
Walk through any small town on a summer evening and you will see a story told in cloth. Flags on porches,

parade floats, ballparks, all carrying the same emblem yet separated by centuries of design shifts,

lawmaking, and lore. The American flag did not arrive fully formed. It grew up with the country, and every

change to its stars and stripes traced a political decision, a cultural argument, or a moment of war and

peace. If you have ever wondered why the American flag has 13 stripes or what the 50 stars on the American

flag represent, the answers live in that history.

I study artifacts you can touch. When you handle old bunting in a museum collection, you see how real

people interpreted national rules. Stitchers improvised, dyes faded at different rates, and star patterns

wandered before anyone forced them into neat rows. The flag is a record of that improvisation, from

crowded 19th century canton fields to the precise geometry we know today. Let’s walk through the major

turning points that shaped it.

Before a nation, a banner

The American flag began its life in uncertainty. In late 1775, as colonial forces fought under George

Washington, ships and regiments used a banner historians usually call the Grand Union Flag, also known as

the Continental Colors. It showed 13 red and white stripes for the colonies, but in the upper left corner sat

the British Union, the familiar cross of St. George and St. Andrew. That paradox captured the transitional

mood, a nod to existing allegiance with a protester’s stripes. Several eyewitnesses describe Washington’s

headquarters at Cambridge raising this flag on New Year’s Day 1776. It did not yet announce independence.

It signaled a united colonial force declaring rights inside the empire.

The Grand Union was a practical stopgap at sea too. American captains needed a way to identify their

vessels that British crews would recognize from a distance. A striped field did that job. Many early flags were

exactly this functional, hand sewn by sailmakers, not made for ceremony.

Congress puts it in writing, 1777

The Continental Congress resolved the matter of a national flag on June 14, 1777. The Flag Act’s language

was spare: the flag of the United States be 13 stripes, alternate red and white, and that the union be 13

stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation. That sentence did two key things. It fixed the 13

stripes to honor the colonies turned states, and it gave stars as symbolic markers for membership in the

union.

Two details get lost in the simplicity. First, Congress described elements but did not dictate measurements,

shades, or the arrangement of stars. That freedom explains why early flags vary so widely. Second, the Act

captured the idea that the union was more than a pile of provinces. A constellation implies order out of

scattered points, a theme the founders used in other contexts.

So who designed the American flag? People often answer Betsy Ross, but the documentary trail points to

Francis Hopkinson, a Philadelphia polymath and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. In 1780,

Hopkinson requested payment from Congress for designs including the Great Seal and the flag. Congress

declined, claiming he worked on public duty with others. Surviving drafts, letters, and his claim make him the



likeliest designer of the first official flag’s concept. His arrangement likely used a pattern of staggered rows

or a 3-2-3-2-3 layout for 13 stars, not a ring.

That ring of stars brings us to Betsy Ross. The story that she sewed Sewn Cotton Christian Flag the first

flag emerged almost a century later, in 1870, when her grandson gave a public lecture and submitted a

sworn statement. He told a vivid tale of Washington visiting her upholstery shop with a sketch and her

suggesting five-pointed stars instead of six because they were faster to cut. The narrative is romantic and

plausible in its details, but records that would be expected if the meeting occurred, such as letters or orders,

do not survive. Ross was a real upholsterer who made flags for the Pennsylvania Navy, and she surely sewed

early American flags. Whether she produced the first, or a circular 13 star design by special request, remains

unproven. When people ask, did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag, the honest answer is that we cannot

confirm it, and that credit for the design itself belongs more clearly to Hopkinson.

A young nation balloons to 15

After independence, the United States grew. Vermont and Kentucky joined, prompting Congress to pass a

second Flag Act in 1794. It expanded the flag to 15 stripes and 15 stars. The arithmetic of adding stripes

along with stars made sense for a country that might add a handful of states. Try it at home with cloth and a

ruler, and you will see the problem as soon as you imagine 20 states. The flag becomes a barcode.
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The 15 stripe era left one enduring image. In 1814, during the War of 1812, a garrison flag with 15 stars and

15 stripes flew over Fort McHenry in Baltimore Harbor. That flag, roughly 30 by 42 feet in its original size,

survived bombardment and inspired Francis Scott Key to write the lyrics that would become The Star-

Spangled Banner. Today, that flag hangs in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, a gut
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level reminder that the emblem we debate on paper can be a piece of canvas in the rain with men standing

under it.

Fixing the pattern to allow growth, 1818

By 1818, the math was catching up with the country. Congress passed a third Flag Act that did two durable

things. It returned the number of stripes to 13 permanently to honor the founding states, and it required that

a new star be added for each new state, effective on the first July 4 after the state’s admission. That holiday

timing explains why the 49 star flag did not appear until July 4, 1959, months after Alaska joined in January,

and why the 50 star flag took effect on July 4, 1960, following Hawaii’s admission in August 1959.

Even after 1818, there was still variety. The law did not lock down the arrangement of stars. In the 19th

century you will find flags with stars in circles, arches, large central stars surrounded by smaller ones, and

whimsical scatterings. Some of these layouts carried political meanings, often coded in the shape of a star

or the emphasis of a central point, but many seemed to be the taste of a particular maker.

How many versions have there been?

If you are looking for a clean count, this is one place where historians and vexillologists agree. There have

been 27 official versions of the American flag, each one reflecting a new count of states. The longest

running was the 48 star flag, which flew from 1912 to 1959, a period that covered two world wars and much

of the modern industrial age. The shortest lived was the 49 star flag, in use for one year before the 50 star

flag took over.

It helps to remember that before 1912 there was no single mandated pattern for the stars. Makers produced

flags with practical proportions for ships, forts, or parades. Measures varied because looms, bolt widths,

and the purpose of the flag drove size decisions. Even the shade of red and blue was inconsistent because

dyes differed from one mill to another and faded at different rates.

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

proportions of the flag and the arrangement of stars for the 48 star design. You can see the change in

photos. Earlier 48 star flags come in every geometric flavor, and later ones snap into precise regularity. In

1959 and 1960, President Dwight D. Eisenhower issued orders to set the patterns for the 49 and then the 50

star flags. The 50 star flag uses five staggered rows of six stars Christian Flags and four staggered rows of

five stars to make a rectangle of uniform balance. Its proportions, including the size of the blue union and

the spacing of stars, follow a 10 by 19 ratio overall.

Quick answers to the most asked questions

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

independence, a count restored permanently by the 1818 Flag Act.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? Each star stands for a state, with new stars added

on July 4 following state admission, a rule in place since 1818.

When was the American flag first created? Congress defined the flag’s basic elements on June 14, 1777,

though earlier versions like the Grand Union Flag flew in 1775 and 1776.

What was the first American flag called? The Grand Union Flag, also known as the Continental Colors,

used from late 1775 into 1777.
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How many versions of the American flag have there been? Twenty seven official designs, each reflecting

the number of states at the time.

The colors, and what they have meant

People often ask, why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag, and what is the meaning

behind the American flag colors. The 1777 Flag Act did not explain why those colors were chosen. Guidance

about color meanings comes instead from the 1782 report that accompanied adoption of the Great Seal of

the United States. That report associates white with purity and innocence, red with valor and hardiness, and

blue with vigilance, perseverance, and justice. The same palette used on the seal carried over to the flag.

Be careful about reading too much into the chemistry of those hues. In the 18th and 19th centuries, textile

colors came from natural dyes like madder for reds and indigo for blues, later replaced by synthetic dyes in

the late 1800s. Shades varied greatly by supplier and faded unevenly in sunlight and salt air. What felt

constant to viewers was not the exact tint, but the contrast of a light stripe next to a dark one, and the

promise of a starry blue field above them.

Modern specifications set the colors more precisely. The federal government references defined color

standards so that manufacturers can match “Old Glory Red” and “Old Glory Blue” within tight tolerances. If

you have ever ordered flags in bulk, you have seen how those specs help, especially if your parade line

includes flags from different makers. Without standards, a formation looks ragged.

The star field’s journey from whimsy to order

Early canton designs were a playground. Collectors know the charm of a 26 star flag with a blazing central

star or a 33 star flag with concentric wreaths. These reflected regional tastes and the pride of a particular

quilt maker or sail loft. Schools even sewed their own, sometimes adding larger stars for their own state in

the center. Naval flags tended to be larger with heavier bunting, and their stars, cut from linen or cotton,

showed practical stitch patterns.

By the early 20th century, the United States was a country of factories. Uniformity mattered. When Taft

standardized the flag’s geometry in 1912, he brought flags into the same industrial era logic as the pencil

and the screw thread. The 48 star layout became the same wherever it flew. That change affected

ceremony. Military drill manual diagrams finally matched the flags on hand, and schools got the same look

no matter where they ordered.
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The 49 star flag posed a design puzzle, since seven neatly spaced rows of seven did not fit the established

proportions well. The adopted layout used seven rows of seven stars, evenly spaced in a neat grid, and

lasted a year. For the 50 star flag, designers evaluated many solutions. The chosen arrangement reads as a

perfect rectangle to the eye, yet preserves equal distance between all stars through staggered rows. The

result is calmer and more balanced than it has any right to be, given the odd number.

Milestones that changed how the flag looked

1775 to early 1777: Grand Union Flag appears on land and sea, 13 stripes with the British Union in the

canton.

June 14, 1777: Congress adopts 13 stripes and 13 stars on blue, stars to represent a new constellation.

1794: With Vermont and Kentucky admitted, Congress passes the 15 star, 15 stripe law, teeing up the

Star-Spangled Banner era.

1818: Congress restores 13 stripes permanently and sets the rule to add a star for each new state on the

next July 4.

1912 and 1959 to 1960: Presidents standardize the flag’s proportions and the 48, 49, and 50 star

arrangements for the modern era.

The Betsy Ross question, answered carefully

The Ross story persists because it speaks to how nations form. A general visits a skilled artisan, a woman at

that, and together they choose a practical detail, a five pointed star that folds and snips cleanly. Anyone who

has cut stars for a child’s costume knows the appeal of that trick. But as a historian, I have to separate what

might have happened from what we can document. No contemporary ledger, newspaper, or correspondence

mentions Ross sewing the “first” flag in 1776 or 1777. The claim appears almost 100 years later, when

memory mixes with family pride. Does that diminish her? No. It places her where records confirm her: a

working upholsterer who made flags for Pennsylvania and possibly for federal use, part of a community of

craftspeople who turned national policy into durable cloth.
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Who designed the flag’s first official concept

Francis Hopkinson’s claim for payment, though denied, lays out the design role more clearly. He served on

the committee that worked on the Great Seal, he produced heraldic designs for government use, and he had

the visual literacy to translate political ideas into symbols. The language of the Flag Act reads like his other

design contributions, prioritizing comprehensible forms over prescriptive detail. The common circular 13 star

pattern we see today on souvenir flags probably came later as a popular motif, not as the mandated original

layout. A few 18th century examples with circles exist, but so do many with staggered rows.

Why patterns mattered beyond aesthetics

Flags must work at a glance. In battle smoke or in a harbor crowded with masts, you read a shape and a few

contrasts. The 13 stripes are bold enough to register at low resolution, and the starry canton tells you which

country and, in time, how many states. During the Civil War, both sides struggled with confusion between

regimental colors and national flags, and both discovered that clarity saved lives. Even later, at sea, the

difference between a US national ensign and a signal flag could prevent a collision.

Designers face trade offs. Make stars too big and they blur into a white splash, too small and you lose them

at a distance. Widen stripes too much and you crowd the canton, narrow them too far and stitching becomes

fragile. The modern 50 star proportions represent compromises learned the hard way. When you hoist a 10

by 19 flag, it tracks gracefully in wind and reads crisply when still.

How the flag changed with law and with habit

People sometimes ask, how has the American flag changed over time beyond the obvious star count. Three

shifts stand out. First, materials evolved from wool bunting and linen stars to modern nylon and polyester

blends that resist weather and keep color, with cotton reserved for ceremonial indoor use. Second,

construction moved from hand stitching to machine sewing and heat setting, which improved consistency

and lowered cost, making flags ubiquitous at homes and events. Third, usage norms matured. The US Flag

Code, first drafted in the 1920s by civic groups and later codified by Congress in 1942, set out respect

guidelines. It is not a criminal statute with penalties in most cases, but it has shaped how schools, veterans’

posts, and municipalities handle display, folding, and retirement.

These changes, together with the executive orders of the 20th century, made the flag both more uniform

and more accessible. That uniformity does not remove local affection. Visit a coastal town and you will still

find oversize storm flags with reinforced corners and thicker heading rope. Climb courthouse steps in the

Midwest and you will see parade sets with fringed indoor flags and polished brass eagles atop the staves.

Each use case bends the same design into different gear, just as it did in the 1800s.

Answering the lingering “why” questions

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? Because Congress decided in 1818 that the nation needed a

stable way to honor its origins, no matter how many new states the future brought. Stripes would stay fixed

at 13 to commemorate the founding, a principle that kept later growth from erasing the start.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? They mark the states today. Their number is not just

an arithmetic exercise. Adding a star only on July 4 enshrines a ritual. A newly admitted state waits months

sometimes to see its star fly in the updated design, and that holiday moment turns paperwork into civic

theater.



Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? The answer lives more comfortably in the

symbolism of the Great Seal than in the flag’s own legislative history. Still, the association became common

sense early on. Red carried the mood of sacrifice and endurance in war, white the idea of moral aspiration,

and blue the discipline and focus needed to hold the whole together. People sometimes map other meanings

onto the palette, often tied to religious or regional beliefs. Those overlays tell us more about the speaker

than the law.

Counting versions, and remembering the long stretches

When you say there have been 27 official flags, the mind jumps to change upon change. But daily life saw

long plateaus. The 37 star flag, adopted after Nebraska joined in 1867, stayed until 1877 and watched the

nation heal after the Civil War. The 45 star flag, adopted after Utah in 1896, covered the Spanish American

War and the start of the new century. The 48 star flag flew for 47 years, long enough to train generations to

see it as permanent. Many veterans who fought in World War II still feel that layout when they close their

eyes, six even rows of eight, the arrangement set by Taft’s standard.

That sense of permanence explains why the 49 star year felt so odd. Manufacturers had to push out

inventory quickly, schools had to decide whether to replace gymnasium flags for a one year change, and

artists had to redraw book covers. Most institutions did, then flipped again in 1960 and breathed easier

when the 50 star era settled in. More than six decades on, some people alive today have never known any

other.

The meaning of the flag changes with the country

The flag has been burned in protest and folded at funerals, waved in championship parades and draped on

the coffins of presidents. It has belonged to political movements across the spectrum. That capaciousness

flows from how it was designed. Stars and stripes leave room for people to speak. The flag’s law is spare, its

geometry clean. The rest comes from us.

When was the American flag first created? If you want a legal birthdate, it is June 14, 1777. If you mean when

a striped American banner first climbed a pole in open defiance of British rule, then late 1775 at Cambridge

carries that honor. Both answers are true in different ways. Who designed the American flag? Congress

legislated, Hopkinson designed, makers sewed, soldiers and sailors carried. That mixture produced a living

object.

And that first American flag, the Grand Union, still haunts the imagination. Stripes below, Union above, the

visual expression of a house changing its locks. Every version since has resolved a similar tension, between

what we were and what we are becoming, one star at a time.


