On a cold morning in January 1776, Continental soldiers raised a curious flag over Prospect Hill outside
Boston. It had 13 red and white stripes, the same as later designs, but the canton carried the British Union.
Today we call it the Grand Union flag, or sometimes the Continental Colors. For a country not yet fully born,
it captured a moment between loyalty and rebellion. Within 18 months, that transitional banner would give
way to a simpler and bolder idea, a new constellation of stars on blue that declared a different allegiance

altogether.

The story of how the American flag emerged runs through sewing rooms, ship decks, and Congressional
resolutions that were short on detail and long on symbolism. It is part legend, part ledger. If you ask ten
historians who designed the first Stars and Stripes, you will get debate, not a single name. If you ask when
the American flag was first created, you will get two answers: 1775 for the Grand Union flag that led the

army, and 1777 for the first official Stars and Stripes. The timeline carries both, and both matter.

Before there were stars

The colonies needed a rallying emblem as soon as fighting began in 1775. Regiments marched behind a grab
bag of standards, many homemade, most local. The Grand Union emerged from maritime practice,
borrowing the pattern of 13 stripes from colonial ensigns and merchant flags. Sailors knew those bars at a
glance. The canton kept the British Union because independence was not yet declared. To a British
observer, it must have looked defiant and conflicted at once.

That flag, with 13 stripes, offers the first clear answer to a familiar question. Why does the American flag
have 13 stripes? Because the rebellion began as a union of 13 polities, and that count became the frame for
identity before it became a star map. The stripes literally bound the colonies together across the breadth of

the cloth. It was a choice aimed at solidarity, easy to stitch, practical to see at sea.

The Grand Union flew widely from late 1775 into mid 1777. It flew above Washington's encampment, aboard
the Andrew Doria on its famous visit to St. Eustatius in November 1776, and in other early contacts where
Americans sought recognition. The world did not yet know what the United States would look like, but it

could read the stripes.

June 14, 1777: a spare sentence that changed the field

The Continental Congress resolved the matter on June 14, 1777, with a line that could fit on a button:
"Resolved, That the flag of the thirteen United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white, that the
union be thirteen USNAVY flag stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.” That was it. No

sketch. No proportions. No star shape. No arrangement.

That extreme brevity shaped what came next. The resolution set the vocabulary, not the grammar. Makers in
Philadelphia, Boston, and beyond produced a variety of star patterns, some with circles, some with rows,
some with six pointed stars because that was the common heraldic form, some with five pointed stars
because they were quicker to cut. The first official flag is therefore best understood as a family of related

banners, not a single canonical specimen.

So when was the American flag first created? It depends on which American flag you mean. The national
emblem Americans carry in mind, a field of stars in a blue canton with 13 stripes, began in June 1777 with
that famously sparse resolution. The larger banner of rebellion began in 1775 with the Grand Union, a design

that bridged old ties and new claims.
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Who designed the American flag?

This is the question that draws you into the thicket. Popular memory puts Betsy Ross at the center, needle in
hand. The earliest printed claim for her role arrived almost a century after 1777, in 1870, when her grandson
William Canby told the Historical Society of Pennsylvania that she had sewn the first flag at Washington'’s
request. The story is vivid and plausible in the details that any upholsterer in 1770s Philadelphia would
recognize: fabric types, shop locations, client lists that included the Continental Navy. But there is no
surviving document from the 1770s naming Ross as the maker of the first official Stars and Stripes. The

legend rests on family testimony recorded long after the fact.

There is, however, paper for Francis Hopkinson, a New Jersey delegate and noted designer of seals,
currency, and devices for the new government. Hopkinson submitted bills to Congress in 1780 for, among
other things, designing a flag for the United States. He asked to be paid with a cask of wine, later revising
the request to cash. Congress never paid him for the flag design, in part because he could not show he
acted on behalf of a single board, and in part because Congress grew weary of his invoices. The paperwork
does not include a drawing, and historians still debate whether his design referred to a naval flag, a
governmental standard, or simply the union of stars. Still, on balance, the documentary trail makes

Hopkinson the most likely designer of the early Stars and Stripes concept.

So, did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? She certainly sewed flags, and she probably sewed some very
early American flags. She belonged to the circle of makers, like Rebecca Young and others, who supplied the
Continental forces. The famous five pointed star she could snip with a few deft folds adds an appealing craft
detail that sticks in the mind. But the first documented design credit tilts toward Hopkinson. The fairest
summary is this: Hopkinson likely sketched the idea, many hands stitched it, and Ross may have been

among them.

What the elements mean, and what they did not mean at first

The 13 stripes represent the 13 original states, a meaning stated in the 1777 resolution itself. The stars, 13 at
the start, represented those same states as a constellation, a poetic way to suggest unity without uniformity.
What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent today? The same idea scaled up. Each star marks a

state. The stars were always the variable part of the design, the portion allowed to grow as the union grew.
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Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag, and what is the meaning behind the
American flag colors? Here is the subtle part. The 1777 resolution did not explain the colors. The best
contemporary guide comes from the Great Seal of the United States, adopted in 1782, which used the same
palette and did assign meaning. The US Navy Flags Continental Congress described white as purity and
innocence, red as valor and hardiness, and blue as vigilance, perseverance, and justice. Those values
migrated, in the public imagination, to the flag. In practice, fabric availability ruled the day more than
abstract symbolism. Early flags show a range of shades from whatever navy bunting, homespun linen, or
imported wool the maker could source. Standardized color specifications arrived much later with modern

dye lots and military procurement rules.

A young flag learns to count

Congress muddied the pattern when it passed the Flag Act of 1794. The new law raised the star and stripe
counts to 15 to account for Vermont and Kentucky. That version, with 15 stripes, is the flag that flew over
Fort McHenry in 1814 and inspired Francis Scott Key. A giant example, sewn by Mary Pickersgill in Baltimore,
survives at the Smithsonian. It measures roughly 30 by 42 feet even after portions were cut away as
souvenirs, and its 15 stars float in a count that still looks odd to a modern eye.
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The 1794 rule created a problem. If every new state required another stripe, the flag would soon be
unreadable. Congress corrected course in 1818. The new act returned the flag to 13 stripes to honor the
founding generation, and it set a simple rule for the union of stars: one star for each state, added on the July
4 after admission. That framework, star count growing and stripes fixed at 13, turned a revolutionary banner

into a living register of the republic.

By simple arithmetic, you can see how many versions of the American flag there have been. Each change in
the number of stars creates a new official version. From 1777 to today, there have been 27 official designs.
Some lasted decades, like the 48 star flag from 1912 to 1959. Some lived a single year, like the 49 star flag,

adopted in 1959 after Alaska’s admission and replaced in 1960 when Hawaii became the 50th state.

Patterns, proportions, and the urge to tidy up

For more than a century, flag makers arranged stars as they liked. Surviving examples show rows, circles,
wreaths with a central star, and even checkerboards. A flag made for a Maryland militia unit might not match
one flown from a New England sloop. The lack of federal standards did not worry contemporaries. People
recognized the union when they saw white stars on blue above 13 stripes.

Only in 1912 did President Taft, through executive order, standardize star arrangements, proportions, and

orientation for the 48 star flag. That step ushered in the geometry we take for granted now. When Alaska
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joined in 1959, President Eisenhower approved a 49 star pattern, and when Hawaii followed in August of that
year, Eisenhower signed a new order for 50 stars, staggered in nine rows that alternate six and five. One
much retold story credits Robert G. Heft, an Ohio high school student, with proposing that arrangement as
part of a school project. He did submit designs to Washington among thousands of public proposals.
Whether his exact layout was the one the administration adopted has been debated, but his pattern matches
the official one and his advocacy helped popularize the staggered rows as both orderly and visually

balanced.

If you have ever handled a 19th century flag at auction or in a museum, you know how variable they were.
Star points differ. Canton sizes drift. Stitching methods, from hand felled seams to machine topstitching,
signal the period. Flags used at sea were often wool bunting to drain and dry, while land flags could be linen
or cotton. There is a practical poetry to the way these objects age, more akin to work clothes than to
ceremony. The modern flag, by contrast, is consistent to the inch, printed or sewn in long runs, so that the

50 star union always resolves the same way across parades and porches.

What was the first American flag called?

Two answers carry honest weight. The first national flag of the united colonies, flown before independence
and into 1777, is usually called the Grand Union flag. You will also see Continental Colors in period
references. The first official flag of the United States established by Congress in 1777 became known as the
Stars and Stripes. Both names survive because the American nation had a foot in two worlds across those

years, and both designs told parts of the story.

A handful of dates that anchor the tale

e January 1, 1776: Grand Union flag raised at Prospect Hill, outside Boston.
e June 14, 1777: Continental Congress adopts the first Stars and Stripes by resolution.
e January 13, 1794: Congress increases the flag to 15 stars and 15 stripes.

e April 4, 1818: Congress returns the flag to 13 stripes, stars to match the number of states, added on July
4 after admission.

e July 4, 1960: The current 50 star flag becomes official after Hawaii's admission.

How the flag has changed over time

Change first came in spurts, then in steady steps as new territories became states. Between 1777 and 1818,
the nation experimented with the idea of what should change, testing stripes and stars together before
settling on stars alone. From 1818 on, the evolution is a star count story. The visual impression of the flag
varied more than most people expect until the 20th century because there were no federal regulations on

layout. Only the count mattered.
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A few milestones help to see the arc. The 20 star flag of 1818 was the first to add stars on a set schedule,
effective July 4. The 34 star flag was the Civil War banner when Kansas entered in 1861. The 36 star flag
followed the war’s end as Nevada joined. The long lived 45 star flag marched with Theodore Roosevelt. The
48 star flag accompanied the Second World War and the early Cold War, carried by millions of Americans
abroad. The 49 star flag, brief and handsome, tends to be a collector’s favorite because it marks a pivotal
year and exists in smaller quantities. The 50 star flag has now flown since 1960, longer than any prior

design, familiar enough that it is easy to forget how young it is in the sweep of history.

A note on the naval jack and other variants

If you study photographs from 200 years of American ships, you will notice two related flags. The ensign is
the national flag flown at the stern with the union and stripes. The jack is the blue field with white stars
alone, flown at the bow when anchored or moored. The number of stars on the jack follows the ensign. In
recent decades, the Navy has also used the First Navy Jack, with a rattlesnake and the words “Don’t Tread
on Me," during certain periods. Variants like these share the same grammar as the national flag, even as they

carry specific naval traditions.

Myths that persist because they almost could be true

Betsy Ross's role endures for a reason. She was an actual upholsterer with documented connections to key
figures. She did make flags. Her five pointed star trick is delightfully practical. And the country likes stories
that attach a name and a face to a founding moment. But if you were a procurement officer in 1777, juggling
shortages and chasing invoices, the reality would have looked different. You would have contracted with
whichever shop could deliver wool bunting or good sailcloth on time, taken delivery of flags that varied

slightly from one maker to the next, and been happy they held up in wind and wet.

Another persistent belief is that the early Congress carefully defined every detail. The opposite is true. The

first resolution set the elements and trusted the community to work out the rest. That looseness was a


https://twitter.com/Ultimate_Flags
https://www.pinterest.com/ultimateflags
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQ4Dt4LmFZp4nohcV_B6iXw
https://ultimateflags.com/flag-sale/

feature, not a bug. It allowed the symbol to spread fast, to be copied by women and men who had never
seen an official sample, and to adapt to real life along the coast and in field camps. Tight regulation came

later, when a mature government could afford to measure and specify.

Quick answers for a curious mind

e What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star represents one of the 50 states, a
tradition that began with 13 stars for the original states in 1777 and has expanded with the union.

e How many versions of the American flag have there been? Twenty seven official versions, each

corresponding to a change in the number of stars.

e Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? The stripes honor the original 13 states, a count that

appeared on the earliest national banners and was fixed by law in 1818.

e When was the American flag first created? The first national flag, the Grand Union, appeared in 1775.

The first official Stars and Stripes was adopted on June 14, 1777.

e Who designed the American flag? Francis Hopkinson, a member of the Continental Congress and a
skilled designer, is the most likely originator based on surviving documents. Many makers, including
Betsy Ross, produced early flags.

What survives, and what we learn from the cloth

If you stand before the Star Spangled Banner in Washington, the scale shifts your sense of the past. The flag
is vast, stitched for a fort that needed to be seen from far water. Its stars do not line up as neatly as a
modern viewer might expect. The blue has softened. The edges record repairs and use. It is a battle flag, not
a postcard.

Conservators measure more than size. Stitch length, thread type, and seam construction tell you which
machine was available, or whether a hand sewer backed the seams with extra linen tape for strength. Wool
bunting of the early 19th century has a loose weave for drainage, and you can see where flags were pieced
from narrow loom widths. Those clues map the lives these objects lived while they did their jobs in weather
and war. They also remind you that the Stars and Stripes began as a working standard, flown for

identification and rallying, long before it became a sacred civic object.

A living pattern

The American flag remains a simple, durable design. It reads at distance. It accommodates growth without
losing identity. It links local stories to a national whole. Small towns adopt star patterns in their logos to echo
the canton. Veterans carry folded triangles that keep the union bright. Schoolchildren draw it from memory
by counting rows, and almost always get close.

Because it is alive, the flag attracts proposals every time someone imagines a 51st state. Designers publish
hypothetical 51 star layouts, most using staggered rows that keep the grid crisp. The exercise reveals the
elasticity baked into the 1818 rule. A new star would join on the next July 4, the stripes would remain at 13,
and the flag would look familiar the day it changed. That continuity is not an accident. It is the genius of a
pattern that holds identity while allowing growth.

If you trace the arc from the Grand Union at Prospect Hill to today's 50 star standard, the throughline is
restraint. Congress used a light touch in 1777. Makers took that as license to build and iterate. Later, when

the country needed clarity, presidents and procurement officers standardized cones, widths, and rows. The



result is a banner that grew up with the country, learned to hold a crowd'’s attention on a windy day, and still

carries the simple promise of a constellation, many points of light sharing a field.



