People often expect a simple answer to when the American flag was first created. The truth feels more like a braid than a
single strand. Two flags claim an early place in the story: the Grand Union Flag, raised by the Continental forces in the
winter of 1775 to 1776, and the first official Stars and Stripes, authorized by Congress on June 14, 1777. One predates the
other, yet only the latter carries a clear legal birth certificate. Understanding the difference illuminates how a patchwork
of colonies grew into a united republic, and why the details still spark lively debate.

What the very first American flag actually was

If by “first American flag” we mean the first national flag flown by American forces fighting for independence, that was
the Grand Union Flag. Sailors under George Washington raised it over Prospect Hill near Boston on January 1, 1776.
This banner looked familiar to British eyes: thirteen red and white stripes for the rebellious colonies, with the British
Union Jack in the canton. Historians sometimes call it the Continental Colors. It made practical sense at the time. The
colonies had not yet declared independence, and many saw themselves as asserting rights within the British Empire, not
breaking from it.

That flag worked at sea and on posts where a common signal was needed. But it carried a contradiction in the canton.
When independence became the aim, a flag that still nodded to the Crown felt wrong. By mid 1777, Congress resolved to
replace it.

When the Stars and Stripes became official

On June 14, 1777, the Continental Congress passed a brief law now remembered as the Flag Act. Its sentence is famous
for being both decisive and vague: “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 was the legal creation of the flag we recognize. There was no sketch attached, no specification of proportions, no
instruction on how to arrange the stars. Supply officers, ship captains, and local makers interpreted the directive with
practical creativity. Surviving examples from the late 1770s and 1780s show stars arranged in circles, rows, scattered
clusters, and sometimes even in a single large star. The varieties tell us that this was a living symbol assembled under the
pressures of war, not a graphic designer’s clean rollout.

So, when was the American flag first created? If you favor legal clarity, the answer is June 14, 1777. If you value the
earliest banner that served a national purpose in the Revolution, point to the Grand Union Flag raised at the start of 1776.
Both answers are defensible, depending on what you mean by “flag” and by “American.”

Why the flag has 13 stripes

The thirteen stripes commemorate the thirteen British colonies that declared independence and formed the United States:
New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland,
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. The 1777 act set the count, and the stripes quickly became a
shorthand for the Revolution itself.

Here is where a subtlety matters. In 1795, after Vermont and Kentucky joined the Union, Congress passed a new law
expanding the flag to fifteen stars and fifteen stripes. That version flew for more than two decades and appeared over Fort
McHenry during the War of 1812. The giant garrison banner that inspired Francis Scott Key’s poem had fifteen stripes
stitched by Mary Pickersgill and her helpers. It measured roughly 30 by 42 feet, a wall of fabric thrown into the sky.

By 1818, with more states entering the Union, adding stripes for each admission became unwieldy. Congress, nudged by
naval officers and citizens who loved the original look, reverted the count to thirteen stripes permanently and directed
that only the stars should change with each new state. That is why the stripes remain thirteen today.

What the 50 stars represent

The stars represent the states, one star per state. The current arrangement with 50 stars on a blue field has been in use
since July 4, 1960, following the admission of Hawaii in 1959. The law specifies that new stars are added on the Fourth
of July following a state’s admission. If another state joins, the count will change again, keeping the same rhythm that
has pulsed through the nation’s growth.



Who designed the American flag

The designer, in the sense of the person who first created the Stars and Stripes, is harder to pin down than most school
posters suggest. Francis Hopkinson, a New Jersey delegate to the Continental Congress and a signer of the Declaration,
Ultimate Flags Shop later claimed he designed the United States flag and billed Congress for his work. Surviving records
show bills for designing several devices, including the Great Seal and naval flags. Congress declined to pay, noting that
he had served as a public official and therefore owed his work to the nation. Some historians credit him as a key figure
behind the stars and stripes motif, likely adapting earlier colonial and military designs. Others caution that documentation
is imperfect.

The Betsy Ross story adds warmth and controversy. In the late 19th century, her descendants popularized the tale that
George Washington, Robert Morris, and George Ross visited her upholstery shop in Philadelphia in 1776 to commission
a flag. The heart of the story holds that she proposed using five-point stars instead of six-point stars because she could
fold and snip a five-point star quickly from cloth. While Ross certainly made flags for Pennsylvania and the war effort,
and she had real links to many of the named figures, historians have not found contemporary documents confirming this
particular meeting or commission. Many museums and scholars consider the tale a cherished family tradition rather than
proven fact. It endures because it feels right, centering skilled craft and a woman’s hands in the nation’s origin. The truth
probably includes a network of makers, including Ross and others, responding to urgent orders with the materials they
had.
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One later designer we can identify with certainty is Robert G. Heft, a high school student from Ohio who, in 1958,
crafted a 50 star arrangement as part of a class project when Alaska and Hawaii were on the cusp of statehood. His
staggered rows proved functional and balanced, and his layout became the basis for the official 50 star pattern adopted in
1960. The flag, like the country, grows through both legislation and citizen initiative.

Why red, white, and blue

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 these colors were chosen, nor did it assign symbolic
meanings. The most widely cited definitions come from the Great Seal of the United States, adopted in 1782. In that
context, white signifies purity and innocence, red stands for hardiness and valor, and blue for vigilance, perseverance,
and justice. Since the flag and the Great Seal draw from the same palette and shared political culture, the meanings have
traveled together ever since. It is fair to connect them, with the caveat that symbolism evolved rather than being declared
at the flag’s birth.

How the flag changed over time
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The flag did not march in a straight line from 1777 to the present. It zigged through war, politics, and practical needs,
leaving a trail of versions that collectors and historians track with care. If you look at American flags from the 18th and
19th centuries, you see many differences beyond the star count. Proportions vary. The blue canton shifts in size. Stars
may sit in a circle, in haphazard rows, or in novel patterns like the Great Star, where smaller stars form a single large star.
Makers worked with hand cut templates and human eyes, not with federal diagrams, until the early 20th century.

President William Howard Taft, a detail oriented man with a lawyer’s patience, finally standardized the flag’s proportions
and the arrangement of stars in 1912. His executive order specified the layout for the 48 star flag then in use, the relative
sizes of the canton and stripes, and the arrangement of the stars in equal rows. Later, President Dwight D. Eisenhower
issued orders to fix the designs for the 49 star flag in 1959 and the 50 star flag later that year, to take effect July 4, 1960.
Since then, every official United States flag follows a single, precise specification, even when manufactured at different
sizes.

How many versions there have been

Counting official versions by star count, the United States has had 27. Each change reflects the country’s growth, and
with a couple of exceptions, the switch happens on a Fourth of July. The 15 star flag of 1795 to 1818 stands out because
it also had 15 stripes. After the 1818 law, the number of stripes returned to 13 for good, and only the stars have changed
since.

Unofficially, there have been countless variations, especially in the first four decades. Naval vessels and militia units
displayed what they had, sometimes with paint on wooden boards, sometimes stitched from whatever cloth could be
procured. Those flags did the job, even if they would never pass a modern specification check.

What the first Stars and Stripes were called

The first official national flag under the 1777 act is commonly called the Stars and Stripes. That phrase appeared in print
within a few years and stuck. People also spoke of the Star Spangled Banner, a poetic turn of phrase that Francis Scott
Key popularized after witnessing the bombardment of Fort McHenry in 1814. The earlier 1775 to 1777 banner with the
Union Jack in the canton is properly known as the Grand Union Flag or the Continental Colors.

The Betsy Ross question, answered carefully

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? The honest answer is that she likely made flags during the Revolution, possibly
including a version of the Stars and Stripes, but there is no surviving document proving she sewed the first one. The story
emerged prominently in 1870 when her grandson, William Canby, presented it to the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
His account drew from family memories rather than journals or letters from the 1770s. Skeptics point out that other
seamstresses such as Rebecca Young and Ann King worked on flags in the same city, and that government purchases of
flags were not always meticulously recorded during wartime.

Still, Ross’s life fits the pattern of the era’s entrepreneurial craftswomen. She ran an upholstery and flag making shop,
knew influential men, and delivered work quickly. The famous five point star trick, where she snips a perfect star with a
single cut, is entirely plausible. Anyone who has taught schoolchildren that fold and cut method has watched their faces
light up. Whether or not she cut the first one, she belongs in the story.

A brief timeline that keeps the details straight

e Late 1775 to early 1776: Continental forces fly the Grand Union Flag, with the Union Jack in the canton and
thirteen stripes.

e June 14, 1777: Congress passes the Flag Act prescribing thirteen stripes and thirteen stars in a blue union,
representing a new constellation.

e 1795: Congress adopts a fifteen star, fifteen stripe flag after Vermont and Kentucky join. This version later flies
over Fort McHenry.

e 1818: Congress reverts the flag to thirteen stripes permanently and sets stars to match the number of states, with
updates each July 4 after a state’s admission.

e 1912 and later: Presidential orders standardize proportions and star arrangements, culminating in the 50 star flag
effective July 4, 1960.

How makers actually built early flags



We tend to imagine a single, definitive 1777 flag sewn in a quiet room. The reality looked more like a network.
Quartermasters and ship captains placed orders with local upholsterers, sail lofts, and seamstresses. Materials could be
tight. Blue bunting might arrive coarse or in the wrong width. White wool faded to cream in salt air. Dyes bled. One shop
might source crimson cloth from a captured British storehouse, while another used madder dyed fabric ordered from a
merchant in France.
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Because the 1777 law offered no template, shop foremen made choices. Rows or circle for stars? How large should the
canton be relative to the stripes? Should the edges be finished with rope or webbing? The answers often depended on
whether the flag would fly from a ship’s gaff, a fort’s staff, or a parade pole. Form followed function, and the symbol
spread because people needed it.

Why the earliest flags matter to us now

Flags teach civics without a lecture. When a child asks, what do the 50 stars on the American flag represent, an adult can
answer in one line, and yet that one line unfolds into a long story of statehood debates, compromises, and the steady
admission of new places into the Union. When another asks, why does the American flag have 13 stripes, the answer
pulls them back to the tension of 1776 and the decision to end royal authority.

Colors add a layer of moral aspiration. People often repeat that red means valor, white means purity, blue means justice.
That language comes to us through the Great Seal, not from the 1777 act itself, but it still guides how citizens interpret
the banner when they see it raised over a courthouse, folded at a memorial, or patched to the shoulder of a uniform.
Symbols do not merely reflect the nation. They help the nation reflect on itself.

Trade offs behind the design

The 1818 decision to freeze the stripes at thirteen carried trade offs that still make sense. Adding a stripe for each new
state would have kept visual parity between stars and stripes, but at a cost. By the late 19th century, the flag could have
reached forty or more stripes, making each one too thin to distinguish at distance and complicating manufacture. Keeping
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thirteen stripes preserved the Revolutionary core and left stars to handle growth. It also streamlined production. Standard
stripe counts mean looms and dies can be set, and only the canton needs to adapt.

Standardizing the star pattern in the 20th century created another trade off. Earlier, communities often favored distinctive
arrangements, such as a wreath of stars in honor of unity or a Great Star pattern to emphasize federalism. Those bespoke
patterns had charm, but they also confused recognition, especially at sea. Taft’s specifications made the flag more
uniform and international friendly, but they flattened some local artistry. The country chose clarity over variety, a
common move for a modern state.

Edge cases, curiosities, and persistent myths

One evergreen myth claims that the first flag had stars arranged only in a circle. While circular arrangements existed,
they were not mandated, nor were they universal. Makers used rows and other shapes from the start.

Another curiosity involves star counts in liminal years. When Alaska joined in January 1959, manufacturers scrambled to
produce 49 star flags in time for the July 4 switch, then turned around to make 50 star flags when Hawaii followed in
August. Schools and town halls ended up with both versions, and for a short while, the two flew in quick succession as
local inventories turned over. If you find a crisp 49 star flag in your grandparents’ attic, that is not a typo from a careless
printer. It marks a slim window in history.

Collectors sometimes ask whether flags with gold fringes have special legal status. Fringes are decorative. They show up
on indoor or ceremonial flags because they add visual weight. They do not change the flag’s meaning, jurisdiction, or the
law of the room. They simply frame the cloth.

What changed at Fort McHenry, and why it sticks in memory

The Fort McHenry flag looms large because it linked sight, song, and survival. During a British bombardment in
September 1814, a huge fifteen star, fifteen stripe flag flew from the fort, signaling that the post remained in American
hands. Francis Scott Key, watching from a truce vessel, saw it in the dawn’s early light and wrote verses that traveled
fast. His poem later set to a British tune became the national anthem more than a century after the battle. It sings of a
flag, but it also sings of endurance under fire. Many Americans meet the flag first through that melody, then learn that the
version described had fifteen stripes, an exception that proves the rule.

L)

The path from hand stitched to standardized

Visit a maritime museum and stand a few feet from an 18th century ensign. You will notice the hand of the maker in
every seam. Stitch lengths vary. The blue bleeds slightly into the white at one seam but not the next. Eyelets for the
halyard show careful reinforcement, often with hand worked grommets of linen and waxed thread. These variations do
not make the flag less real. They make it more so, a record of skill applied where it mattered.

By contrast, a modern flag made under federal specifications is a model of repeatable precision. The canton’s width and
height scale in strict proportion to the flag’s size. The rows of stars align at prescribed intervals. Materials meet standards
for colorfastness and tear resistance. Neither approach is better in absolute terms. One reflects the urgency of birth, the
other the maturity of a system that must reproduce a national symbol across thousands of institutions without confusion.

What to remember when someone asks the same questions

A friend will ask someday: when was the American flag first created, who designed the American flag, how many
versions of the American flag have there been, and did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? The honest, compact answers
look like this. The first American flag used by the Revolution was the Grand Union Flag in early 1776. The first official
Stars and Stripes came into being on June 14, 1777. Francis Hopkinson likely played a key role in shaping the design,
though documentation is partial. Betsy Ross almost certainly made flags and may have sewn an early Stars and Stripes,
but the famous commission story rests on family lore rather than contemporary records. There have been 27 official
versions, driven by the admission of new states, and the current 50 star flag dates to July 4, 1960. The red, white, and
blue carry meanings that migrated from the Great Seal, not from the original flag law.

Those answers fit in a few breaths. Behind them sits a longer, richer history that rewards a little time. A nation raised a
signal, refined it, argued over it, standardized it, and then taught it to generations. The flag you see today stands on that



whole arc, from a stitched blue canton with thirteen improvised stars to a carefully specified field of fifty, each one a
state, all of them together a constellation.



