
Most of us picture the United States flag the same way, a field of blue sprinkled with fifty white stars, a stack

of red and white stripes running edge to edge. That design feels inevitable, almost timeless. It wasn’t. The

path from rebellion to a new national emblem ran through sea flags, improvised banners, committee votes,

and more than a little myth making. The first American flag did not look like the one we carry to ballgames. It

carried the British Union in its corner. It had stripes, but no stars.

Let’s trace that story with care, separating what we can prove from what we have repeated so often it

sounds like proof.

The first American flag, by its proper name

The first widely recognized flag of the American colonies in revolt was the Grand Union Flag. You will also

find it called the Continental Colors, the Cambridge Flag, or the First Navy Ensign. It appeared by late 1775,

months before independence, Ultimate Flags old usa flag for sale and flew over George Washington’s troops

around Boston on New Year’s Day 1776. Accounts place it at Prospect Hill in Cambridge as the Continental

Army marked the start of its reorganization.

If you saw the Grand Union Flag from a distance, you might mistake it for a British ensign. The canton, that

blue rectangle in the upper left, carried the Union of St. George and St. Andrew, the same Union that sits in

the corner of British flags of the period. The field behind it was a different story. Thirteen stripes, red and

white, ran across the flag. Those stripes echoed earlier protest banners in the colonies and Maritime flags.

They signaled something new taking shape, thirteen colonies moving together, even as the canton

acknowledged a lingering tie to the Crown.

Who designed it? No record in Congress or the Continental Army archives names a designer. Sailors in the

American merchant and whaling fleets had long seen variations of striped ensigns. The British East India

Company flew a striped company flag with the Union in its canton. It takes only a small, obvious leap to

arrive at the Grand Union, which adapted familiar maritime visuals for a distinctly American purpose.

By mid 1777, the Grand Union Flag had ceded the stage to a different emblem, one that gave us our national

nickname. Stars replaced the British Union. The stripes held their ground.

When the Stars and Stripes became official

The Flag Resolution of June 14, 1777 put the United States on record with an emblem:

Resolved, 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.

That sentence is spare. It leaves enormous room for interpretation. It does not dictate the number of points

on the stars, the pattern, the proportion of the union, or the overall dimensions. For years, different makers

arranged stars in rows, circles, staggered patterns, or bursts. Shipyards and garrisons flew flags of varied

sizes. The same general look, many local versions.

So who designed the American flag? The best documentary evidence points to Francis Hopkinson of New

Jersey, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and a member of the Continental Congress. He

submitted bills to Congress in 1780 for designing seals and flags. He asked for payment in a cask of wine,

among other things. Congress never paid. The Board of Admiralty pushed back that he was not the sole

designer. Even so, Hopkinson’s surviving sketches and correspondence show him experimenting with stars
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and stripes and with the five pointed star in particular. If you are looking for the closest thing to a credited

designer of the first official Stars and Stripes, he is the strongest candidate.

That still leaves Betsy Ross.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag?

The Betsy Ross story has staying power for good reasons. It is personal, vivid, and flattering. According to

family lore, George Washington and two colleagues visited Ross in 1776, asked if she could sew a flag, and

she suggested five pointed stars because they were easier to cut than six. A grandson, William Canby,

presented the story at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania in 1870, almost a century later. It took off in

newspapers and oratory, then in schoolbooks.
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What can we prove? Ross was a working upholsterer and flag maker in Philadelphia. She had contracts with

the Pennsylvania Navy Board to make ship flags. She knew Washington socially and professionally through

the city’s craft network and churches. She was not a mythic figure but a skilled tradeswoman at the center

of American revolution and supply.

What cannot be proved is the specific meeting with Washington or her sewing the very first flag of the

United States. There is no surviving record from 1776 or 1777 that ties her to the first Stars and Stripes.

Plenty of people were making flags, including the firm of William and Sarah Austin and other Philadelphia

artisans. Over the decades historians have learned to separate three things: Ross’s real career as a flag

maker, the family legend about the first flag, and a later advertising friendly narrative that made her the

solitary creator. The first is solid. The second is unconfirmed. The third is tidy but unhelpful.



If you have ever cut a five pointed star from folded paper, you know why makers preferred it. For

seamstresses paid by the piece, practicality mattered as much as symbolism.

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes?

The thirteen stripes mark the thirteen original colonies that declared independence. In early protest

movements, stripes were a common motif. The Sons of Liberty used a striped flag in demonstrations a

decade before the Revolution. The Grand Union Flag used stripes to show unity across colonial governments

that often had more in common with one another than they did with Parliament.

Congress reaffirmed the importance of the stripes in 1818 when it pulled the design back from a short lived

mistake. In 1794, with Vermont and Kentucky admitted, Congress changed the flag to fifteen stars and

fifteen stripes. That version flew at Fort McHenry during the War of 1812, which made it immortal in verse.

As more states joined, the fifteen stripes model quickly became impractical. The flag would have turned into

a barber pole.

Lawmakers fixed the problem. The Flag Act of 1818 restored the count to thirteen stripes to honor the

founding generation, then set the rules for stars. Each new state would be represented by one star added on

the July 4 after admission. From that point forward, the stripes stayed steady while the stars told the story

of growth.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent?

The stars represent the states, one for each. Today we have fifty. The fifty star flag became official on July

4, 1960 after Hawaii’s admission in 1959. Alaska came in first, so the forty nine star flag had a single year in

the spotlight, from July 1959 to July 1960.

The star count is straightforward. The arrangement has a more complex history. For decades, the

government did not prescribe how to place the stars, and makers used circles, rows, and mixed patterns.

That freedom ended in the twentieth century when the White House set standard layouts.

In 1912, President William Howard Taft issued an executive order that, for the first time, gave precise

instructions for the flag’s proportions, the blue union’s size, and the rows of stars. Later orders updated

those details for the forty nine star and fifty star flags. Today’s flag uses a 1 to 1.9 height to length ratio, a

union that is seven stripes tall, and stars set in nine staggered rows.

The colors, their sources, and what we can and cannot claim

People reach for meanings in colors. That is human. The 1777 Flag Resolution did not assign symbolic

meanings to red, white, and blue. It simply stated the design. The poetic definitions that students recite

come from the Great Seal of the United States, approved in 1782. There, the Continental Congress

described white as symbolizing purity and innocence, red for valor and hardiness, and blue for vigilance,

perseverance, and justice.

It is reasonable to see the flag’s palette as flowing from the same well as the Great Seal. The gestures match

the era’s heraldic language. But it is also true that those colors were common in British and colonial flags,

and that function and availability drove choices. Natural and imported dyes in red and blue were familiar to

flag makers and ship owners. The adoption of the Great Seal’s language as the flag’s is a later interpretive

step, one that fits cleanly enough that many handbooks and histories simply repeat it.



Both ideas can live together. The colors carried practical and historical roots, and they came to represent

ideals that Americans teach and try to embody.

The chain of changes, from thirteen to fifty

Remember the bare bones 1777 description. For the next century, the Stars and Stripes behaved like a living

document, revised as the nation changed. The pivotal fixes came in two short laws and a handful of

presidential orders that turned the vague idea into a specification.

Here are the milestones that matter most if you want a clear mental timeline:

1775 to early 1777, the Grand Union Flag flies with the British Union in the canton and thirteen stripes in

the field.

June 14, 1777, the Flag Resolution establishes thirteen stars in a blue field with thirteen red and white

stripes.

1794, Congress changes the flag to fifteen stars and fifteen stripes for Vermont and Kentucky.

1818, Congress restores the stripe count to thirteen and fixes the rule of adding one star per state on

July 4 following admission.

1912, Taft’s executive order standardizes star patterns and dimensions for the first time, later updated

for forty eight, forty nine, and fifty stars.

Those dates reduce a lot of noise. In between, the country adopted twenty seven official star counts in total.

Each version reflected admissions to the Union, from Ohio in 1803 to Hawaii in 1959. Some arrangements

lived long, the forty eight star flag for nearly fifty years. Others passed quickly, such as the fifteen star

fifteen stripe banner and the forty nine star layout.

How many versions of the American flag have there been?

Counting official star counts, there have been twenty seven versions. That number does not include

unregulated local and regimental flags from the early years, or decorative variations. It refers to each legally

recognized design that followed the rule of adding a star for each state as of July 4. You may see framed

posters that lay all twenty seven side by side, which is a tidy way to see the nation grow from thirteen to

fifty.

There is a small twist worth noting. The 1777 resolution did not lock in the exact look, so even the first

official thirteen star flag came in several star patterns. Collectors love the circular pattern associated with

Betsy Ross, and it is one of several documented designs from the period. The Flag Act of 1818 and later

standards did not require a single pattern for thirteen star flags used on small craft or for certain patriotic

uses, so you still see a mix today.

The first American flags at sea

American identity formed just as much on the water as on land. Naval ensigns had to be visible at distance

and recognizable through a spyglass in wind and spray. That reality explains some choices. The striped field

of the Grand Union read clearly. So did a block of stars on blue in the new constellation described by

Congress. Early privateers and Continental Navy vessels sailed under versions of both.

It also explains why uniform standards took longer to arrive for shore flags than for naval flags. Shipyards,

custom houses, and admiralties had reasons to settle on standard sizes and proportions. Draping a



courtroom or a tavern did not demand the same consistency. It took federal orders and mass production in

the twentieth century to make the flag you buy today nearly identical to the one your neighbor flies.

Who arranged the stars, and why five points?

Francis Hopkinson’s surviving devices show five pointed stars. In European heraldry, the mullet with five

points was common, and practical cutting favors odd numbers. Six pointed stars appeared too, and some

early flags did use them. The five point model won by frequency and convenience, not by law in the early

years.

Star arrangement followed taste and available space. Circular rings, wreaths enclosing a center star,

staggered rows, and even bursting clusters show up in museums. A circular arrangement reads as unity,

which appealed in a country stitching itself together. Rows make counting easier and stitching faster. Once

Taft stepped in with rows and proportions in 1912, the freedom to improvise mostly disappeared for official

use.

When was the American flag first created?

If you mean the first distinctly American flag known to fly under Continental authority, you are safe with late

1775 for the Grand Union Flag and January 1, 1776 for its appearance over Washington’s encampment. If you

mean the first official Stars and Stripes, June 14, 1777 is the date to mark. That is the day Congress adopted

stars in a blue union and stripes in red and white as the flag of the United States. Schools celebrate it as

Flag Day for that reason.

What was the first American flag called?

Grand Union Flag is the clearest name. Continental Colors is another. Both describe the pre independence

banner with thirteen stripes and the British Union in the canton. It is the bridge between colonial status and

nationhood, an honest reflection of a movement changing its mind in public.

How has the American flag changed over time?

Beyond the star count, the biggest differences show up in standardization and context. Eighteenth century

flags were sewn by hand, sized for a fort, a ship, or a parade. Colors varied with dye lots. Silk, wool bunting,

linen, and cotton each behaved differently in wind and rain. A flag for a frigate might be three stories long,

big enough to read in a squall. A courtroom flag could be a fraction of that, its stars set by eye so they filled

the canton evenly.

In the nineteenth century, as states poured westward, the star count changed frequently. That created a

brisk market for new flags, and makers kept patterns flexible so they could add stars without recutting an

entire canton. During the Civil War, no stars were removed, even for states in rebellion. The flag declared a

political claim as much as a geographic reality.

Twentieth century manufacturing and federal orders did two things. They locked the design into consistent

geometry, and they pushed the flag into everyday life. Schools, service clubs, sports fields, and front

porches took up the Stars and Stripes in quantities unimaginable to the early republic. The materials

changed too, from wool and cotton to nylon and polyester that held color better and dried fast.



The place of myth, and why the stories still matter

History loves clean origin tales. Real life gives us workshop benches and committee notes. The American

flag holds both, which is part of its draw. Betsy Ross, the Congress that did not pay Hopkinson for his

design, the striped ensigns rattling in a winter gale off New England, all feel close enough to touch. The

harder truth is that national symbols emerge from crowds of decisions, many unrecorded. Accepting that

does not make the flag less meaningful. It makes it more human.

If you want a quick filter to test flag stories, use this short checklist:

Does a claim come from documents made at the time or from reminiscences decades later?

Is there a financial or civic reason someone might have shaped the story?

Are multiple makers or officials likely involved where the tale singles out one hero?

Do the materials or techniques match what artisans used in that year and city?

Does the story align with what Congress or the Navy actually ordered?

With that in hand, the line between legend and history comes into better focus. Ross’s shop belongs in the

narrative. Her exclusive claim to the first flag does not. Hopkinson’s request for a cask of wine belongs as

well, with the caveat that design is often collaborative, even when one person submits the bill.

Why the details are worth knowing

Flags are meant to be seen from far away. The details that shaped them happen up close. Knowing why we

have thirteen stripes and fifty stars sharpens a civic sense that can go dull through repetition. It turns dates

into things you can feel. June 14 stops being a trivia question when you realize it marks a vote that replaced

a British emblem in the canton with a new constellation. The 1818 act becomes a practical win for

seamstresses who no longer had to add a stripe each time a territory turned into a state.

The details make room for better conversations too. When someone asks why the colors Betsy Ross Flags

were chosen, you can answer honestly. The flag resolution did not explain them, but the Great Seal did a few

years later, and those meanings have traveled together since. When a child asks who designed the flag, you

can give them names and also give them honesty. Francis Hopkinson is the best documented designer of

the early emblem. Betsy Ross almost certainly made flags and may have made early Stars and Stripes, even

if no one can tie her to the very first.
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A few practical notes for curious minds

If you ever stand in front of the Star Spangled Banner in the Smithsonian, the fifteen star and fifteen stripe

flag that inspired Francis Scott Key, you will notice its scale and its wear. It started as a garrison flag roughly

30 by 42 feet, each stripe broader than many front doors. Weather and souvenir cutting took their toll. Yet

its design is plain to see, proof that the fifteen stripe experiment really happened and that the country

learned from it.

If you handle a reproduction, notice the cantons. A seven stripe tall union is not half the flag’s height, it is

just enough to sit proud and proportionate. On the current flag, the stars cluster in nine offset rows, five with

six stars, four with five. That stagger gives a visual rhythm and keeps the field from looking like a

checkerboard. The specification sits inside Executive Order 10834, signed in 1959, which codified details

just before the fifty star layout took effect.

And if you craft a paper star with a single snip, you will feel the practical genius that sits behind so much of

this story. Craft, not just high politics, shaped the emblem we fly.

Bringing it back to the first flag

The Grand Union Flag deserves more attention than it gets. It looks odd to modern eyes because it carries

the British Union, a reminder of a time when many colonists still hoped for reconciliation. It also carries the

thirteen stripes that have never left our banner. It is the hinge between two loyalties in conflict and a bridge

to the Stars and Stripes that followed.

When people ask, what was the first American flag called, give them that name, Grand Union Flag, and the

context that makes sense of it. Then you can lead them forward to the day in 1777 when Congress put stars

in the canton, to the 1818 act that preserved the thirteen stripes, and to the quiet work of artisans and

presidents who perfected the proportions we know.

The American flag did not arrive all at once. It grew by need, law, and needle. That is fitting for a republic

that built itself the same way.
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