
Flags can be blunt or subtle, noisy or spare. Ours is both, depending on the day. Sometimes it waves from a

front porch without comment. Other times it fills a stadium or drapes a casket. Either way, the same riddle

repeats in cloth and light: thirteen stripes, a field of stars. Those numbers trace a country that started as an

experiment on the Atlantic seaboard, then kept renegotiating itself across a continent and two and a half

centuries.

Thirteen stripes, thirteen communities

The simplest answer to the question, Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? Starts with geography.

The stripes honor the original colonies, later the first states, that declared independence in 1776: New

Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware,

Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.

That count makes tidy sense on a banner. It tidied less easily on the ground. These thirteen were not

interchangeable copies. Virginia stretched immense distances westward on paper maps; Delaware was small

but stubbornly independent in practice. New England colonies built town meetings and maritime trade

networks. The Carolinas built a plantation economy that leaned on enslaved labor and exported rice, indigo,

and later cotton. Pennsylvania welcomed diverse faiths and languages. Georgia, the youngest, hugged a

militarized frontier with Spanish Florida.

The stripes do not explain any of that complexity, they merely hold a place for it. The decision to fix the

stripes permanently at thirteen came later, in 1818, after a brief and awkward detour when Congress tried

adding both stars and stripes for new states. That detour produced a 15 stripe flag after Vermont and

Kentucky joined the Union, which created proportion problems and hinted at visual chaos ahead. The 1818

law kept the red and white bands at thirteen as a permanent tribute to the founding group, then let the stars

tell the growth story.

A star for each state, and a story of growth

If the stripes anchor the flag in origins, the stars describe motion. What do the 50 stars on the American flag

represent? Each one stands for a state, which turns the canton into a changing ledger. Every time a state

joins, a star gets added on the next July 4 under the current rule set. That process has produced 27 official

versions of the flag since 1777, each reflecting the Union as it stood in a given year. So, how many versions

of the American flag have there been? Twenty seven is the standard count used by historians and the U.S.

Government, beginning with the first stars and stripes and continuing to the 50 star design in 1960.

The 50 star flag you see today dates to July 4, 1960, after Hawaii became a state in 1959. The 49 star

version had lasted just one year following Alaska’s statehood. Around those years, newspapers loved to tell

the story of Robert G. Heft, an Ohio teenager, who submitted a 50 star arrangement for a class project and

then to his congressman. His layout matched the official design that the government ultimately adopted, and

his tale has become part of popular lore. It is accurate to say he designed a version that fit what the

government selected, though the federal process did not name a single official designer and hundreds of

similar submissions arrived.



The first American flags

The country flew more than one banner during its early break with Britain. What was the first American flag

called? A strong candidate is the Grand Union Flag, hoisted by soldiers around Boston in late 1775 and

sometimes credited to George Washington’s camp. It featured thirteen red and white stripes and, in the

canton, the British Union crosses. It looked like a hybrid of unity and rebellion, and that ambiguity fit the

moment. Many colonists still hoped for reconciliation under the crown even as they fought imperial troops.

When people ask, When was the American flag first created? They often have in mind the first Stars and

Stripes. That answer points to June 14, 1777, when the Continental Congress passed 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, representing a new constellation. Congress did not specify the arrangement of the

stars, which opened the door to circles, staggered rows, and other creative layouts in the 18th century. June

14 later became celebrated as Flag Day.

The Stars and Stripes that followed the 1777 resolution appeared in different forms because production was

decentralized. Regimental seamstresses, ship riggers, and local makers worked from general guidance and

local need. Naval flags could be oversized to read across water and gun smoke. Infantry colors had to be

manageable on a windy field and visible in a crowd. Surviving examples from the 1770s and 1780s show six

pointed stars and five pointed stars, star circles and rows, and fabric choices driven by availability instead of

formal standards.

Who designed the American flag?

The flag seems like the kind of object with a clear inventor, but the record resists a single name. Francis

Hopkinson, a signer of the Declaration from New buy 1776 Flags Jersey and a gifted designer, almost

certainly contributed. He served on the Continental Marine Committee and helped with multiple national

symbols, including the early Great Seal. In 1780 Hopkinson billed Congress for design work on the seal, the

flag, and other items, but Congress refused to pay for the flag, arguing he was a public servant. The

correspondence shows his involvement, though not the final, exact layout of stars we would recognize.

Then comes the question that warms folklore: Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? The short answer is

that the popular version of that story rests on testimony collected almost a century later, in 1870, by her

grandson, William Canby. Canby described a meeting between George Washington and Ross in 1776 and her

suggestion to use five pointed stars that could be cut quickly. It is a fine story and perfectly plausible that

Ross sewed flags for Pennsylvania state or local use, since she worked as an upholsterer and likely took

government contracts. Documentary evidence tying her to the very first Stars and Stripes, however, is thin.

Historians treat the Ross account as a cherished family tradition rather than a proven origin.

I have handled a few eighteenth century flags in archives, white gloves and a quiet room, fabric as

temperamental as old paper. When you hold those objects, you notice hand stitch variations and pieced

stars. The work matches the labor of many makers, not a single workshop or a single famous set of hands. It

tells a story of committees choosing ideas, craftsmen executing them, and the country figuring out a visual

identity as it went.

What do the colors mean?

Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? The 1777 Flag Resolution did not assign

meanings to the colors. Later generations borrowed symbolism from the Great Seal of the United States,
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which did receive a detailed explanation. In 1782, when Congress adopted the Great Seal, the Secretary of

Congress’ committee reported that white signified purity and innocence, red signified hardiness and valor,

and blue signified vigilance, perseverance, and justice.

Is it fair to apply those to the flag? Reasonable, with a caveat. The Founders pulled from a common heraldic

palette and from the British Union flag, so the colors carried familiar associations even without an explicit

decree. People like clean stories, and color meanings are a tidy hook. The caution is simply to note the

source: the official explanation belongs to the Great Seal. The flag uses the same colors and has long been

paired with those words, but the original flag law stayed silent on symbolism.

Over time, the specific shades have been standardized for manufacturing and printing. The modern

government specifies precise color values in systems used by textile dyers and graphic designers. Those

exact numbers, down to Pantone and federal standards, keep the flag looking like itself across thousands of

factories, school auditoriums, and stadium jumbotrons.

How the flag changed over time

How has the American flag changed over time? The major turns came through short laws and, later,

presidential orders when detail became necessary. In 1794, after Vermont and Kentucky joined the Union,

Congress added two stars and two stripes, creating the 15 by 15 pattern that flew during the War of 1812.

The massive size of some of those flags and the growing nation made the extra stripes unwieldy and visually

crowded.

In 1818, Congress corrected course. It set the stripe count back to thirteen to honor the original colonies and

decreed that a new star would be added for each state, effective on the next July 4 after admission. This set

a predictable cadence: statehood, then stars, then a summer reveal. But the arrangement of those stars

remained up to makers, which led to delightful variation through the 19th century, from medallion circles to

floral patterns.

By the early 20th century, uniformity mattered more for national identity, military procurement, and

education. In 1912, President William Howard Taft issued an executive order that standardized the flag’s

proportions and the star arrangement for the 48 state flag: six rows of eight stars each, precise spacing, and

consistent geometry. That move ended the freeform star layouts and established the look we recognize on

everything from courthouse pediments to scout patches.

When Alaska joined in 1959, the 49 star design adopted seven rows of seven stars, and for one year that

version flew while the 50 star layouts waited in files. After Hawaii’s admission, the 50 star design took effect

in 1960 with five alternating rows of six and five stars. That arrangement could be expanded in theory if a

future state joined, and students still enjoy sketching possible 51 star grids to see what might look balanced.

The firsts that mattered, and the rules we follow

People sometimes ask, Who designed the American flag? And receive a different kind of answer: not a single

person, but a system. The Continental Congress set the basic concept in 1777. The 1794 and 1818 Acts

adjusted structure as the Union grew. Executive orders in 1912 and later standardized proportion and layout.

The United States Flag Code, first compiled in 1923 and enacted in 1942, laid out rules for display and

respect, although it is advisory for civilians. Those rules give practical answers to daily questions you see at

schools and town halls, from which side to place the flag on a stage to when to fly it at half staff.



The system leaves room for texture. Local government flags and military service colors nest within the

national fabric. State flags multiply the symbolism, many of them dense with seals 1776 flags and mottos

that owe more to 19th century tastes than to modern graphic design. Against that noisy field, the national

banner’s simple geometry holds up well.

The original colonies and the legacy they left behind

When you hear a crisp band count off thirteen at a parade, it can feel quaint. The first thirteen were anything

but. They formed a paper union in 1776, then had to back it with real institutions. They did this with

strengths and with sins that each left marks.

Slavery stood as the clearest contradiction. The colonies that became states wrote about liberty and natural

rights even as human bondage expanded in the South and was tolerated, sometimes profited from, in the

North. Native nations experienced the new republic as yet another power pressing them off land or into

strategic alliances. Women drove households and farms, spun and sewed uniforms and flags, and at times

organized boycotts and relief networks, yet found few legal rights.
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The thirteen stripes, fixed in 1818, remember the political unit count, not the moral ledger. The living legacy

involves how later generations worked to narrow the gap between ideals and practice. The flag often

appears at high water marks in that work: the 54th Massachusetts carrying colors at Fort Wagner; a suffrage

march in 1913 with banners snapping along Pennsylvania Avenue; the marchers at Selma crossing a bridge
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beneath a sky dotted with flags and troopers. In each case, the stripes and stars do not resolve arguments,

but they serve as a touchstone for shared promises. That is their most durable job.

Quick answers for the curious

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? They honor the original thirteen colonies, which became

the first states. Congress fixed the stripe count at thirteen in 1818 to keep that tribute permanent.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star marks a state. A new star is added on

the July 4 after a state is admitted, which is why the 50 star flag began in 1960 after Hawaii joined.

When was the American flag first created? The Continental Congress adopted the Stars and Stripes on

June 14, 1777. Before that, the Grand Union Flag, with British crosses in the canton, flew in 1775 and

early 1776.

How many versions of the American flag have there been? There have been 27 official versions, each

reflecting the number of states at the time.

Who designed the American flag? No single person. Francis Hopkinson likely contributed to the original

concept, but the design evolved through congressional acts and, later, presidential orders. Betsy Ross’s

role is a beloved family story without firm documentation tying her to the first Stars and Stripes.

A very short timeline of the flag’s evolution

1775: Grand Union Flag with 13 stripes and British Union crosses used by Continental forces.

1777: Congress adopts the Stars and Stripes with 13 stars and 13 stripes, leaving star layout unspecified.

1794: Congress adds two stars and two stripes for Vermont and Kentucky, creating a 15 by 15 flag.

1818: Congress returns to 13 stripes permanently and sets stars to match the number of states, effective

each July 4.

1912: An executive order standardizes proportions and star arrangement for the 48 star flag, ending

freeform star patterns.

Myths, facts, and the way symbols travel

It is easy to overstuff the flag with meanings it cannot carry. The colors did not come with a label attached in

1777. The earliest star layouts were not divinely ordained, just convenient for stitching and symmetry. The

question, Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? Opens into a broader truth: early America relied on many

hands and many workshops. Patterns spread because they were useful, affordable, and resonant.

That said, symbols do accumulate experience. Over time, the flag carried the country through expansion

and crisis, through wars and civic reinvention. This weight makes people protective. Some worry that casual

display cheapens the emblem. Others worry that ritual treatment removes it from civic debate. Both instincts

understand the same thing, that the object means something before we even begin to argue.

From a practical standpoint, the flag works because it balances memory and growth. Thirteen stripes

provide continuity. The stars promise room for addition. Those two halves let the flag tell a story that other

nations’ banners cannot, or at least not in the same modular way. You can show a child how to count the

states in a pattern of crisp white shapes on blue, then pivot to a conversation about why the stripes stop at

thirteen and what those original governments faced.
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The first flag’s name, and why names stick

Back to the earlier question, What was the first American flag called? The Grand Union Flag is the name that

appears most often in textbooks and museum placards. You will also see it called the Continental Colors.

The two names reflect two intertwined identities at the time, a still British set of colonies wrestling with

imperial policy and a Continental Army that needed a unifying sign. The coexistence of stripes with the

British Union in the canton embodied that tension until independence broke it.

That early naming matters because it shows how Americans used flags the way people use nicknames. The

Star-Spangled Banner, originally a description of the huge garrison flag that inspired Francis Scott Key in

1814, eventually became a shorthand for the national flag as a whole. Phrases travel faster than statutes or

resolutions. They give people something to sing, chant, or scrawl on paper.

The craft beneath the symbolism

If you ever visit a flag shop that still sews in-house, stand by the cutting table and listen. You will hear

choices about star size versus canton width, stripe proportion, and the way grommets sit in the header.
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Those are not abstract details. A star scaled too large will crowd the blue field and make the design look

clumsy from a distance. A stripe sewn with the wrong seam allowance will pucker after the first rain.

Synthetic fabrics take wind differently than cotton; a 5 by 8 nylon flag can fly in a light breeze that would

leave a heavier bunting slack. For a coastal town that replaces flags twice a year because of salt air, the

shop might recommend a specific weight and a lockstitch that resists fraying.

Standards help here. The 1912 order and later guidance supply ratios so that a school auditorium flag looks

like the same species as a courthouse flag. Consistency makes respect easier. It also makes the flag a

reliable design element in a thousand other settings, from postage to the small patch on a relief worker’s

sleeve overseas.

The living legacy of the thirteen

It is tempting to think of the original colonies as an introductory chapter and the rest as the main story. A

better frame is a seedbed. Those thirteen planted governing habits and cultural expectations that still shape

the country. They left behind constitutions that outlasted most European monarchies of the time, a taste for

local control that keeps showing up in town budgets and school boards, and a national habit of arguing in

public. They also left abuses and blind spots that required generations of repair, often led by people the

original lawmakers excluded.

The thirteen stripes make room for both parts. They do not ask us to pretend those communities were

perfect. They ask us to remember their wager: that a set of self-governing states could bind themselves into

a more durable whole without a king. Every time the flag adds a star, it repeats that wager. Every time we

teach a child where the first thirteen lived and what they fought over, we take the measure of how well we

are keeping it.

If you hang a flag in your yard or carry one in a march, you bring that long argument into the present. The

cloth does not settle anything by itself. It does what a good symbol does. It holds a place for the

conversation and nudges us, however gently, toward the better side of our own promises.


