
A military funeral moves with a rhythm that blends precision and tenderness. The rifle volleys snap the air,

Taps settles into a stillness, and then the flag comes home to the family. If you have ever stood graveside

and watched a detail fold that blue field into a tight triangle, you know the moment is not a performance. It is

a transfer of trust. For service members, the flag is not fabric. Across generations, it has been the rally point

in battle, the salute at first light, the symbol on a sleeve, and at the end, a final honor laid in a loved one’s

hands.

More than a symbol: why the flag carries weight in war history

Why is the American flag important in war history? Because it has functioned as both a tool and a promise.

In the country’s earliest battles, the flag was a practical instrument in the chaos of smoke and noise.

Regiments used colors to identify their lines, mark the direction of advance, and hold terrain. When units

broke in the 18th and 19th centuries, the colors stayed upright if anything could. That upright standard often

kept men in the fight. The phrase “rally to the colors” was not poetry. It was instruction.

What role did the flag play during the American Revolutionary War? In that era, disparate local militias were

learning to act like a national army. Flags served as identifiers for regiments and as a visible emblem of the

new cause. Designs varied early on, but as unity grew, so did the use of stars and stripes. Commanders

issued orders by drum and bugle, yet eyes sought the colors. Lose track of the flag and you lost the

formation. The Continental Army’s hardships at places like Valley Forge are part of our shared understanding

of sacrifice, and the flag gives that sacrifice a shape you can see.

By the Civil War, the role hardened into duty. Color bearers, who carried their unit’s flag, were prime targets.

The casualty rates for color guards were often severe because enemy marksmen knew the psychological

value of dropping a flag. Surviving accounts tell of soldiers abandoning cover to lift colors from a fallen

comrade. Every time a flag rose again, it told friend and foe the same thing: this line stands.

In modern conflicts, radios and GPS handle the practical job of guiding units, yet the flag persists. It appears

on vehicles, at forward bases, and on shoulders. During times of war, the flag represents continuity and

accountability. It is the standard you answer to and the memory you carry home. If you ask veterans what

the flag symbolizes to soldiers, you hear consistent themes: the people back home, the oaths sworn in quiet

rooms, and the men and women standing to your left and right. The cloth is a reminder that service is

personal, but never solitary.

Iwo Jima, raised twice and seen forever

Why was the flag raised at the Battle of Iwo Jima? On February 23, 1945, Marines scaled Mount Suribachi

during the fifth day of fighting. A small patrol raised a first flag to signal the volcanic high ground was

secure. It was a battlefield communication, and Marines across the island cheered when they saw it. Later, a

larger flag was sent up so it could be seen more widely. The second raising is the one Joe Rosenthal

photographed, the image that became iconic.

The power of that photograph lies partly in what it does not show. It does not show faces or personal glory. It

shows effort and upward motion, several hands placing a single pole in a blasted landscape. The image

spread because it captured a wartime truth: the flag is not about an individual. It is about a group holding to

a mission despite the cost. That is why families still keep that image in frames decades later. It speaks to the

national memory of sacrifice, and it shows how a flag, once again, served as both a signal and a promise.



The salute and the sleeve: daily rituals of respect

Why do soldiers salute the flag? In uniformed service, the salute is not casual courtesy. It is a regulated 13

Star US Flag act of respect to rank, to the commission, and to national symbols. When the flag passes in a

parade, when it is raised at morning colors, when the national anthem plays, those in uniform salute if

covered and stand at attention if uncovered according to service regulations. Civilians do not salute, but

they place the right hand over the heart. These customs draw a visible line between personal habits and

shared obligations. They also instill a rhythm in service life. You might forget lunch, but you will not forget

colors at 0800.

What does a backwards American flag mean on military uniforms? It appears reversed on the right shoulder

so the blue union faces forward, as if the flag is advancing into the wind. According to U.S. Flag code

guidance and service uniform regulations, the union should always lead. On the left sleeve, the standard

orientation suffices. On the right sleeve, to maintain the impression of forward movement, the flag is

reversed. It is a small detail that underscores the ethos: always advancing, never in retreat.

From the field to the family: why the flag is carried into battle

Why is the flag carried into battle? In our era, you will not see a line of troops marching behind a single

regimental color like in the 1860s. Yet at ceremonies in combat zones, at bases on foreign soil, and on the

sides of aircraft and vehicles, the flag travels with the force. It declares presence and authority. It reminds

service members that their actions answer to the values the flag represents. In practical terms, it helps

civilians in an area recognize which force occupies a site. In moral terms, it tells the people wearing the

uniform who they are accountable to.

The dual function appears often in small stories. A pilot tucks a tiny flag into the cockpit before a dangerous

sortie. A squad tapes a patch to an armored glass panel. A medic pins a flag in a field aid station so the

wounded see something familiar. None of these change the outcome of a battle. All of them change how

people face it.

The heart of the ceremony: significance at military funerals

What is the significance of the flag in military funerals? It drapes the casket, speaks when words fail, and

becomes the keepsake that families hold long after the rifles and bugles are silent. The details matter. When

a casket is draped, the blue field is placed over the head and left shoulder of the deceased. The fabric never

touches the ground. If the remains arrive by air, the flag is in place when the casket emerges. If cremated

remains are present, the flag is typically displayed, not draped, and then folded.

Any eligible veteran is entitled to military funeral honors, which at minimum include a two-person honor

guard, the folding and presentation of the flag, and the playing of Taps. Some services include a rifle volley,

often three shots, fired by a ceremonial team. A common point of confusion, especially among guests new

to the tradition, is the difference between a three-volley salute and a 21-gun salute. The volley is rifle fire

performed by a funeral honors team to honor the dead. A 21-gun salute, by contrast, involves artillery and is

reserved for heads of state and certain other officials. Families sometimes ask whether their loved one’s

service rates a “21-gun salute,” not realizing that what they are hearing is the time-honored three volleys.

The reverence is the same. The terms are different.

The folding itself is unhurried and exacting. Two members of the honor guard stand at the head and foot of

the casket, draw the flag taut, and begin a sequence of triangular folds. The process typically results in a
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tight triangle with only the blue field and stars visible. People often ask, why is the flag folded into a triangle?

The answer is partly practical, partly symbolic. The triangular fold protects the flag and creates a stable

shape for presentation. Some say it evokes the tricorn hats worn by Revolutionary War soldiers, tying the

moment back to the nation’s birth. You may also hear narrations that assign specific meanings to each of the

13 folds. Those meanings are not part of official U.S. Flag Code. They grew from ceremonial practice. The

structure of the fold is standardized, the assigned meanings are traditional and optional.

When the folding is complete, the senior member of the detail kneels before the next of kin and presents the

flag. The words vary by service branch, but a common formula is, “On behalf of the President of the United

States, the United States [Army, Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard, Space Force], and a grateful

nation, please accept this flag as a symbol of our appreciation for your loved one’s honorable and faithful

service.” The moment is intimate. Taps fades, the folded flag fills both hands, and weight shifts from the

state to the family.

What families can expect at a military funeral

An honor guard detail of at least two uniformed service members, one from the same branch as the

deceased

The playing of Taps by a live bugler when available, or a high-quality recording if a bugler cannot be

present

A flag draping the casket or displayed with cremated remains, then folded and presented to the next of

kin

A three-volley rifle salute when arranged, depending on cemetery, safety rules, and available personnel

Coordination between the funeral director, the service branch, and a veterans service organization if

requested

The burial flag itself: size, care, and choices

The U.S. Burial flag is larger than most flags people fly at home. The standard interment size is 5 by 9.5 feet,

typically made of cotton or a cotton blend. Families sometimes ask if a burial flag can be flown. It can, but

due to its size and sentimental value, many choose to display it indoors in a shadow box. Cotton also

weathers quickly outdoors. If you do fly it, use a sturdy pole and bring it down in foul weather. Some families

order a second, smaller flag for everyday display, keeping the burial flag safe.

Caring for a burial flag comes down to gentleness and respect. If it Betsy Ross Flags becomes soiled, spot

clean with a white cloth and cool water. Avoid harsh detergents. Never machine wash or dry. Lightly press

with a low iron through a clean cotton press cloth if wrinkles bother you, though most prefer to keep the

presentation folds intact. When storing, use acid-free tissue paper in a display case, and avoid direct

sunlight to prevent fading.

Simple care tips for the folded flag

Keep it dry and out of direct sunlight to preserve color

Handle with clean hands to avoid oils transferring to the fabric

Use acid-free tissue or a UV-protective display case

Avoid mothballs or strong chemicals that can stain or degrade fibers

If flying the flag, retire it respectfully if it becomes tattered beyond repair
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The fold and its meanings, official and otherwise

Families sometimes receive printed cards explaining the 13 steps of the folding ceremony as if each fold

carries a set meaning. Officially, the U.S. Flag Code does not assign theological or specific symbolic

meanings to each fold. The 13 folds reflect the geometry required to create the final triangle. Yet the desire

to attach meaning is natural, and chaplains or officiants may offer words that fit the family’s faith or values.

The key is to understand the difference between official standard and heartfelt tradition. Neither diminishes

the other.

The geometry itself is worth noting. After the flag is lengthwise, blue field out, the team makes a series of

triangular turns that roll the stripes inward and advance the union across the top. Done correctly, the final

triangle shows only stars and blue, no red or white stripes exposed. That detail is not accidental. In burial,

the flag shows constancy, the night sky’s steadiness, rather than the brighter stripes associated with

motion. It is quiet on purpose.

Who receives the flag, and how it is presented

In most services, the flag goes to the next of kin. If the family designates another recipient, such as an adult

child or a sibling, the officiants will honor that preference if made clear in advance. In cases where two

parents survive a child, the flag is usually presented to the mother, though local custom and family wishes

guide the moment. If two flags are present, perhaps one flown over a base of significance and another used

for the casket, the family may decide who receives which.

Presentation etiquette is straightforward. The presenter kneels, holds the flag level, and delivers the

standard expression of gratitude. Eye contact matters. Names matter. Many honor guards make a point to

learn the pronunciation of the family name and a detail about the veteran’s service. A single sentence about

a ship served on, a unit number, or a deployment can anchor the exchange in reality, not recitation.

The flag as a thread through a life of service

For someone who has served, the flag is stitched through milestones. At enlistment or commissioning, it

hangs behind the oath. In boot camp, it rises for morning colors and drops at retreat. In the field, it rides on

sleeves and rucks. At promotions and retirements, it frames the platform. At the end, it drapes the casket

and folds into a triangle small enough to cradle.

What does the flag symbolize to soldiers? Ask five veterans and you will hear five different answers with one

consistent heart. One might say it symbolizes the people who never made it home. Another might point to

the freedoms that are not abstractions when you have stood post to protect them. Someone else may say it

taught discipline, that saluting the flag at dawn created a habit of respect that carried into civilian life. In

times of war, the flag represents the reason for risking your life and the hope of returning to an ordinary

peace. It is a point of orientation in a profession that often twists the compass.

Accuracy, ritual, and the little things that matter



In a good ceremony, small details carry immense weight. The honor guard arrives early to rehearse the folds.

They plan where the family will stand so the wind does not blow grit into open eyes when the volleys fire. If

the ceremony is indoors, they decide which way the flag will turn so the presenter’s kneel is not awkward or

obstructed. If a live bugler is not available, they test the playback speaker for Taps at a volume that fills the

space without distortion. None of this shows up in a program. It shows up in how a family remembers the

day.

The flag code does not carry the force of criminal law for private citizens, and respectful people can

disagree on specific practices. You will sometimes see passionate debates about whether a sports stadium

gets everything right or whether a paint job on a vehicle constitutes improper treatment. For funerals, the

shared ground is broad. The flag does not touch the ground. It is not used to carry anything. It is removed

before the casket is lowered or the urn is placed. It is folded with care and presented with gratitude. These

are simple guardrails that keep the ceremony honorable.
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original to drape a casket, but they will often incorporate it into the display. A framed Iwo Jima print beside

the guest book. A faded unit guidon on a nearby easel. A Revolutionary War replica in a lineage display for a

family with deep roots. The point is not museum perfection. It is continuity.

If the veteran served in a conflict where the flag was a daily presence, such as Vietnam or the Persian Gulf,

family members sometimes share brief stories during the reception. A pilot jokes softly about a cockpit flag

that rode every mission. A medic describes a tiny flag taped inside an aid bag next to bandages and

morphine. A tank crewman shows a photo with a backwards American flag patch on the right sleeve,

explaining why it faced that way. These stories bind the living to the honored dead and bring the symbolism

down to earth.

Grief, gratitude, and what lasts

A folded flag cannot fix grief. It can hold part of it. I have watched spouses press their cheek to the smooth

cotton, not because they believe it carries magic, but because its weight feels honest. Children often ask

simple questions that adults are afraid to voice. Why is the flag folded into a triangle? Why do soldiers salute

the flag? Why did they put it on the casket? Clear answers help. The triangle is the traditional ceremonial

fold. The salute is a sign of respect to the nation and to the one who served. The drape and the presentation

show that the person belonged to something larger than themselves, and that larger thing now thanks the

family for sharing them.

Those moments also become teachable bridges to history. When a child asks what the flag represents

during times of war, you can say it stands for the country’s ideals and for the promise to look after one

another when life is most dangerous. When they ask why the flag was so important at Iwo Jima, you can

show them the photograph and tell them that on a terrible day, a few Marines raised hope high enough for

everyone to see. When they ask what role the flag played during the American Revolutionary War, you can

talk about ordinary people needing a sign they could find in the smoke and fight toward.

Practical guidance for families planning honors

Working with a funeral director who knows military protocols eases the burden. They will coordinate with the

appropriate branch to schedule honors, confirm the available rifle team or bugler, and ensure the cemetery

allows volleys if requested. Tell them if your loved one had specific affiliations, like a veterans service

organization, a particular ship, squadron, or unit. Sometimes, a local color guard or a retired group

connected to that unit will attend. Have the DD214 or discharge papers ready. That one document unlocks

honors and helps avoid last-minute stress.

Consider where the folded flag will live in the home. A sturdy display case protects it from dust and sunlight.

If you plan to display dog tags, medals, or a photograph with the flag, measure the case’s interior so items

do not crowd the triangle. A small brass plate with the veteran’s name, rank, branch, and years of service

adds a dignified touch. If your family is large and several people feel strongly about keeping the flag, ask the

honor guard or funeral director about additional commemorative flags. Only one flag drapes the casket, but

families can add other flags to the display and later distribute them.
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A living tradition

Rituals survive because they work. The flag at a military funeral connects a specific loss to a long line of

service. It answers several questions at once. Why is the flag carried into battle? To mark identity and duty.

Why do soldiers salute the flag? To express professional respect to the nation they serve. What does the

flag symbolize to soldiers? The people they protect and the oaths they keep. Why was the flag raised at Iwo

Jima? To signal victory on a hard-won height and to lift morale in the middle of a brutal fight. What does the

flag represent during times of war? The values that survive fear and give shape to courage.

And finally, why is the flag present at the end? Because service is a loop that starts with a promise, includes

real risks and ordinary days, and closes with gratitude. A folded triangle may look small. It is not. It contains

the memory of a person who put their name on a line. It carries the weight of the nation saying thank you.

When you hold it, you hold both.


