
On a breezy morning at a small-town parade, you can watch a dozen different versions of the American flag

pass by. Some are stitched from heavy cotton, some printed on nylon that snaps in the wind, and one or two

carry a design that would have looked familiar to sailors in the 1790s. The flag has always been a working

emblem, not a frozen icon. It changed as the country grew, and each change left a fingerprint, from the way

early stars were scattered like pinpricks in the night sky to the tight grid we know now. Tracing that evolution

is a way to track the United States itself.

The first American flag most people forget

Ask, what was the first American flag called? The first banner flown by Continental forces was the Grand

Union Flag, also known as the Continental Colors. It appeared in late 1775, months before independence was

declared. The design kept the 13 red and white stripes to represent the united colonies, but the canton

carried the British Union Jack. That mix told the world exactly where the colonies stood at the time. They

were asserting joint identity while still professing loyalty to the Crown. George Washington raised this flag at

Prospect Hill near Boston on January 1, 1776, as the Continental Army reorganized for a long war.

The Grand Union did not last long. Once independence set the political reality, it made little sense to fly a

banner that literally borrowed Britain’s badge. But it set the pattern for the stripes, and it gave Congress a

design language to refine once the break was final.

The Flag Act of 1777 and the meaning of 13 stripes

On June 14, 1777, the Continental Congress passed a brief resolution, usually called the Flag Act, that

established the first official flag of the United States. It read, “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 law left plenty unsaid. It did not dictate proportions, star arrangement, or even a

precise shade of red or blue. It did, however, lock in the symbolism.

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? Those stripes stand for the original thirteen colonies that

declared independence and became the first states. The stars in the blue canton echoed that count, but the

number in the canton proved more fluid. The constellation could expand with the nation.

The 13 stripes never changed again after a brief detour. They have served as an anchor to the story since

the first law. When a school group asks what those stripes mean, you can point straight back to 1777, to

embattled ports and inland farms, and to a band of colonies willing to pool their futures into one republic.

Who designed the American flag?

No single person designed the national flag. Early American flags were a blend of congressional guidance,

naval needs, and the work of seamstresses and sailmakers. Still, several names fairly belong in the credits.

Francis Hopkinson, a New Jersey delegate to the Continental Congress and signer of the Declaration, almost

certainly created the first official design under the 1777 resolution. He later billed Congress for his “design of

the American flag,” among other devices, including elements of the Great Seal. Congress refused payment,

but surviving drafts and correspondence tie him to the constellation concept. His stars were often six-



pointed in sketches. Practice quickly landed on five-pointed stars because they were faster to cut and more

visually balanced on cloth.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? The popular story comes from her grandson’s 1870 testimony to the

Historical Society of Pennsylvania. It claimed that George Washington and two others asked her in 1776 to

stitch a flag and that she suggested five-pointed stars. Historians have not found contemporary records to

confirm the meeting or commission. That does not mean Ross never made flags. She almost certainly did, as

did other Philadelphia upholsterers and sailmakers, but she was not uniquely responsible for the first design.

Her legend survives because it offered a personal, domestic face to a national symbol, and because her

family preserved and promoted it in a century hungry for patriotic lore.

If you want a modern design story with firm documentation, look to Robert G. Heft of Ohio. In 1958, as a high

school student, he rearranged 50 paper stars into an alternating 6 and 5 pattern for a class project,

anticipating statehood for Alaska and Hawaii. When Hawaii was admitted in 1959, President Eisenhower

selected Heft’s layout for the 50-star flag we know today. Heft did not invent the 50-star idea, but his

arrangement solved the puzzle of fitting an even 50 into a compact field with good visual rhythm. It looks

orderly from a distance and lively up close.
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Colors, borrowed meaning, and practical cloth

Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? Congress never wrote a color explanation

into the 1777 Flag Act. The hues tracked the broader iconography of the revolution and mirrored the palette

of the Great Seal, adopted in 1782. The Great Seal’s official description gives the meanings often repeated

today. Red symbolizes hardiness and valor. White represents purity and innocence. Blue stands for vigilance,



perseverance, and justice. Those phrases neatly answer what is the meaning behind the American flag

colors, but they came from the seal’s design notes, not the original flag law. They fit in spirit and have been

widely accepted.

There is also a practical thread. Early American flags were sewn from whatever fabric could withstand salt,

wind, and weather. Indigo-dyed bunting for blue fields and turkey red for stripes were common in maritime

supply channels. The colors endured both sun and spray, and that mattered in a world where the flag was

first and foremost a signal at sea and on the battlefield.

The 15-stripe experiment and a song that stuck

After the original 13-star flag, the first significant redesign came with the Flag Act of 1794, which raised the

count to 15 stars and, notably, 15 stripes. Vermont and Kentucky had joined the Union, and the thinking at

the time was simple. Add one of each for every new state. The result looked handsome on paper and even

better over Fort McHenry in 1814, where a massive garrison flag, 30 by 42 feet, made by Mary Pickersgill

and her team, flew through a British bombardment. Francis Scott Key watched that flag, counted those 15

stripes and 15 stars as dawn broke, and wrote the poem that became the national anthem. The Star-

Spangled Banner he saw survives at the Smithsonian, scars and all.

But 15 stripes created a design trap. If you kept adding both stars and stripes for every state, the flag would

become visually noisy and physically awkward. The next act fixed that.

Locking the stripes at 13 and letting the stars grow

In 1818, President James Monroe signed a new law that restored the stripe count to 13 to permanently honor

the original colonies. It also set a logical rule for growth. Add only stars for new states. Add them on the

Fourth of July following a state’s admission. That simple cadence created a tidy record. Each time the Union

grew, the constellation changed on a predictable date, and the stripes held their historical ground.

That law also codified the star as the nimble part of the design. Stars could arrange themselves in circles,

rows, or checkerboards, depending on what fit the count nicely. This flexibility benefited flag makers and

allowed presidents to approve standard patterns later.

Patterns, proportions, and a century of improvisation

For much of the nineteenth century, star placement was folk art. Sail lofts, upholsterers, and cottage flag

makers stitched their own ideas. Some flags carried stars in a big wreath. Others had a star inside the

starfield, with surrounding clusters fanning out. As the country grew from 20 to 45 states, you can see

everything from gentle fans to strict rows. The canton’s exact size and the flag’s overall proportions varied

widely too. Naval flags tended to be longer for better visibility in the wind. Parade flags were squarer for

balance on a pole.

By the early twentieth century, the federal government began to standardize these details. In 1912, President

William Howard Taft issued an executive order fixing the 48-star arrangement in six rows of eight and setting

consistent proportions for the canton and stripes. That clarity mattered once the nation had coast-to-coast

industries, schools, and military bases all hoisting the same emblem. When 13 Star US Flag for sale

ultimateflags.com Alaska and Hawaii joined in 1959, President Eisenhower issued new orders that defined
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the 49-star flag, with seven rows of seven, and the 50-star flag, with nine staggered rows alternating six and

five. If you look closely at a regulation 50-star canton, you will see those rows step neatly, six, then five, then

six again, creating a tidy grid that still feels like a constellation.

How many versions of the American flag have there been?

If we count official designs that changed with the number of stars since 1777, there have been 27 versions of

the American flag. The leap from 48 to 49, then to 50, are the most recent. Before that, the number ticked

up over generations. Some versions had remarkably short lives. The 15-star, 15-stripe flag flew from 1795 to

1818. The 20-star flag lasted one year. The 27 official designs mark political milestones more than graphic

ones. They recorded when Congress admitted new states, not new artistic tastes.

What the stars and stripes represent now

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star stands for one state in the Union. That plain

mapping has carried the flag since 1818, and the visual effect has grown poetic with time. A child can see

the idea at a glance. Together they form a whole, and each one still shines on its own.

The stripes do quieter work. They hold memory. Even when the nation expanded past the Appalachians,

across the Mississippi, and into the Pacific, the 13 stripes kept the story anchored to the start. They insist

that the present rests on a set of original promises.

A working symbol at sea, on land, and in courtrooms

Flags begin as signals. The U.S. Flag marked American ships on the high seas, where recognition could

mean the difference between safe passage and seizure. On land, flags told commanders which regiments

were where in the smoke and chaos of battle. Later, when telegraphs and radios shrank the world, the flag’s

job shifted more to ceremony and identity. It appears behind presidents, judges, schoolchildren, and

athletes. The same rectangle plays all those roles, from practicality to pageantry.

With visibility comes rules. The modern U.S. Flag Code, rooted in a 1923 conference and adopted by

Congress in 1942, lays out respectful use, display, and handling. The code is advisory rather than punitive,

but its guidance shapes custom. It prescribes, for instance, that the union be displayed at the flag’s own

right and that the flag not touch the ground. When draped on a casket, the blue canton sits at the head and

left shoulder. These practices are not ancient. They accumulated as the flag moved from forts and ships to

schools and ballparks.
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Four legal anchors every vexillology nerd should know

1777 Flag Resolution: set 13 stripes and a starry union symbolizing a new constellation.

1794 Act: raised both stars and stripes to 15 for Vermont and Kentucky, an approach later abandoned.

1818 Act: restored stripes to 13 and established the rule of adding one star per new state on the next

July 4.

1912 and 1959 Executive Orders: standardized proportions and star arrangements for 48, then 49 and

50 stars.

None of these lines settled the flag once and for all. They defined a framework that could absorb growth

without losing identity.

Craft, cloth, and the way real flags behave

A flag on paper is geometry. A flag in the wind is a living object. That difference explains why some historical

arrangements look better in photos than they did on a mast. Long naval ensigns, with proportions of 2 to 3

or even 2 to 4, develop elegant ripples that show the canton clearly while letting the stripes breathe. Shorter

parade flags feel stout and steady. Old wool bunting softened over time and frayed at the fly end, a badge of

honest duty. Synthetic fabrics hold color longer and shed water, but they snap loudly and can curl at the

edges with heat.

Star size and stroke width also matter. On some nineteenth century flags, the stars are relatively large,

pressing against each other like neighbors in a rowhouse. On standardized twentieth century flags,

especially the 48 and 50 star versions, smaller stars with consistent spacing create a quiet field that reads

cleanly even from a distance. Makers have to respect those ratios if they want a crisp appearance. Tilt a star

a degree or two off vertical, and the whole canton can look restless.

The flag that keeps pace with the map

How has the American flag changed over time? Slowly and in simple ways, but always in response to

statehood. When you lay the timeline next to a map, the patterns match. Early bursts of admission in the
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1790s and 1810s, a steady march through the Midwest, a cluster after the Civil War as territories organized,

and a closing sweep to the Pacific and beyond. The 48-star flag endured from 1912 to 1959, a long period of

stability in both borders and design. Then came Alaska and Hawaii, and the flag shifted once more without

drama, following long-set rules.

Presidents have occasionally tinkered with details. Taft’s order in 1912 set not only the rows of stars but the

exact dimensions of the canton relative to the flag, making it easier to mass-produce a uniform banner.

Eisenhower’s orders in 1959 did the same for the 49 and 50-star layouts. That level of precision would have

baffled the sailmakers of 1777, but it suits a continental nation with millions of flags on display at once.

Myths, memory, and what schools teach

Every generation teaches a version of flag history tuned to its needs. After the Civil War, reunion narratives

leaned hard into shared symbols, and Betsy Ross’s story found a wide audience. During industrialization,

standardization carried authority, so the 48-star pattern became almost a brand, tied to everything from

cereal boxes to wartime posters. In the late twentieth century, classrooms stressed civics and respect for

the flag. Whether you learned to fold one with a scout troop, watch it retire at a ceremony, or simply stand

for it at a game, you absorbed habits that linked you to neighbors you had never met.

When people ask, who designed the American flag, I often answer with three names. Hopkinson for the early

concept. Mary Pickersgill for the 15-stripe banner that inspired the anthem. Robert Heft for the 50-star

puzzle. That trio captures both the official and the human sides of the story. Laws set the rules.

Craftspeople and citizens give the flag its look and feel.

The flag in court and protest

A living symbol also attracts argument. Court cases in the twentieth century tested the boundaries of

compelled salutes, symbolic speech, and the limits of regulation. The Supreme Court held that students

cannot be forced to salute the flag, and later decisions protected flag desecration as expressive conduct

under the First Amendment. For some, that outcome offends. For others, it demonstrates that the rights the

flag represents are robust enough to withstand even pointed dissent. Either way, the flag stands at the

center of that civic conversation, a cloth that invites people to declare what they believe.

Care, etiquette, and common misunderstandings

There is a practical side to stewardship. Flags degrade in sun and wind, especially at exposed sites.

Reputable installers suggest rotating two or three flags through a single pole to extend life. Cleaning should

be gentle. Cotton looks rich but soaks up water and grows heavy in a storm, which strains halyards and

grommets. Nylon sheds water and lifts in light breezes, which makes it popular for homes. If a flag is too

tattered, retire it through a local veterans’ organization, scout troop, or municipal service that disposes of it

respectfully, often by burning in a controlled ceremony.

Common misunderstandings persist. People worry about rules against wearing flag patterns. The Flag Code

discourages using the actual flag as apparel or drapery, but printed motifs are common and not illegal.

Others believe a flag that touches the ground must be destroyed. That is not in the code. Clean and

continue to use it if undamaged. The spirit of the code aims at respect and clarity, not gotcha rules.



A brief, handy timeline you can keep in your head

1775: Grand Union Flag flies with the Union Jack in the canton, 13 stripes signaling unity.

1777: First official U.S. Flag, 13 stars in a blue field, 13 stripes.

1794: 15 stars and 15 stripes for Vermont and Kentucky.

1818: Stripes return to 13, stars to grow with states, added each July 4.

1912 to 1960: Executive orders standardize 48, then 49 and 50-star layouts.

These are the bones. The muscle is the lived use across two and a half centuries.

Where the story might go next

People sometimes ask whether a 51-star flag has been designed. The government has not adopted one, but

designers, students, and hobbyists have drafted dozens of plausible arrangements. You can fit 51 in

alternating rows of 9 and 8 or explore creative hexagonal grids that still read as rows from a distance. The

same test applies that Eisenhower’s team used in 1959. Does the canton look balanced? Does it scale from a

hand flag to a garrison flag? Does it keep faith with the constellation idea?

The continuity here is reassuring. When was the American flag first created? In 1777, as a legal device for a

new nation. What was the first American flag called? The Grand Union, stitched and hoisted in the swirl of

war. Why the 13 stripes? To honor the first thirteen united states. What do the 50 stars on the American flag

represent? Every state we have now. Who designed the American flag? Many hands, from Hopkinson to

Heft, with thousands of anonymous makers in between. How has the American flag changed over time?

Regularly, in step with statehood, with brief moments of artistic freedom and later standardization. How

many versions of the American flag have there been? Twenty-seven official star counts since 1777, each one

a date stamp on the national map.

A Betsy Ross Flags flag’s job is to be clear, visible, and meaningful. The American flag manages all three. It

can wave from the deck of a cutter in a gale, hang limp in a silent courtroom, glow on a porch light at

midnight, or fold into a triangle for a family who gave more than most. The stars and stripes deserve their

capital letters not because they are sacred in the abstract, but because real people have lived and died

under them, argued about them, sung to them, and stitched them through the night when a fort needed a

signal big enough to be seen at dawn.
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