Walk into any public school or small-town post office around the country and you will likely see the same
familiar rectangle: seven red and six white stripes, a blue canton studded with fifty white stars. It looks
inevitable now, almost timeless. Yet the American flag has been anything but static. Across two and a half
centuries, it has absorbed new states, reflected wars and compromises, and inspired more than a few
legendary stories. Pinning down how many versions have existed, who designed them, and why particular

details stuck around turns out to be a rich tour through American history.

Why the flag keeps changing

The flag changes because the nation changes. Every new state demands recognition, and since 1818 that
recognition has happened on a predictable schedule. Stars mark the count of states. Stripes, fixed at
thirteen by law, mark the enduring foundation of the original colonies. The shape and placement of those
elements, however, shifted a lot before the federal government finally set exact proportions and patterns in

the early twentieth century.

From a distance, that makes the flag a national calendar. When you know which design flew in a given year,
you can tell which states were in the Union at the time, and sometimes even guess the political questions in
the air.
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Quick answers to the most common questions

e Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? They honor the thirteen original colonies that declared

independence in 1776. Since 1818, the number of stripes has remained 13 by law.

e What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star stands for one state. The total updates
as new states join.

e When was the American flag first created? Congress passed the first Flag Resolution on June 14, 1777,

establishing a flag of thirteen stripes and thirteen stars on a blue field.

e What is the meaning behind the American flag colors? The 1777 resolution did not assign meanings, but
the Great Seal's color symbolism, adopted in 1782, is often applied: red for valor and hardiness, white for

purity and innocence, blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice.

e Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? She was a real upholsterer and flag maker in Philadelphia, but
the specific claim that she designed and sewed the first Stars and Stripes rests on family testimony from

1870 and lacks contemporaneous documentation.

The first American flags, before stars and stripes took hold

In the early months of the Revolution, the Continental Army used what was called the Grand Union flag, also
known as the Continental Colors. Picture thirteen red and white stripes like the modern flag, but in the
canton, not a field of stars, but the British Union. It acknowledged a messy political moment when the
colonies were fighting for rights within the empire, not yet declaring independence. After July 1776, that

design felt increasingly out of step.



Congress moved to a new emblem with the Flag Resolution of June 14, 1777: "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.” The resolution was poetic but sparse. It did not say how the stars
should be arranged, how many points each should have, what shades of red and blue to use, or the flag's

aspect ratio. That openness would shape the flag's early decades.

Who designed the American flag?

If you are imagining a design committee at Independence Hall, the reality is more prosaic. Francis Hopkinson
of New Jersey, a member of the Continental Congress and a skilled designer who worked on the Great Seal,
submitted bills to the Board of Admiralty in 1780, seeking payment for designing the flag. His request was
not paid, but the record strongly suggests he provided the earliest Stars and Stripes concept. Hopkinson
never produced a single definitive drawing for a national flag, and several variants circulated. Still, among

historians, he is the best supported answer to the question, who designed the American flag.

That said, Thin Blue Line Flags flags in the 1770s were made by hand in shops, not mass produced.
Sailmakers, upholsterers, and local artisans translated scant instructions into cloth, which is one reason

early flags differ so widely in star patterns and proportions.

The Betsy Ross story, examined with care

Betsy Ross absolutely made flags during the Revolution. Surviving documents tie her shop to naval flags,
and she had connections to men like George Washington through extended family and church circles. The
famous story that she sewed the first Stars and Stripes with a circle of thirteen stars, and that she
suggested five-pointed stars for ease of cutting, comes from an 1870 address by her grandson to the

Historical Society of Pennsylvania. No letters or receipts from the 1770s confirm this specific claim.

Here is what most historians will say. Ross was part of the wartime flag-making economy in Philadelphia.
She may have produced early versions of the Stars and Stripes. The idea that she designed the very first
national flag remains unproven. The “Betsy Ross flag,” with its ring of thirteen stars, is a popular and
handsome motif, historically plausible, yet not documented as the original by contemporaneous sources.

Stripes, stars, and the one time stripes changed

The Flag Resolution gave thirteen stripes and thirteen stars. Then, in 1795, Congress passed a new flag act
that raised both counts to fifteen. The new stars recognized Vermont and Kentucky, and the extra stripes
were meant to do the same. This fifteen-stripe flag is the one Francis Scott Key saw over Fort McHenry in

1814, the Star-Spangled Banner whose battered remnant sits in the Smithsonian.

The country quickly realized that stripes could not keep climbing. A flag with forty stripes would be a barber
pole. So in 1818, Congress passed the act that still governs: keep thirteen stripes for the original colonies,
add a new star for each new state, and make the changes official every July 4 following a state's admission.
That annual cadence is why there was never an official 47 star flag, even though New Mexico entered in

January 1912. Arizona followed in February, and the 48 star design began that July.

What counts as an official version

A version becomes official when Congress or the president, under delegated authority, sets its

specifications or the star count takes legal effect on July 4 after statehood. Before 1912, the law let the star
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count float but did not dictate exact layouts. As a result, nineteenth century flags may have the correct
number of stars but show them in arcs, circles, wreaths, staggered rows, or playful medallions. That creative

period ended in the twentieth century when the government locked in ratios and patterns.

If you want to be precise about whether a flag qualifies as one of the official iterations, look for three
anchors: a legal star count in effect, a recognized period of use, and, after 1912, conformity with published

dimensions and star arrangements.

The 27 official versions, by star count and years

There have been 27 official star configurations of the United States flag. Two elements drive that count: the
jump from 13 to 15 stripes in 1795, and the 1818 law that fixed stripes at 13 and scheduled star updates for
July 4.

Below is a compact reference of the star counts and the span when each was official. Years refer to the

period in effect starting each July 4.

| Stars | Official years | States newly recognized in that period | | -=-- | --- | -=-- | | 13 | 1777-1795 | Original
thirteen; varied star layouts | | 15 | 1795-1818 | Vermont, Kentucky; stripes also 15 | | 20 | 1818-1819 |
Tennessee, Ohio, Louisiana, Indiana, Mississippi | | 21 | 1819-1820 | lllinois | | 23 | 1820-1822 | Alabama,
Maine | | 24 | 1822-1836 | Missouri | | 25 | 1836-1837 | Arkansas | | 26 | 1837-1845 | Michigan | | 27 | 1845-
1846 | Florida | | 28 | 1846-1847 | Texas | | 29 | 1847-1848 | lowa | | 30 | 1848-1851 | Wisconsin | | 31| 1851-
1858 | California | | 32 | 1858-1859 | Minnesota | | 33 | 1859-1861 | Oregon | | 34 | 1861-1863 | Kansas | | 35 |
1863-1865 | West Virginia | | 36 | 1865-1867 | Nevada | | 37 | 1867-1877 | Nebraska | | 38 | 1877-1890 |
Colorado | | 43 | 1890-1891 | North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho | | 44 | 1891-1896 |
Wyoming | | 45 | 1896-1908 | Utah | | 46 | 1908-1912 | Oklahoma | | 48 | 1912-1959 | New Mexico, Arizona;
Taft standardizes design | | 49 | 1959-1960 | Alaska | | 50 | 1960—present | Hawaii |

A few footnotes add texture. There was no official 47 star flag because both New Mexico and Arizona joined
before the next July 4. There was no 39, 40, 41, or 42 star flag, despite souvenir makers printing some in the
1880s when western territories were on the cusp of statehood. The sudden jump from 38 to 43 reflects the

admission of five states in a tight window at the end of 1889 and mid 1890.

Patterns before standardization

Look closely at a nineteenth century Stars and Stripes and you may find a cheery chaos. Ship owners and
militia companies bought flags from different makers, each with their own house style. Stars in wreaths plus
a central star, cascading rows, or a single large star surrounded by smaller ones, all appeared on flags that
were perfectly legal for their day. The canton might be near square, or emphatically rectangular. Red and
blue fabrics varied in shade. Neither the law nor the War Department insisted on one look.

That looseness bred symbols within symbols. Circular arrangements suggested unity and eternity. Wreaths
and concentric rings made diplomatic sense when the country felt provisional. Those experiments stopped

only when the federal government decided a single design would make the emblem unmistakable worldwide.

Taft, Eisenhower, and the modern flag's rules

On June 24, 1912, President William Howard Taft signed an executive order that set the 48 star flag's layout.

It specified six rows of eight stars, prescribed star spacing, and nailed down the canton’s proportions. That



document ended a century of improvisation. When Oklahoma, New Mexico, and Arizona appeared on the

map in quick succession, manufacturers no longer guessed. They read a blueprint.

Later, Executive Order 10834, signed by President Dwight D. Eisenhower on August 21, 1959, set the 49 and
50 star designs. For 49, it called for seven rows of seven stars. For 50, the order established nine rows of
alternating five and six stars. You may have heard the story of a high school student, Robert G. Heft,
submitting a 50 star proposal as a class project. His layout matched what the government adopted, and over
the years he became identified with the winning design. While federal committees evaluated many

submissions, Heft's pattern and advocacy helped cement the arrangement America flies today.

What the colors meant, and what they came to mean

The Flag Resolution of 1777 did not assign meanings to red, white, and blue. That omission turned into an
opening for later symbolism. When the Continental Congress adopted the Great Seal in 1782, it described
the colors: white signified purity and innocence, red signified hardiness and valor, blue signified vigilance,
perseverance, and justice. Since the flag and the seal share the same palette, those meanings migrated in
popular understanding. They are not legally binding, but they are ubiquitous in education and public

ceremonies.

Add in the metallic accents of real flags, and practical choices emerge. White cotton fades and soils faster
than wool bunting. Deep navy resists fading better than a bright blue. The invisible work of quartermasters
and custodians has a way of overwriting the symbolic with the durable.
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The first flag's name, and what we call it now

The earliest stars and stripes go by several names. The umbrella term is simply the Stars and Stripes. The
"Betsy Ross flag” names the thirteen star circle variant, a specific layout within the first official design. The
banner over Fort McHenry is the Star-Spangled Banner, again a nickname for a particular flag that lived
through a particular bombardment. Today's national flag is often just the American flag, but in military

manuals it is also the national color when flown by a unit, or the ensign when flying at sea.

Knowing which phrase fits a moment clears up confusion. The Grand Union flag is not the first American
national flag in the legal sense, but it is the first banner many Continental units carried into battle. The Stars

and Stripes became the official national flag only after the 1777 resolution.

How the flag has changed over time, visually and culturally

The flag's evolution tracks with political shifts and cultural moods.

In the Revolution, it was an ideal more than a fixed pattern. Workshops cut and stitched as they could.
During the War of 1812, the flag became an object of rallying pride, literally the visible proof that a fort still
held. In the Civil War, star counts rose on schedule even when southern states seceded, a quiet statement

that the Union did not accept their departure.

Industrialization professionalized flag making. By the late 1800s, companies advertised machine sewn

stripes and appliqued stars to veterans' groups and public buildings. The 48 star flag flew across two world



wars and the Great Depression. It is the flag Marines raised on Mount Suribachi and that draped countless

coffins on their voyage home.

The 49 star flag enjoyed a brief life between July 1959 and July 1960, a transitional emblem on a nation
sprinting into the space age. The 50 star flag has now flown longer than any other version, and it is not
unusual to find one on a flagpole that predates your house. Its pattern is spare and modern, a simple
geometry that scales from a lapel pin to a stadium unfurling.

Culturally, Americans have used the flag in ways that invite debate. Clothing, artwork, and political
demonstrations test the boundary between reverence and appropriation. The Supreme Court has
recognized strong First Amendment protections around flag expression. At the same time, many public
institutions teach careful etiquette, reflecting the view that the flag stands for shared civic commitments
before it stands for any particular cause.

How many versions of the American flag have there been, really

Count the official star configurations and you get 27. If you include the Grand Union flag as a national
precursor, add one. If you count every unofficial maker's variant, the number balloons into the hundreds,
perhaps thousands. The number that matters in law and in most histories is 27, since each design

corresponds to an official star count and a defined period.

Ask why there have been so many versions and the answer circles back to the country's growth. The
average lifespan of a design in the nineteenth century was just a few years. The 38 star flag held longer,
spanning the entire Gilded Age burst after Colorado’s admission. Then the 48 star flag lasted 47 years, a

record until the 50 star banner surpassed it.

The edge cases, because history is messy

There are a few near misses and curiosities that enthusiasts love.

During the 1870s and 1880s, commercial printers produced 39 and 42 star flags in anticipation of new
states. When congressional deals shifted, those flags became instant orphans. Today, they are collectible

proof that even the flag trades relied on rumor.

Between New Mexico's admission in January 1912 and Arizona's in February, no official 47 star flag came
into being because the law added stars only on July 4. That quirk makes the 48 star flag the cleanest of the
bunch, with an adoption date driven by a presidential order and nice round symmetry in rows.

In the Civil War, the Union never reduced the star count to reflect secession. The 34 star flag remained
official even as it no longer matched the states in active rebellion, a deliberate choice to signal the
permanent nature of statehood.

What would happen if a 51st state joined

This question comes up every few years. The legal machinery exists. Congress admits a state, the president
signs, and under the 1818 act, a new star appears the following July 4. Designers have already worked out
attractive 51 and 52 star patterns that preserve the alternating rows logic. The executive branch could
publish a new order specifying exact spacing in time for manufacturers to retool.

The political debate around statehood for places like the District of Columbia or Puerto Rico often

overshadows the practical piece. But from a flag maker's perspective, the job is straightforward. New



patterns print, grommets go in, trucks deliver.

A small field guide for reading a flag in a museum

e Look at the canton. Is it nearly square or long and narrow? A square canton often hints at an earlier
period.

e Count the stars, but also note the arrangement. Circles and medallions point to the nineteenth century.
e Check the stripes. If there are 15, you are looking at a very narrow time frame from 1795 to 1818.

e Find the materials. Wool bunting with hand sewn linen stars suggests a naval or garrison flag. Cotton
prints often indicate parade or souvenir use.

e Read the label for the date of adoption. Official periods hook to July 4s, not admission days.

A flag designed for growth, and built to last

What makes the American flag work, in a design sense, is its modularity. The canton can absorb stars
without turning into chaos. The stripes fix the origin story with economy, neither crowding future changes
nor erasing the past. Congress’s 1818 decision to lock stripes at thirteen was a practical masterstroke. Taft's

and Eisenhower's orders completed the system by setting the geometry.

The human stories may be even better. A Philadelphia upholsterer threading needles by candlelight. A New
Jersey delegate sending a bill for his drawings. Sailmakers patching weathered bunting on a deck that
pitches with each wave. A kid in Ohio sketching a 50 star grid for a civics project and popping it in the mail
to Washington. These people gave the flag its texture.

So, how many versions have there been? Twenty seven, officially. Behind those twenty seven lies a gallery of
experiments, a century of improvisation, and a long run of standardization that lets a child recognize the flag
from fifty yards away. The stripes remind us where we started. The stars tell us where we are. And the empty
space among them leaves room for what comes next.



