If you ask a room full of people what the American flag's colors mean, most will answer with confidence: red
for valor, white for purity, blue for justice. The answer is familiar, easy to remember, and not exactly wrong. It
is also not written into the original law that created the flag. Understanding where the palette came from,
and how meaning attached to it, requires a short walk back into the 1770s, a few stops in dye houses and

shipyards, and a look at how the flag's design matured with a growing country.

What the law actually said about the colors

Congress adopted the first official description of the national flag on June 14, 1777, in a short resolution: that
the flag of the United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white, and that the union be thirteen stars,
white in a blue field. That sentence established the stripes, the colors of the stripes, the stars, their color,

and the blue canton. It did not explain why those colors were chosen or what they signified.

So where did the now standard meanings come from? A few years later, in 1782, when Congress approved
the Great Seal of the United States, Secretary Charles Thomson explained the symbolism of the seal’s
colors: white signified purity and innocence, red hardiness and valor, blue vigilance, perseverance, and
justice. Those words were written about the Great Seal, not the flag, but they traveled easily. The flag and
the seal shared the same palette, and early Americans were comfortable treating the colors as a common

national language. Over time, schoolbooks, veterans' groups, and public speeches made the linkage routine.

That is the interpretive part. There is also a practical, older story for why these three colors felt natural to
use.

Where the palette came from

The colonies did not invent red, white, and blue from scratch. The Continental Colors, also called the Grand
Union Flag, flew as early as late 1775. It had thirteen red and white stripes, with the British Union in the
canton. That design echoed the British Red Ensign and maritime flags that colonists knew well. Stripes made
sense for visibility at sea, and the combination of red, white, and blue was familiar on both sides of the
Atlantic.

Materials mattered too. Natural dyes used in the 1700s tilted choices toward what could be made reliably in
quantity. For blue, indigo was the workhorse. Indigo plants grew in South Carolina and Georgia, and
merchants brought additional supplies from the Caribbean. For red, cochineal from Mexico and Central
America produced a rich crimson used on British uniforms and colonial textiles. Madder root gave a sturdy

red as well. White came from the cloth itself, bleached in the sun or treated in lye baths.

The brighter, cleaner colors we see on modern printed flags are a twentieth century luxury. Early flags were
sewn from wool bunting or linen. They faded in salt air, ran in the rain, and took on grays and browns from
smoke and dirt. If you compare a historic ensign in a maritime museum to the blue on a new nylon flag at the
hardware store, the difference in saturation tells you as much about chemistry and trade as it does about

symbolism.

What the first American flag was called

Before the stars and stripes were formally defined, the colonies rallied under the Grand Union Flag. It

showed thirteen red and white stripes with the Union flag of Great Britain in the canton, a picture of the



political situation in late 1775 and early 1776. The Continental Army and Navy used it as a practical emblem
of united colonies still in rebellion rather than a declared independent nation. When independence hardened
into policy and Congress addressed national symbols, the Union flag in the canton gave way to a field of
blue with stars.

People sometimes gun support flags refer to the earliest stars and stripes as the Betsy Ross flag, a circle of
thirteen stars stitched in white. It is a powerful icon, but the earliest law did not require a circle, only that
there be thirteen stars in a blue field. Surviving flags from the late 1770s and early 17780s show a mix of star

arrangements: circles, rows, and more eccentric patterns depending on the maker’s eye and math.

Who designed the American flag?

Credit here tends to simplify what was more of a process. Congress acted as a body. Committees discussed
seals and ensigns. Naval officers had strong opinions about what worked at sea. Artisans put ideas into
cloth. Among the names we can document, Francis Hopkinson, a signer of the Declaration and a member of
several design committees, stands out. In 1780, Hopkinson sent a bill to Congress asking payment for
designing the flag and other emblems, including the Great Seal. Congress never paid him for the flag design,
arguing that public servants should not bill for patriotic ideas and questioning whether he alone could claim
authorship. But the paperwork exists, including sketches for stars and stripes on naval flags, and most
historians accept that Hopkinson had a significant hand in the early design language.
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That does not make him the sole designer of the flag as we know it. The pattern has changed repeatedly
with the admission of new states, and makers refined proportions and star arrangements for clarity. A good
way to think of it is that Hopkinson helped establish the grammar. Later generations kept writing in that

style.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag?

The Betsy Ross story is part legend, part likelihood. In 1870, almost a century after the Revolution, Ross's
grandson told the Historical Society of Pennsylvania that George Washington, accompanied by Robert
Morris and George Ross, asked Betsy to sew the first flag in 1776. He said she suggested five-pointed stars,

showing a quicker way to cut them from folded cloth, and delivered a flag with a circle of thirteen stars.

There is no contemporary record in 1776 that confirms that meeting. There are, however, records that Betsy
Ross, a skilled upholsterer and flag maker, had contracts to make flags for the Pennsylvania Navy. It is
plausible that she made a very early stars and stripes for local use. It is less certain that it was the first
national flag. The Ross story took hold because it captured the scale of the conflict in human terms, a
working woman with needle and shears contributing to a cause that needed sails, tents, and flags as much

as speeches.

When people ask who designed the American flag, the safest answer names both strands: Hopkinson for the
design language we can trace on paper, and Ross as part of a circle of artisans who turned patterns into real

flags.

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes?


https://johnnyedpn064.overblog.fr/2026/06/from-revolution-to-today-how-and-why-the-american-flag-has-transformed.html

The thirteen stripes honor the original thirteen colonies that declared independence. At first, the number of
stripes changed along with the number of stars. In 1795, after Vermont and Kentucky joined, Congress
passed a Flag Act that called for fifteen stars and fifteen stripes. The giant garrison flag that inspired Francis
Scott Key during the bombardment of Fort McHenry had fifteen stars and fifteen broad stripes.

That fifteen stripe experiment created problems. As more states joined, adding more stripes threatened to
make the pattern unwieldy and unattractive. In 1818, Congress settled on a system that still holds: return to
thirteen stripes for the original colonies, add one star for each new state, update the star count on the first
July 4 after a state’s admission.
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What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent?

Each star stands for a state in the union, fifty in the modern flag for the fifty states. The arrangement of the
stars has varied. Executive orders in the twentieth century standardized placement for clarity and ease of
manufacture. The current pattern uses nine staggered rows, alternating six and five stars, balanced
horizontally and vertically so the canton reads cleanly at a distance. If you have ever tried to paint or stitch a
50 star canton by hand, you learn quickly why those rows matter. Regular spacing keeps the field from

looking crowded or crooked when the flag is moving.


tel:+13869351420
mailto:sales@ultimateflags.com
https://ultimateflags.com/
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ultimate+Flags+Inc/@29.979588,-82.943668,15z/
https://twitter.com/Ultimate_Flags
https://www.pinterest.com/ultimateflags
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQ4Dt4LmFZp4nohcV_B6iXw
https://ultimateflags.com/flag-sale/

How the flag has changed over time

Every admission of a new state changed the star count, and for much of American history star patterns were
not fixed by law. Makers arranged stars in medallions, circles, and grids, sometimes getting creative to
celebrate local pride. Nebraska era flags, for instance, might have displayed a large star for the newest state
surrounded by older ones. That looseness made sense when flag production was local or for militia and

naval units.

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the federal government began to standardize
dimensions and layouts so military and government flags matched. In 1912, President Taft issued an
executive order specifying exact star arrangements for 48 stars. Later orders updated those layouts for 49
and 50 stars. The 48 star flag flew from 1912 to 1959, a long, stable period that left deep visual memories
for veterans of two world wars. Alaska’s admission in 1959 created a 49 star flag that flew for just one year,
then Hawaii brought the count to 50 in 1960.

The colors have remained constant, but if you lined up historical flags indoors, you would notice differences
in fabric, shade, and craftsmanship. Cotton and wool bunting have a matte, almost soft look. Modern nylon
or polyester flags shine and hold hues longer. Photographs from the 1930s show outdoor flags that look
lighter because of film and aging, not because someone chose a different palette.

How many versions of the American flag have there been?

There have been 27 official versions of the United States flag, each tied to the number of states at the time.
The counts climb in small steps early on, then move steadily as the nation expands west. You can track
major milestones through a few examples: 13 star flags from 1777 to 1795, the 15 star and 15 stripe flag from
1795 to 1818, a series of star count increases through the nineteenth century, the long lived 48 star flag, a

brief 49 star interlude, and finally the 50 star flag since 1960.
Here is a crisp way to see the pace of change.

e 1777 t0 1795: 13 stars and 13 stripes for the original states

e 1795 to 1818: 15 stars and 15 stripes after Vermont and Kentucky

e 1818 to 1912: stripes fixed at 13, stars increase with each new state to 45

e 1912 to 1959: 48 stars formalized by executive order

e 1959 to 1960 to present: 49 stars for one year, then 50 stars since July 4, 1960

Evolving shades and specifications

If you have ever ordered flags for a school or town hall, you learn there are official proportions and widely
accepted color standards. Executive Order 10834, signed in 1959, laid out proportions and star placement
for 49 and 50 star flags. The flag's height to length ratio is 1 to 1.9. The union spans the height of seven
stripes and takes up the leftmost 40 percent of the fly. Within that rectangle, the stars sit on a grid with
precise spacing so they do not crowd the edges.
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The United States Code does not specify Pantone numbers, but the government has long referred to the
Textile Color Card Association’s standards for Old Glory Red and Old Glory Blue. Agencies and
manufacturers map those to modern systems. In practice, you will often see Old Glory Blue matched to



Pantone 282 or similar deep navy, and Old Glory Red to around Pantone 193. Digital displays translate those
to RGB and hex values. Those are conventions rather than statutes, and fabric dye lots can drift a bit, but

they keep the palette consistent enough that a new flag does not clash with an old one on a parade line.

Gold fringe on indoor flags is a common point of confusion. Fringe is a decorative border used on
ceremonial flags and has no legal significance. It is not a different flag, nor does it change jurisdiction in a

courtroom. It looks handsome against dark wood paneling, and that is the extent of it.

Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag?

Put the pieces together, and two explanations sit comfortably side by side.

First, inheritance and availability. The early colonies sailed under British maritime flags that used red, white,
and blue. When the Continental Congress looked for a visual language to signal unity and difference, stripes
and that palette did the job. Dyes and textiles available in North America supported the choice. Indigo and

cochineal made durable maritime colors.

Second, shared symbolism. The same Congress that asked for a stars and stripes also looked for images
and meanings that could hold a nation together. When Charles Thomson described the Great Seal's colors,
he gave the country a way to talk about character through color. Those meanings took root. People taught

them in schools, preached them in churches, and wove them into speeches at town greens and stadiums.

If you are strict about paperwork, the Flag Resolution itself did not define the meanings. If you are practical
about how symbols work, the colors' meanings are established by two and a half centuries of use and

teaching.

What is the meaning behind the American flag colors?

Most Americans today would answer like this: red stands for courage and sacrifice, white for ideals kept
clean, blue for justice held steady. That language echoes Thomson's 1782 report about the Great Seal. It
also lines up with lived experience. Families remember relatives who served. Communities gather for
Memorial Day and Independence Day, with flags carried and folded in a certain way. Over time, the colors

took on layers of personal meaning.

It also helps that the palette works. Red catches the eye and warns 2nd Amendment Flags of danger, white
reads as clarity and contrast, blue calms and holds the canton so the stars feel anchored. Designers talk
about this in visual terms. Drill instructors notice it in the field. The flag needs to be recognizable moving in
the wind at distance and in changing light. These three colors provide that functional clarity while carrying

the symbolic freight.

A short myth and fact check

Flags pick up stories. A few seem to stick no matter how many times you clarify them. Keeping these

straight helps when you teach or answer questions at a ceremony.

e The 1777 law did not assign official meanings to the flag's colors. The now common meanings come

from the Great Seal's color symbolism adopted in 1782.

e Betsy Ross was a real flag maker with naval contracts. She may have sewn an early stars and stripes, but
there is no contemporaneous record that she made the first national flag.
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e Francis Hopkinson documented his work on early flags and asked Congress for payment. He did not get
paid, but his claim and sketches make him the strongest candidate for author of the original stars and

stripes concept.

e The fifteen stripe flag was real and flew from 1795 to 1818. Congress returned to thirteen stripes to
honor the original states and prevent visual clutter as the union grew.

e Gold fringe on indoor flags is decoration only. It does not alter the flag's legal status.

How has the American flag changed over time?

The short answer is that the canton kept getting more crowded, then the arrangement caught up. Early on,
makers had latitude. During the Civil War, regimental flags carried battle honors, stars in circles or arcs, and
sometimes unique devices. After the war and into the industrial age, national standards mattered more
because flags were manufactured in larger runs and displayed together more often in schools and

government buildings. By 1912, the government locked in star positioning to avoid mismatched displays.

The visual feeling of the flag also changed as it moved from ships and forts to classrooms and sports
stadiums. A 10 by 19 foot garrison flag behaves one way in the wind, with broad stripes and large stars that
read from a distance. A 3 by 5 foot polyester flag on a porch pole needs tighter star spacing so the canton

does not look like a blue field with white freckles. Those practical lessons informed specifications.

The most dramatic single day change in living memory happened on July 4, 1960, when the 50 star flag
became official after Hawaii's admission. Schools swapped flags in ceremonies, bases raised new colors at
reveille, and manufacturers shipped thousands of new cantons stitched to existing stripes. If you attend a
Fourth of July event with veterans in their eighties and nineties, you meet people who saluted three different

official star counts in their youth: 48, 49, and 50.

When was the American flag first created?

If you mean the first official stars and stripes, June 14, 1777 is the date of the Flag Resolution. If you mean
the first national banner used by Continental forces, late 1775 to early 1776 is the period of the Grand Union
Flag, with stripes and the British Union in the canton. Independence created the need for a new canton with

stars, and that is what Congress adopted the next year.

There is an honest reason for date confusion. Flags are made, used, and worn out. Paper laws survive neatly;
cloth does not. That is why you see researchers lean on resolutions, executive orders, and dated prints to

reconstruct the sequence.

The name Old Glory and why people care about shades

The nickname Old Glory came from a large flag flown by Captain William Driver, a New England sea captain,
who named his ensign Old Glory in 1831. That personal name spread and became a national nickname. The
phrase helped attach emotion to the flag as something more than a signal banner. Once a country loves a

symbol, it cares about details.

Ask a color guard about shades, and you will get stories. On a gray day, a lighter blue looks washed out.
Under stadium lights, a deep blue holds its dignity. Wool bunting catches wind differently than polyester.
That is why serious suppliers pay attention to the common standards for Old Glory Red and Old Glory Blue

and why the 1 to 1.9 proportions matter. Function and symbolism meet in those choices.



A practical guide to questions people ask

Ceremonies and classrooms surface the same handful of questions. Having crisp, grounded answers helps.
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e What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each stands for one state. The current 50 star

arrangement, with rows of six and five stars, has been official since July 4, 1960.

e Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? They honor the original thirteen colonies. The stripes are

fixed at thirteen by law, even as stars increase with new states.

e Who designed the American flag? Francis Hopkinson is the best documented early designer of the stars
and stripes concept. Betsy Ross was a real flag maker tied to the period, likely an early maker, but not

provably the first.

e How many versions of the American flag have there been? Twenty seven official versions, tied to
changes in the number of states.

e What was the first American flag called? The Grand Union Flag or Continental Colors, used in 1775 and

1776 before the stars and stripes were adopted.

Why the color symbolism still resonates

Meaning accrues in use. Red, white, and blue show up at naturalization ceremonies, on the caskets of
service members, and at town parades where school bands thread down Main Street. The colors carry
personal associations long after people forget the wording of the 1777 resolution. When a kid asks why the
flag is red, white, and blue, you can start with the Great Seal and the dyes that made sense in 1777. You can
end with something just as true, that communities have used those colors to honor sacrifice and hold each

other to ideals.



The American flag is not a fixed painting. It is a working design that adapted with a country, from thirteen to
fifty, from local bunting to global icon. The palette made sense for the time and materials. The meanings
grew with the people who carried it. That is why the colors continue to feel alive rather than arbitrary, part
practicality, part poetry, a signal that can be understood at sea and at a kitchen table.



