
A good flag does not just hang in the air. It says something, often in a spare visual language that punches

through noise and distance. The Flags of 1776 spoke quickly and without apology. Thirteen stripes. Coiled

rattlesnake. Pine tree reaching toward the sky. A circle of stars hinting at a new constellation on the world’s

map. With cloth, paint, and a few potent ideas, colonists announced their intent, their unity, and their

audacity.

Walk through a Revolutionary War site on a windy afternoon and you feel it. American Flags from that era do

not blend into landscape or sky, they command your attention. They also tell a layered story, one worth

knowing if you are drawn to Historic Flags, Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself, or simply the

craft of good design.

The language of rebellion

Think of the 1770s as a time of compressed decision making. Battles unfolded quickly, communication

moved at the speed of a ridden horse or a sloop under good wind, and allegiances shifted by county, parish,

even family. Flags did real work. They helped you find your regiment in the haze of black powder. They

warned adversaries that this unit would not back down. They rallied people who had left farms and

workshops to fight for an idea they did not entirely agree on, but felt in their bones.

A few choices recur. Stripes were useful because they announced union and differentiation at once. If you

saw red and white bars, you knew you were not looking at a European royal banner. When you saw a

rattlesnake, you were being warned. The pine tree hinted at New England’s maritime identity, a shot at the

British practice of marking the tallest white pines for the Crown’s masts. These were not random sketches.

They were headlines.

George Washington’s standards and the problem of “the first flag”

The question, what was the first American flag, will start arguments in good company. Even George

Washington wrestled with the optics. In early 1776, before the Declaration, Washington’s forces reportedly

hoisted what we now call the Grand Union Flag at Prospect Hill near Boston. It featured thirteen red and

white stripes with the British Union in the canton. Hardly a clean break. It signaled solidarity among the

colonies, and to some observers a desire for rights within the empire rather than a sundered future.

Washington also flew a blue silk standard at his headquarters, often called the Commander in Chief’s flag.

Surviving examples and period descriptions suggest a deep blue field scattered or ringed with white stars,

typically six pointed rather than five. The exact arrangement is debated, and reproductions vary, but the

theme speaks clearly. Stars, not crowns. A field for a leader, not a monarch. People who dismiss the

fuzziness of these early flags as sloppy miss the point. The Revolution evolved by the month. Designs

shifted as politics hardened and as practical needs pressed in.

By June 14, 1777, Congress passed the Flag Act that set the core of what became the Stars and Stripes. The

law specified thirteen stripes and thirteen stars representing a new constellation. It did not dictate how to

arrange those stars, which is why period flags show rings, arcs, and scattered patterns. The law defined

identity but left breathing room for makers and commanding officers.

The Gadsden, the Culpeper, and the rattlesnake that meant it



If there is one creature that embodies the American temper of 1776, it is that coiled rattler on a field of

yellow. Christopher Gadsden, a South Carolinian, gave the Continental Navy a flag featuring the serpent and

the blunt warning, Don’t Tread on Me. Earlier cartoons from Benjamin Franklin had already made the

rattlesnake a symbol of colonial unity and spirited defense. As a real animal it does not go looking for

trouble, but it will respond without hesitation if stepped on. A tidy metaphor for a people setting boundaries.

The Culpeper Minutemen flag, white with the same coiled snake and Liberty or Death painted across the

canvas, shows how local units made the symbol their own. The phrase sits heavy today because Patrick

Henry’s call was not rhetoric in 1776, it was a calculation. Men on both sides were dying. Flags captured that

moral starkness without a paragraph of explanation.

Worth noting, these designs have been pulled into modern arguments that run far beyond their original

purpose. Context matters. In my experience, if you fly a rattlesnake flag as a Historic Flag, you do yourself

and your neighbors a service by explaining what era and unit you intend to honor. A small placard at a

display, a quick sentence in a parade program, a conversation over the fence. It lowers the temperature and

raises the quality of our civic memory.

Pine trees, appeals to heaven, and ships that made the difference

New Englanders turned to the white pine and to a stark motto lifted from political philosophy. The so called

Appeal to Heaven flag, a white field centered by a green pine, flew over Massachusetts cruisers and appears

in Revolutionary imagery as a statement of last resort. If earthly petitions fail, you ask a higher power. In

practice, it was also a practical ensign for vessels that needed to identify themselves to friendly eyes and

warn unfriendly ones.

Maritime flags from the period remind us that the Revolution owed much to salt water. Privateers sailed

under variations of the Continental colors, snapping open large enough for a lookout to read them through a

quartering sea. When John Paul Jones captured HMS Serapis in 1779, his crew hoisted an improvised Stars

and Stripes. The Dutch recognized it as belonging to a sovereign belligerent, a small diplomatic victory

written in bunting. Naval combat is a laboratory for flags, and 1776 was no exception.

People often lump Pirate Flags into this stew of defiance. The Jolly Roger, with skull and crossed bones or

swords, predates American independence and belonged to a different subculture. Still, it streams from the

same visual family of short, sharp messages. Piracy, privateering, and rebellion all learned to compress

meaning into simple geometry and contrast you could spot at miles.

The Bennington idea and what legends teach even when they are shaky

The Bennington flag, with the neat 76 in the canton and a tidy arch of stars, remains a favorite at

reenactments and in Fourth of July parades. Purists will remind you that the specific cloth we call

Bennington is likely a 19th century creation that commemorates the Battle of Bennington rather than a literal

survivor of it. Fair enough. But if you spend time with Heritage Flags and how people use them to tell family

stories, you see why this one endures. It blends date, stripes, and a star pattern that almost smiles at you. It

is welcoming, and it invites someone to ask what happened at Bennington and why that scrap of ground

mattered in 1777.

Civil War Flags and the long shadow of symbols



You cannot think honestly about American flags without walking through the 1860s. Civil War Flags carry

heavy freight. Union regimental colors often bore the federal eagle on blue, with a Stars and Stripes as the

national color. They left battle with tears, smoke stains, and names of engagements sewn on over time. The

flags became living diaries, and when you stand beneath their preserved silk in a statehouse, you feel the

gravity. On the other side, the Confederacy used several national patterns over the course of the war. The

familiar Confederate battle flag, a saltire with stars on red, was largely a field sign for units in combat, not

the national flag for most of the conflict. Today, it means different things to different people, and the

differences are not abstract. Some see ancestry and mourning for the dead, others see a banner tied to

defense of slavery and segregation. Both are real. When people talk about Why Fly Historic Flags, this is

usually the knot they are trying to untie.
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Texas teaches a master class in layered identity through the series familiar from amusement park signs and

schoolrooms. The 6 Flags of Texas refer to six sovereignties that have ruled parts of the state: Spain,

France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate States, and the United States. None of these belong

to 1776 specifically, yet the concept sits comfortably in a conversation about Historic Flags because it shows

how people carry multiple inheritances at once. You can cheer for the modern American flag at a Friday

night football game, and you can recognize that the Spanish cross of Burgundy once flapped over the same

ground. That double vision is not confusion, it is maturity.

Flags of WW2 and the education of the eye

Flags of WW2 carry another kind of charge. The 48 star American flag flew on ships that crossed the

Atlantic and Pacific, on airfields in North Africa, on Higgins boats heading toward Normandy. The British

carried the Union Flag, Canadians the Red Ensign until their modern maple leaf era. The Soviet Union’s red

banner with hammer and sickle shows up over the Reichstag. The swastika of Nazi Germany is a warning

label for a worldview that led to industrial genocide and global war. Japan’s Rising Sun ensign marks a

militarist project that invaded neighbors and left scars that have not fully healed. Studying this set matters

because it trains the eye to see more than color and geometry. A flag is not just a rectangle. It is a claim, a

program, or a prayer.

When you display these as part of a historical collection, say in a school hallway or a museum case, the

labels matter as much as the linen. Do not Ultimate Flags USNAVY flag romanticize. Do not erase. Do the

work. That is how Never Forgetting History becomes more than a catchphrase.

The lived craft of early flags

We talk about symbols, but a real flag is also wood, silk, wool bunting, and thread. Early American makers

used what they had. Some flags were hand painted. Others were pieced by skilled seamstresses who knew

how to lay a seam so it would not split under a gale. Star counts from the era vary not only because

Congress left designs open, but because a maker might have cut what fit the cloth on the table. You still see

this in surviving examples where a stripe runs a little wide or a star points a bit off center. Perfection is a

modern fetish. The originals feel human, and that is part of their strength.

I once handled a reproduction of a Washington headquarters flag sewn by a reenactor who had studied

surviving blue silks up close. He chose six pointed stars because period documents describe them more

often than fives in that context. He also stitched with linen thread waxed by hand. When the wind filled it for

the first time, the flag tightened with a small crackle, the sound of proper tension across weave. You notice

those details, and suddenly the whole period feels closer.

Why people still fly the Flags of 1776

You do not have to be a reenactor to feel the pull. People raise historic ensigns at cabins, on center hall

colonials, above small-town libraries, or on camp poles when scouts gather. The reasons are usually
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straightforward, and most of them sit comfortably alongside the modern Stars and Stripes rather than in

opposition to it.

Quick education. A parent can answer a child’s question in one minute at the mailbox instead of sending

them to a screen.

Local pride. A militia or naval flag tied to your region anchors the past to your ground.

Craft appreciation. Hand sewn stars, natural dyes, and old weave patterns are beautiful in their own

right.

Conversation starter. Good neighbors learn from each other when symbols open doors, not when they

slam them.

Patriotism that breathes. Rotating a Gadsden, a Grand Union, and a 13 star circle alongside the current

flag helps people see continuity rather than stagnation.

Patriotic Flags do not have to shout. The best ones invite people closer, then they reward the attention.

A tour of keystone flags from the revolutionary period

Grand Union Flag. Thirteen stripes for the colonies, British Union in the corner. A banner for a liminal

moment when some leaders still sought redress rather than rupture. Hoisted in early 1776, it captures the

hesitation and the resolve of a people crossing a threshold.

Gadsden Flag. Yellow, snake, Don’t Tread on Me. A naval gift that turned into a broader statement of

boundaries. One of the cleanest designs in American heraldry, and the most frequently misunderstood when

separated from its original context.

Washington’s Headquarters Flag. Deep blue and starred, the visual power comes from austerity. It reads as

authority without pageantry, a commander at work rather than a court at play. Historians debate star

arrangement and count in various versions, but the backbone remains.

Appeal to Heaven. White field, green pine, a motto as sharp as a pike tip. Its use on Massachusetts cruisers

and in political imagery marks it as both regional and ideational, a bridge between the lumber trade and a

philosophy of rights.

Serapis Flag. Improvised Stars and Stripes on a captured British ship. The story carries diplomacy, naval

guts, and the inventive quality of early makers who sewed and painted flags in hard circumstances.

Bennington 76. A memory piece that probably postdates the battle it honors, yet works as an invitation to

talk about the northern campaigns, local militias, and how communities carry stories forward.

If you work with Historic Flags in a classroom or community event, rotating these across a calendar year

gives rhythm to the telling. Tie the Grand Union to discussions around January. Let the pine tree ride a mast

at a summer maritime festival. Stitch meaning to seasons and place.

Display etiquette, context, and the art of being a good neighbor

When someone asks me Why Fly Historic Flags at home, my first instinct is to ask where they plan to put it

and what message they hope to send. The Stars and Stripes retains pride of place. If you fly it with other

flags, put it in the position of honor and use proper halyard rigging. When pairing the current American flag

with a 13 star circle or a unit color from the Revolution, let them complement rather than compete. You do

not need a stadium pole. A well placed house mount can carry both with grace.



Context placards, even small ones, do more good than you might think. A simple card that reads

Washington’s Headquarters, 1776 style reproduction, flown to honor Continental Army service, tells any

passerby what you are doing and why. It nudges conversation toward history rather than today’s fights.

Mind the weather. Nothing saps dignity faster than a shredded edge or mildew creeping into a seam. Natural

fiber flags look wonderful but need rotation and rest. Synthetic bunting can take a beating, especially at

coastal houses where salt chews through thread faster than you would expect.

Caring for historic and reproduction flags

If you collect originals, consult a conservator. If you fly reproductions, treat them as you would a good jacket

that you plan to keep for years.
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Choose the right fabric. Wool bunting looks right for period pieces, but polyester holds color and shape

longer outdoors.

Rotate. Give a flag days off so UV light and wind do not chew it to threads.

Inspect hardware. Halyards chafe, snaps seize, and grommets pull under gusts.

Clean gently. Cold water rinse and air dry. Heat shortens a flag’s life.

Store properly. Roll on a tube with acid free paper rather than folding into hard creases.

A well kept flag ages gracefully, picking up a few creases and sun marks that tell a story without sliding into

neglect.

Heritage without amnesia



The best argument for flying Heritage Flags is not nostalgia. It is accountability. When you see the pine tree

or the rattlesnake, you remember that liberty depended on people who risked more than opinions. When you

see Civil War Flags in their full spectrum, you do not get to pretend that the 1860s were simple. When you

study Flags of WW2, you are forced to square courage with brutality and to note that symbols can dignify

bravery or mask evil. Both truths live on fabric.

If you have ever walked a child through a memorial park and watched them stop under a flag because the

wind caught it just right, you know the power at work here. Use that moment. Tell the story. It is how we

move beyond slogans and into citizenship.

Where the past meets the porch

I keep a few flags rolled in a canvas tube by the back door. A 13 star circle for July, a Gadsden for the naval

history week our town runs, a Grand Union for the early days of January when the air feels raw and the year

feels young. My neighbor across the street favors a Bennington, and we trade notes about which events

deserve which colors. When visitors ask, we talk about George Washington by the hedges, about sailors

running out reefed topsails under a borrowed stripe, about militiamen stitching their identity into white

cotton before marching down rutted roads.

It is a small practice, not fancy. But people stop, and they think, and sometimes they lift a hand to shade

their eyes so they can pick out the details better. That is what flags are for. Not to do our thinking for us, not

to replace argument, but to bring us back to the hard, human work beneath Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom

to Express Yourself. The Flags of 1776 still do that work when we let them, and the country is better for it.


