creation of the first flag?  She was a Philadelphia seamstress (1752 – 1836), married to John Ross, an upholsterer who was killed in a munitions explosion in 1776.   She kept the upholstery shop going after her husband’s death and lived not too far from the State House where history was being made almost every day.  It seems George Washington was a frequent visitor to the home of Mrs. Ross before receiving command of the army.  She embroidered his shirt ruffles and did many other things for him.  He knew her skill with a needle.  Is it any wonder that the legend arose from this friendship?

In the many years that the story of Betsy Ross has been told, numerous historians have conducted thorough searches into old government records of the era, personal diaries, and writings of Washington and his contemporaries.  None of them have verified the story of Betsy Ross and the flag.

The Colonists’ First Flag

The first flag of the colonists to have any resemblance to the present Stars and Stripes was the Grand Union Flag, sometimes referred to as the Congress Colors, the First Navy Ensign, and the Cambridge Flag.  Its design consisted of 13 stripes, alternately red and white, representing the Thirteen Colonies.  It had a blue field in the upper left-hand corner bearing the red cross of St. George of England and the white cross of St. Andrew of Scotland.  As the flag of the revolution, it was used on many occasions.  It was first flown by the ships of the Colonial Fleet on the Delaware River.  On December 3, 1775, John Paul Jones, then a Navy lieutenant, raised it aboard Commodore Esek Hopkin’s flagship Alfred.  Later the flag was raised on the liberty pole at Prospect Hill, which was near George Washington’s headquarters in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  It was our unofficial flag and ensign of the Navy until June 14, 1777, when the Continental Congress authorized the Stars and Stripes. 
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Fifteen Stars and Stripes

The first change in the design of the flag was the flag prescribed in 1794 when Congress passed an act requiring that the flag consist of 15 white stars on a blue field and 15 stripes, alternately red and white.
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The occasion for this change was the admission of Vermont in 1791 and Kentucky in 1792 as states of the union.  This flag was the official flag of our country from 1795 to 1818 and was prominent in many historic events.  It inspired Francis Scott Key to write “The Star Spangled Banner” during the bombardment of Fort McHenry.  It was the first flag to be flown over a fortress of the Old World when American Marine and Naval forces raised it above the pirate stronghold in Tripoli on April 27, 1805.  This flag was also the ensign of the American forces in the Battle of Lake Erie in September of 1813.  And last, but not least, this was the flag flown by General Jackson in New Orleans in January of 1815.

The “Star Spangled Banner”

You know that Francis Scott Key wrote the “Star Spangled Banner” when he saw the flag still waving over Fort McHenry on September 14, 1814 after the British ceased their bombardment of the city of Baltimore.  The British had concluded that Baltimore was “too costly a prize” and so ordered a retreat.  But do you know much about that flag?  Here is a little history about a huge flag.  

During the summer of 1813, at the star-shaped Fort McHenry, the commander, Major George Armistead, asked for a flag so big that “the British would have no trouble seeing it from a distance.”  Two officers, a Commodore and a General were sent to the Baltimore home of Mary Young Pickersgill, a “maker of colours,” and commissioned the flag.  Mary and her 13-year-old daughter, Caroline, working in an upstairs front bedroom, used 400 yards of best quality wool bunting.  They cut 15 stars that measured two feet from point to point.  Eight red and seven white stripes, each two feet wide, were cut.  They laid out the material on the malt house floor of Claggett’s Brewery, a neighborhood establishment, and sewed the flag together.  The flag was completed by August.  It measured 30 by 42 feet and cost $405.90.  You can visit Mary Young Pickersgill’s home in Baltimore.  Her home is now a museum, The Baltimore Flag House, which was restored in 1953.  

Old Glory

The famous name, “Old Glory,” was coined by a shipmaster of Salem, Massachusetts, named Captain Stephen Driver in 1831.  As he was leaving on one of his many voyages aboard the brig Charles Doggett, some friends presented him with a beautiful flag of twenty-four stars.  As the banner opened to the breeze for the first time, Driver is reported to have exclaimed, “Old Glory!”  

Captain Driver retired from his sea days to Nashville, Tennessee, in 1837, taking his flag with him.  By the time the Civil War erupted, most everyone in and around Nashville new of his flag and recognized “Old Glory.”  When Tennessee seceded from the Union, Rebels were determined to destroy his flag.  His home was repeatedly searched but Old Glory was never found!

When the Union forces captured Nashville in February 1862, they raised an American flag over the capital.  It was a rather small ensign and people in the area began asking Captain Driver if Old Glory still existed.  Assured by the company of soldiers, Captain Driver went home and began ripping at the seams of his bedcover.  As the quilt-top came away from the batting, the 24-starred original Old Glory revealed itself.  It had been hidden under everyone’s nose for many years!  

Captain Driver and the soldiers returned to the capital and despite being 60 years old, Driver climbed up to the tower and replaced the small banner with his flag!  The Sixth Ohio Regiment cheered and saluted.  Later this regiment adopted the nickname “Old Glory” as their own.  They told and retold the story of Captain Driver and his devotion to his flag!

Assuring the Basic Design of the Flag

Realizing that the flag would become difficult to carry with a stripe for each new state, Captain Samuel C. Reid, USN, suggested to Congress that the stripes remain 13 in number to represent the Thirteen Colonies, and that a star be added to the blue field for each new state coming into the union.  Accordingly, on April 4, 1818, President Monroe accepted a bill requiring that the flag of the United States have a union of 20 stars, white on a blue field.  The bill also stated that upon admission of each new state into the Union one star be added to the union of the flag on the fourth of July following the date of that state’s admission.  The 13 alternating red and white stripes would remain unchanged.  This act succeeded in prescribing the basic design of the flag, while assuring the growth of the nation would be properly symbolized.
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The Fifty-Star Flag

Eventually, the growth of the country resulted in a flag with 48 stars with the admission of Arizona and New Mexico in 1912.  Alaska added a 49th star in 1959, and Hawaii a 50th star in 1960.  With the 50-star flag came a new design and arrangement of the stars in the union, a requirement met by President Eisenhower in Executive Order No. 10834 issued August 21, 1959.  To conform to this, a national banner with 50 stars became the official flag of the United States.  The flag was raised for the first time at 12:01 a.m. on July 4, 1960, at the Fort McHenry National Monument in Baltimore, Maryland.

The Symbolism of the Colors of the Flag

The colors used in the flag of the United States are white for purity and innocence, red for hardness and valor, and blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice.  “The star is a symbol of the heavens and the divine goal to which man has aspired from time immemorial; the stripe is symbolic of the rays of light emanating from the sun.”  (This quote is from a book about the flag published in 1977 by the House of Representatives.)  

A Traditional Symbol of Liberty

Traditionally a symbol of liberty, the American flag has carried the message of freedom to many parts of the world.  Sometimes the same flag that was flying at a crucial moment in our history has been flown again in another place to symbolize continuity of our struggles for the cause of liberty.  One of the most memorable flags is the one that flew over the Capital in Washington on December 7, 1941, when Pearl Harbor was attacked.  This same flag was raised again on December 8 when war was declared on Japan and three days later at the time of the declaration of war against Germany and Italy.  President Roosevelt called it the “flag of liberation” and carried it with him to the Casablanca Conference and on other historic occasions.  It flew from the mast of the USS Missouri during the formal Japanese surrender on September 2, 1945.  It also was present at the United Nations Charter meeting in San Francisco, California, and was used at the Big Three Conference at Potsdam, Germany.

The Flag Today

The flag of the United States of America has 13 horizontal stripes – 7 red and 6 white – the red and white stripes alternating.  The flag also has a union that consists of white stars of 5 points on a blue field placed in the upper quarter to the staff and extending to the lower edge of the fourth red stripe from the top.  The number of stars equals the number of states in the Union.

Designer of America’s Current National Flag

Robert G. Heft is the designer of America’s current national flag.  The design of the flag began as a high school project in 1958!  A shy student who used to “sit in the back of the class,” according to Heft himself, he spent 12 ½ hours one weekend arranging and sewing a new combination of stars in a new flag design.   His teacher, a gentleman by the name of Stanley Pratt, gave him a B minus on the project.  Pratt said, “…it lacked originality…anybody could make the flag.”  

However, Pratt said he would give Heft a high grade if Heft could get Congress to accept his design.  (Recall that Alaska became a state in ’59 and Hawaii in ’60.)  So Heft took the challenge and sent his flag to his congressman, Representative Walter Moeller, who eventually got Heft’s design accepted!  

Mr. Heft has already designed a 51-star version of the flag, with six rows of stars, beginning with a row of nine and alternated by rows of eight to achieve a 51-star total.  He is ready if our nation ever adds a new state to the Union!

The flag that Heft designed has flown over every state capital building and over 88 U.S. embassies.  An uneven patch at a lower corner is evidence of an attack on the embassy in Saigon in 1967.  “It’s the only flag in America’s history to have flown over the White House under five administrations,” Heft says.

Flag Day

Each year on June 14, we celebrate the birthday of the Stars and Stripes, which came into being on June 14, 1777.  At the time, the Second Continental Congress authorized a new flag to symbolize the new Nation, the United States of America.

The Stars and Stripes first flew in a Flag Day celebration in Hartford, Connecticut in 1861, during the first summer of the Civil War.  The first national observance of Flag Day occurred June 14, 1877, the centennial of the original flag resolution.

By the mid 1890’s, the observance of Flag Day on June 14 was a popular event.  Mayors and governors began to issue proclamations in their jurisdictions to celebrate this event.

In the years to follow, public sentiment for a national Flag Day observance greatly increased.  Numerous patriotic societies and veterans groups became identified with the Flag Day movement.  Since their main objective was to stimulate patriotism among young people, schools were the first to become involved in flag activities.

In 1916, President Woodrow Wilson issued a proclamation calling for a nationwide observance of Flag Day on June 14.  It was not until 1949 that Congress made this day a permanent observance by resolving “…that the 14th day of June of each year is hereby designated as Flag Day…” President Harry Truman signed the measure into law.

Although Flag Day is not celebrated as a federal holiday, Americans everywhere continue to honor the history and heritage the flag represents.

“I Pledge Allegiance to the Flag…”

On September 8, 1892, a Boston based magazine entitled The Youth’s Companion, published a few words for students to repeat on Columbus Day that year.  The circulation manager of the magazine, Francis Bellamy, wrote this pledge.  It was reprinted on thousands of leaflets and sent out to public schools across the nation.  On October 12, 1892, the quadricentennial of Columbus’ arrival, more than 12 million children recited the Pledge of Allegiance and began a required school-day ritual.  

A number of changes to that original pledge were made to the wording over the years, and in 1942, the final amendment to the pledge added the words “under God.”  Then, in 1959,  President Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “In this way, we are reaffirming the transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage and future; in this way, we shall constantly strengthen those spiritual weapons which forever will be our country’s most powerful resource in peace and war.”

Although written and recited in 1892, it was not until 1942 that Congress officially recognized the Pledge of Allegiance.  One year later, in June 1943, the Supreme Court ruled that school children could not be forced to recite it.  In fact, today only half of our fifty states have laws that encourage the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance in the classroom!

Constitutional Amendment Issue:  Desecration of the Flag

In 1989 and again in 1990, the Supreme Court struck down federal and state statues prohibiting flag desecration.   The Court held that those laws infringed on the right to free speech and expression protected under the First Amendment.

In response to the Supreme Court’s rulings, a constitutional amendment has been proposed that would make it illegal to burn the American flag.   The proposed amendment reads as follows:  “The Congress and the states shall have power to prohibit the physical desecration of the flag of the United States.”

On Thursday, May 25, 1995, the amendment passed the Constitution subcommittee by a vote of 7 - 5 and went on to the full Judiciary Committee.  Those who support the amendment say the flag deserves special protection because it symbolizes freedom and unites a diverse country.  Opponents say burning the flag is a form of free speech, and it should be protected.  This is essentially the position that the Supreme Court has taken in its rulings.

Conclusion

Since June 14, 1777, when the Second Continental Congress officially adopted the flag of the United States, until today, our Flag has played an important role in our nation’s development.  Though is has undergone a number of changes in its design, it remains a constant reminder of our history and our heritage.   As it did in 1777, and does so now, the U.S. Flag represents all that we as a nation stand for – freedom, liberty, and unity.(
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DID YOU KNOW?





West Virginia was admitted to the Union in 1863 as the 35th state.  West Virginia is composed essentially of those Virginia counties that, unsympathetic to the plantation South, refused to join Virginia in its 1861 secession from the Union.
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