
I keep a small cotton flag in a drawer that smells faintly of fireworks and summer. It is not anything rare or

antique, just a handout from a local parade years ago. Yet, when I unfold it, I always check the colors first.

The red is deep without tipping into brown, the blue looks almost like dusk, and the white still feels brisk and

clean. Those colors matter, not just as a design choice, but as a set of ideas Americans have carried through

war, debate, reinvention, and ordinary daily life.

This is a story about the red, white, and blue, why they look the way they do, and how their meaning took

shape. It also touches the questions that always seem to come up at picnics and classrooms. Why does the

American flag have 13 stripes? What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Who designed the

American flag? Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? History rarely gives the tidy answer we want, but it

does give meaningful ones.

What the colors mean, and where that meaning came from

If you search the original Flag Resolution, adopted by the Continental Congress on June 14, 1777, you will

not find a line that assigns meaning to the colors. The resolution is brief, just one sentence that calls for 13

stripes alternating red and white, and 13 stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation. It

refers to layout, not symbolism. That gap often surprises people.

So where did the widely quoted meanings come from? They come primarily from the Great Seal of the

United States, approved in 1782. In the explanation that accompanied the seal, the colors carried values the

founders understood well: red indicated valor and hardiness, white stood for purity and innocence, and blue

represented vigilance, perseverance, and justice. Those associations were then commonly applied to the

flag. The flag and the seal do not share identical designs, but they share the national palette and the logic of

color chosen in a revolutionary moment.

That logic was not invented on the spot. Red, white, and blue echoed British heraldry and the Union Jack,

certainly, but they also linked the new republic to broader European traditions where colors in arms and

banners conveyed moral qualities. The founders were steeped in that language. They needed a flag that

could be stitched by local makers, recognized at sea, and read as a statement of principles. The palette

checked all three boxes.

You might notice something else. Red and blue can be rendered in dozens of shades. The tones we now

expect, sometimes called Old Glory Red and Old Glory Blue, were not perfectly standardized in the early

years. Flags varied. Natural dyes aged differently in sun and salt. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, as

industrial printing improved, government specifications gradually pinned down the hues for consistency.

Today, federal standards define the color values for textile and digital use. If you look at Pantone

approximations commonly cited by vexillologists, you will see Old Glory Red near Pantone 193 and Old Glory

Blue near Pantone 281, with white simply the absence of dye on bleached fabric. These are not moral

absolutes, of course. They are working recipes that keep the flag legible and faithful.

Courage, purity, and justice in practice

The point of symbolism is not just to look good stitched on bunting. It meets the world and sometimes has to

hold its ground. Over the years, I have watched families drape folded flags across mantels after a funeral.



The red feels heavier in those rooms. It is not about bloodlust, but about the hard work and risk that makes a

free life possible. The white, for all its bright simplicity, does not suggest naivete. When people argue over

how to clean up public life, why standards matter, or how to keep institutions honest, that is the work of

keeping the white clean. And the blue, with its stress on vigilance and perseverance, is the color that turns

temporary passion into lasting justice. It is the late meeting at city hall, the hard vote, the patient appeal in

court.

Symbols do not settle policy debates. They just give us a measure for our behavior when those debates get

heated. When the flag appears at a courthouse or a small-town field, it invites a basic question: are we

acting with courage, with purity of purpose, and with justice in view? On a good day, that question nudges

us to do a little better.

Stars and stripes, counted and explained

People often ask why the American flag has 13 stripes. The answer is straightforward. They stand for the

original 13 colonies that declared independence. That count has held steady through every later change

because the stripes are about origins, not growth. Congress confirmed this choice in 1818 when it passed a

law fixing the number of stripes at 13 forever, even as the star count would continue to climb.

So, what do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? They mark the states, one for each. That has been

true from the start, but the pattern has survived a lot of experimentation. The 1777 resolution did not dictate

how to arrange the stars. Early flags showed circles, rows, scattered constellations, and creative geometry.

Some were beautiful, some were idiosyncratic. The layout finally solidified through executive orders in the

20th century, which specified geometry for 48, then 49, then 50 stars. The current pattern, adopted in 1960

after Hawaii’s admission, uses nine staggered rows. On paper, it looks technical. On a mast in a crosswind, it

reads clean and crisp.

If you like round numbers, you might appreciate how the star count grew: starting with 13, then 15 for a time,

later jumping in bursts as new states joined, and eventually to 50. The big turning points were 1818, which

established the system of adding a star on the Fourth of July following a state’s admission, and July 4, 1960,

which debuted the 50 star flag. In between, the 49 star flag had a brief run after Alaska joined in 1959.

Somewhere in an attic, a short lived 49 star flag is still folded in a cedar chest.



Who designed the American flag?

Here comes one of those judgment calls historians argue about. If by designed you mean who drafted the

policy, that was the Continental Congress in 1777. If you mean who drew the first starry layout that turned

into a working flag, many credit Francis Hopkinson of New Jersey, a signer of the Declaration and a skilled

amateur designer who worked on elements of the Great Seal. He even sent Congress an invoice for his work

on flag and seal designs, requesting a cask of wine as payment, later amended to cash. The record shows

that Congress did not pay, citing that design was collaborative. It is also true that the documentation is

partial. We do not have a single definitive blueprint labeled in Hopkinson’s hand as the national flag with an

approved date. We have letters, proposals, and a paper trail that points strongly in his direction.

If you are picturing a modern branding process, though, set that aside. The early United States stitched

ideas into cloth with whatever skills and materials were at hand. Sail lofts in port cities and seamstresses in

Philadelphia produced flags for ships and forts, often interpreting the sparse official language in creative

ways. A flag then was a tool, not a museum piece. That helps explain why early versions vary.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag?

The Betsy Ross story is part of the national folklore, and it deserves attention along with a clear head. In US

Navy Flags the 1870s, nearly a century after the Revolution, Betsy Ross’s grandson told the Historical

Society of Pennsylvania that his grandmother had made the first flag at George Washington’s request, and

that she suggested five pointed stars instead of six because they could be cut more easily. The tale

captured imaginations and fit the new country’s appetite for founding legends with personal touch.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/search?q=US%20Navy%20Flags
http://www.bbc.co.uk/search?q=US%20Navy%20Flags


What does the evidence say? There is no contemporary documentation from the 1770s that confirms this

meeting or commission. There is also no record that directly contradicts it. Betsy Ross certainly worked as

an upholsterer and seamstress in Philadelphia during the Revolution. She made flags for the government and

for Pennsylvania’s navy. So did other women, including Rebecca Young and Margaret Manny. The specific

claim that Ross sewed the very first national flag remains unproven, but her role as a skilled maker of early

American flags is solid.
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I have handled a replica of the star cutting trick she is often credited with. Folded properly, you can indeed

clip a five pointed star in one neat snip. It is clever and memorable. Whether or not she invented it, that small

act captures something true about the era. Practical craft and political ambition met at a worktable.

What was the first American flag called?

Before Congress set the 1777 design, the emerging nation sailed under a banner known as the Grand Union

Flag. It featured 13 red and white stripes with the British Union Jack in the canton. General Washington

raised a version of it at Prospect Hill, near Boston, on January 1, 1776. The Grand Union acknowledged

colonial origins while signaling a new collective identity. After independence became the clear goal, the

British emblem in the canton no longer fit. The switch to stars on blue offered a fresh emblem for a new

polity, still striped but no longer under the British union.
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As transitions go, it was messy. Flags flew according to availability, local loyalties, and practical supply

chains. Ships took months to get updated orders. Forts sometimes hoisted what they had. The tidy charts

we draw now are a simplification of a reality that unfolded at human speed.

How many versions of the American flag have there been?

If we count officially recognized designs after statehood changes, the answer is 27 versions. The count

starts with the 13 star flag of 1777 and ends with the 50 star flag of 1960. In between, new states did not

always get immediate redesigns with mathematical precision. Some layouts were informal, some were made

locally, and some tinkered with star patterns in creative ways until presidents issued specific orders.

President Taft’s 1912 order finally standardized proportions, star positions, and the overall arrangement for

the 48 star flag. Later orders did the same for 49 and 50.

Those 27 official versions tell one story. Another story lives in museums and private collections, where you

will find 13 star flags flown in later centuries to honor the Revolution, 36 star flags from the Civil War era,

and make do flags from military outposts with stars that lean or wobble because a quartermaster had more

patriotism than drafting tools. I have always liked those crooked stars. They suggest a living nation, not a

factory line.

When was the American flag first created?

It depends on what you call the American flag. The Grand Union Flag flew in early 1776 and served as a

national banner of sorts during the siege of Boston. The flag we recognize in spirit, with stripes and stars,

was officially created on June 14, 1777, when Congress approved the Flag Resolution. Some historians also

track milestones like the 1794 act that briefly raised both stars and stripes to 15, honoring Vermont and

Kentucky, which produced the 15 star, 15 stripe flag that inspired Francis Scott Key at Fort McHenry in 1814.

Another turning point arrived in 1818, returning the stripes to 13 permanently and locking in the system of

adding one star per new state.

If you need a single date to celebrate, June 14 has become Flag Day in the United States. It is not a federal

holiday with a day off, but communities mark it with parades, classroom lessons, and small ceremonies. That

feels appropriate. The flag is a practice as much as a piece of cloth.

Why red, white, and blue, and why these exact shades?

Color is not just symbolism. It is chemistry and supply. Early flags used wool bunting or linen, dyed with

materials that could be sourced reliably. Reds came from cochineal or madder, blues from indigo or woad. A

flag on a ship’s stern had to stand out against sea and sky. Bright yellow or green might have worked, but

red and blue separated best from horizon grays and cloud whites, especially when seen through salt spray

or smoke. The British and other naval powers had discovered those practical truths over centuries. The

Americans leaned into that visual technology while redefining what the colors meant.

As printing and textile science matured, governments wrote rules. By the early 20th century, the United

States had specifications for flag proportions and star placement. Color standards followed. Today, the

General Services Administration and military branches use detailed specs for fabric, thread count, and color

tolerances so every flag in a formation looks consistent. Designers often reference Pantone or RGB

approximations when producing digital graphics. There is a living industry behind the simple effect of a

schoolyard flag looking the same in Maine as it does in Arizona.



How the flag changed over time

The simplest way to picture the flag’s evolution is to imagine three slow motions running at once. First, stars

multiply as the country expands. Second, the arrangement of those stars shifts US Navy flag for sale from

improvisation to geometry. Third, manufacturing tightens from handmade irregularities to standardized

production.

That shift did not erase character. Look at period flags. During the War of 1812, a 15 stripe flag flew over Fort

McHenry because Congress had not yet decided to freeze stripe count. By the Civil War, 33 to 36 star flags

appeared as new states joined, with makers experimenting with medallion patterns and radiant bursts. In the

late 19th century, star counts changed almost yearly. People bought new flags when a state came in, then

reused old ones, which is why photographs show mixed star counts at public events. Only in the 20th

century, with mass media and tighter rules, did the country settle on a cleaner visual timeline.

I remember visiting a small museum that displayed a 38 star flag from the 1870s, the era of Colorado’s

statehood. The blue field looked almost black from oxidation, and the stars were hand cut, not perfectly

uniform. It hung with a quiet dignity that glossy new flags sometimes lack. The docent explained that the

family who donated it had used it for school programs until the edges frayed. You could see where someone

had re-hemmed it with a coarse stitch. That is change you can touch.

A quick set of straight answers

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? They honor the original 13 colonies, a number fixed by law

since 1818.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star stands for a state. The 50 star design

has been official since July 4, 1960.

Who designed the American flag? Congress set the concept in 1777. Francis Hopkinson likely

contributed key design work, though documentation is not absolute.

How many versions of the American flag have there been? There have been 27 official versions as states

were added.

When was the American flag first created? The flag with stars and stripes was established on June 14,

1777, while the earlier Grand Union Flag flew in early 1776.

Rituals, etiquette, and living with a symbol

The U.S. Flag Code, adopted in 1942 and updated over time, offers guidance for respectful display. It is not

criminal law for private citizens, but it sets norms many people follow. Fly the flag from sunrise to sunset,

unless illuminated at night. Do not let it touch the ground. Replace it when it becomes tattered beyond

repair. Fold it into a triangle for storage. When a flag is retired, many communities hold dignified burning

ceremonies, often led by veterans’ groups or scout troops. I have attended a few. The atmosphere is quiet,

almost like a farewell to a friend who has served well.

Etiquette has gray areas. Wearing a flag as clothing is discouraged by the Flag Code, but many shirts and

hats show flag patterns. Some people see that as celebratory, others as disrespectful. The law leaves room

for personal judgment, and the culture carries the debate. That is not a flaw. It is a sign that the symbol is

still doing its work, asking a free people to consider what respect looks like.

The weight of colors in complicated times

https://numberfields.asu.edu/NumberFields/show_user.php?userid=6778150


Courage, purity, justice, vigilance, perseverance. These are plain words. They take on weight when they sit

beside human conflict and compromise. During protests, the flag might fly upside down, a recognized signal

of distress. On a front porch after a disaster, it might fly as a promise of recovery. In classrooms, it stands in

a corner as children learn the messy history behind its stars and stripes. In courtrooms, it shares space with

the state flag and the judge’s bench, signaling that law is not just power, but an agreement to live within

shared rules.

I have met veterans who cannot speak easily about the flag because of what it recalls. I have met new

citizens who smile broadly when they hold a small flag on naturalization day. The colors are the same in both

hands, but the personal stories behind them are wildly different. That is the point. A national symbol should

be sturdy enough to hold more than one truth at a time.
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Tracing a line from cloth to character

If you work with your hands, the flag rewards looking closely. The whip stitch along a stripe. The grommet’s

brass catching sun. The way wind snaps the header and leaves the fly end to fray first. There is a reason the

red reads as hardiness. It takes work to keep a piece of cloth honest against weather and time. The white

stays bright only if we clean and mend it. The blue asks us to watch over the whole thing, to persevere when

we would rather let the threads tangle.

Long before we argue about policy, we practice habits that make those colors credible. Do we keep

promises when nobody is watching? Do we tell the truth when it would cost less to shade it? Do we stick to a

fair process even when our side could win faster by cutting a corner? The flag reminds us of those questions

daily, not as a scold, but as a standard.



A legacy still unfolding

Ask how the American flag has changed over time, and you get a tour of additions and adjustments. Ask

what the colors mean, and you get a set of values that do not expire. Valor and hardiness matter in a flood

zone as much as on a battlefield. Purity and innocence might sound antique, but in an age of data and spin

they stand for clarity and moral restraint. Vigilance, perseverance, and justice never go out of demand. We

have not always lived up to them, and we will not always, but they set a bar worth reaching for.

So, unfold the flag again. Look at the three colors we all recognize. If you know the stories behind them, their

light changes slightly. The red carries the grit of people who risked comfort for a larger good. The white asks

you to check your motives with honesty. The blue reminds you to stay awake, carry on, and bend toward

fairness. Of all the gifts a symbol can offer, that is a generous one, quietly given every time the wind lifts the

cloth.


