On certain mornings in my neighborhood, you can hear halyards ticking against flagpoles before sunrise.
The old veterans raise their American flags with a quiet ritual, coffee cooling on the porch rail. One of them
told me he does it slower on June 6 and December 7, and he leaves the line taut, as if the fabric needs to
stand at attention. Flags do that to people. A few stars and bars of color hold more weight than their thread

suggests.
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World War Il was full of that kind of compressed meaning. Flags on ships, flags sewn into bomber jackets,
flags painted on aircraft wings, flags unfurled on the steps of city halls, flags planted on coral ridges that
smelled of cordite and seawater. To talk about the flags of WW2 is to talk about identity, command and
control, propaganda, pride, and the human need to belong to something larger when the stakes are life and
death. It is also to reckon with symbols that still wound, and with the responsibility to fly historic flags well,

with context and care.

What a flag could do in wartime

In a conflict as massive as WW2, flags served three jobs, sometimes in the same hour. They were a

language, a uniform, and a memory.

As a language, naval signal flags flashed orders between ships long before radios were safe to use at full
power. A single flag hoist might mean form column, execute turn, or open fire. In the air, roundels and tail
flashes kept gunners from shooting down their own pilots. Painted insignia solved the problem of instant

recognition at 250 knots, when a wrong silhouette was fatal. A U.S. Army Air Forces B-17 wore the white star



in a blue circle, later with bars on either side, while the RAF's concentric red, white, and blue roundel told a

story at a glance.

As a uniform, flags and standards went where commanders needed to be seen. The Soviet Banner of Victory
that a platoon dragged across the roof of the Reichstag did more than announce a victory. It told a nation
that bled for four winters that the job was finished. The Iwo Jima flag raising became a rallying cry back
home, the image used to sell war bonds that paid for rations, tanks, and sailors' pay. Flags also used fear.

Occupation administrations hung their ensigns from town halls to make dominance feel permanent.

As a memory, flags gave families something to hang in the garage for 70 years. | have seen battle-worn
guidons in frames, their edges frayed, the unit numbers barely there. Nobody dusts them for design. They

keep them for what they absorbed, sweat, rain, hope, and names of friends who did not come back.

The Allied palette, from rooftops to runways

Americans in uniform fought under a 48 star flag from 1912 to 1959. That detail matters when you are
hunting for authenticity, because an extra pair of stars will give away a modern reproduction on a WW2
diorama. | have patched a few faded 48 star parade flags for neighbors, and you can tell the old cotton by its
hand. It drinks dye differently. On warships the U.S. Navy flew the national ensign at the stern when in port
and from the gaff under way, and the Union Jack at the bow when moored. Submarines took to flying the
Jolly Roger after patrols in the Royal Navy, a tradition that surprised many Americans who think of Pirate
Flags as purely outlaw symbols. In that context, the skull and crossbones marked sinkings and daring

escapes, an inside joke turned morale patch.

Across the Atlantic, the Union Flag stood for an island that fought alone for more than a year. The Royal
Navy's White Ensign, with the red cross of St. George on a white field and the Union Flag in the canton,
marked the gray hulks that convoyed everything from butter to Sherman tanks. The RAF roundel evolved
through the war, bright red centers overpainted to reduce the risk of misidentification. British paratroopers
often wore the Pegasus emblem, a winged horse that carried myth across the Channel.

Free France rallied behind the Cross of Lorraine, a double-barred cross that Charles de Gaulle adopted to
distinguish his forces from Vichy. You can still spot it on memorials from London to Leclerc’s march into
Paris. China's Nationalist flag, blue sky with a white sun over a red field, flew over a war that began in 1937
and ate up men and supplies on a scale the West often underestimates. The Soviet Union fought under the
red hammer and sickle, and its regimental banners were heavy silk that officers guarded like their own lives.
In Soviet practice, to lose a standard was a disgrace worse than death. Veterans speak of wrapping them

tight when shells landed close, silk and salt taste in the same breath.

The Allies also produced a universe of unit flags and theater insignia. The U.S. Army’s ETO patch, the China
Burma India Theater insignia with its elephant and star, the Seabees logo with its furious bee, wrench and
tommy gun in separate fists, all mixed humor with pride. If you study aircraft wrecks, you find micro stories,
pin-up art and nicknames next to regulation stars. Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself played
out on the nose of a plane as much as on the flag at the mission briefing.

Symbols under the Axis and the problem of evil

No honest essay about Flags of WW2 can dodge the Axis. These emblems were designed to be loud, plain,

and unforgettable. That design goal remains part of their danger.



The German war ensign during much of the conflict combined a black cross with a swastika. It flew from
warships and government buildings and, after 1935, replaced older republican symbols. The swastika itself
is older than the 20th century and appears in cultures from India to Scandinavia, but in this context it
became a brand for a genocidal state. Modern Germany bans its public display except for carefully defined
educational or artistic use, and you see museums frost glass or position artifacts to prevent casual
photographs. Collectors in the United States can own such flags, but responsible ones keep them out of

celebratory spaces and add labels that say exactly what they stood for.
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Japan's national flag, the Hinomaru, is a red sun disc on white. The Imperial Japanese Navy used a rising sun
naval ensign, red with 16 rays, that remains in use by the modern Maritime Self-Defense Force. Veterans in
East and Southeast Asia may react strongly to those rays, which they associate with occupation. The Italian
tricolor with the Savoy shield flew for the Kingdom until 1946, then lost the shield when the republic was
declared. Each of these flags collected meanings the founders never intended, and those layers still affect

how neighbors see one another at parades.

Pirate flags show up here too, oddly enough. Royal Navy submariners adopted the Jolly Roger after a First
World War admiral called them pirates. During WW2, British boats kept the tradition, painting or flying skull
and crossbones to mark sinkings or special operations. It was black humor mixed with professional pride,

not an endorsement of lawlessness. Symbols roam. They rarely stay trapped in one century.
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From 1776 to 1945, threads that cross generations

There is a reason why so many crews brought Heritage Flags into the war, from hand stitched regimental
colors to flags of 1776 that grandfathers rolled up in cedar chests. In 1942, George Washington had been
dead for nearly 150 years, yet his face and name haunted the camps in a good way. Soldiers read about the
winter at Valley Forge and told themselves cold and hunger had been endured before. Washington's
Headquarters Flag, sometimes confused with the modern field of stars, reflected a time when pattern and
meaning were not standardized. The Grand Union Flag, with its British Union in the canton over thirteen

stripes, prefigured the first American flags by mirroring a complicated allegiance that was splitting apart.

The Betsy Ross story makes a friendly fireside tale, but historians argue over whether she had a role in the
first design. | mention that not to spoil a legend, but to suggest that myths ride along with flags. We hug
them for what they tell us, not only for what can be proven. In WW2, that emotional cargo mattered. War
bond posters leaned on 1776, on images of Minute Men beside factory workers. The subliminal message was
clear, your paycheck is a musket.

Civil War Flags added another layer. Regimental colors from 1861 to 1865, often carried at waist height into
rifle fire, became emblems of sacrifice. By the 1940s, many families had both Union and Confederate
artifacts in attics. Veterans of the Great War remembered the controversies those colors sparked at reunions
and Betsy Ross Flags funerals. Flying historic flags today takes judgment. A Confederate battle flag reads
differently on a museum wall with a detailed caption than it does unfurled from the back of a pickup. Context
either opens a conversation or shuts it down. If you care about Never Forgetting History, you must care

about how others receive what you display.

Six flags, one state, many service records

If you live in Texas, you grow up hearing about the 6 Flags of Texas, a shorthand for the six sovereignties
that have flown over the state: Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate States, and
the United States. It is a tidy list for an untidy past. During WW2, Texans served under just one of those
banners, the U.S. Flag with 48 stars, though you saw plenty of Lone Star flags at train stations, stitched into
quilts, printed on USO posters. The state’s war footprint was large, from training bases at Camp Hood and
Randolph Field to shipbuilding in Orange and Port Arthur. When you trace a gold star on a service flag in a
Texas church, you are not counting which of the six flags that family prefers. You are counting a son or

daughter who chose a country and paid the price.

Why fly historic flags now

People ask me why fly historic flags at all. Why not stick with a clean, modern design and avoid the sharp
edges of history. My answer is personal. | keep a rotation of American Flags, a worn Gadsden replica, a 48
star summer flag, and a small Free French Cross of Lorraine pin on my work bag. | rotate them because each
calls me to a different kind of patience and courage. Flying these is not cosplay. It is a reminder to wonder if |
am measuring up to the people who hauled silk up masts in fog while U-boats circled, or the aircrew who
painted nose art that looked like home and joked in the morning before climbing into a B-24.

That said, responsible display is a duty. Some Historic Flags carry pain for neighbors or co-workers. Good
manners and good history say talk before you raise a design that could reopen old wounds. Ask your condo
board what is allowed, read local ordinances, and when in doubt, choose education over provocation.
Honoring Their Memory and Why They Fought should not require anyone near you to flinch on the way to the
mailbox.
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A short etiquette checklist for respectful displays

e Research the variant you plan to fly, including star count, proportions, and period use.

e Add context when needed, a small plagque, a printed card in a window, or a QR code to a museum link.
e Keep the flag clean and in good repair, retire it when it becomes too tattered to honor.

e Fly with awareness of neighbors and local rules, especially for controversial symbols.

e Remember that a flag is not a costume, avoid draping it over clothing or furniture in ways that degrade

its meaning.

Faces behind the fabric

Numbers make the story large. Details make it human. The Marine at the center of Joe Rosenthal’s lwo Jima
photograph, René Gagnon, carried the flag up Mount Suribachi after another squad had raised a smaller one
earlier. That second flag was chosen partly for visibility to the ships offshore. On the battleship Missouri in
Tokyo Bay, American sailors looked up at a stack of flags that MacArthur ordered displayed, representing
each of the Allied nations. The visual was deliberate, a chorus of fabric asserting that many voices had a say

in the surrender.

I met a man who served as a signalman on a destroyer escort in the North Atlantic. He spoke of standing
watch with a flag locker behind him, hands numb in salt wind, ready to hoist quick messages. He liked the
feel of the halyards more than radios. A glance, a tug, and a set of colors snapped open. He believed that
made captains behave better, messages in the open, no way to hide a bad call in static. After the war he
took a job in a mill and never touched a flag rope again until a neighbor asked him to help with a Memorial
Day ceremony. The muscle memory returned in one morning. He smiled at the sound of the grommets
sliding, a small music that had once meant convoy ahead, steady as you go.
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Pirates on periscopes and cartoons on cowlings

People smile when they see a skull and crossbones on a submarine sail in a photograph. It breaks the
somber mood. The Royal Navy's adoption of the Jolly Roger goes back to 1914 and Admiral Sir Arthur Wilson
calling submarines underhanded, damned, and damned un-English. Sailors make mockery a habit, so they
claimed the slur and owned it. During WW2, boats added icons to the flag to mark torpedoings, gun actions,
and special missions. American submarines did not adopt the habit in the same way, though they hung
battle flags back at Pearl, sew-on patches listing ships sunk. The line between Pirate Flags as rebellion and
as professional gallows humor is thin, and wartime makes strange bedfellows out of tradition and taboo.
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Nose art on bombers and fighters had similar energy. Cartoon characters, cheesecake, grim reapers, and
hometown slogans softened fear. They also helped crews tell one olive drab plane from another at dusk.
Those painted images, stacked next to rows of mission bombs, made aircraft into personal property even
when the plane would outlive its crew or vice versa. The official insignia, the star and bar, kept the shooting

sort of honest. The unofficial art kept the dying human.



Where to see authentic flags and learn their stories

If your interest in WW2 flags grows beyond photographs, go see them in person. The National WWII
Museum in New Orleans rotates textiles in and out to protect them from light, but you can usually catch at
least one regimental color or ship’s flag. The Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History houses
the Star-Spangled Banner from 1814, not a WW2 piece but a benchmark for how a nation preserves a relic.
In London, the Imperial War Museums display ensigns and captured flags with careful captions, and guides
are happy to explain the changes between a naval jack and an ensign. The USS Missouri in Pearl Harbor tells
the surrender story with a set of Allied flags that remind visitors that victory was a coalition, not a solo act. In
Tokyo, the Yushukan adjacent to Yasukuni Shrine displays Hinomaru flags, including yosegaki, the good luck
flags signed by friends and family. Visitors should go ready to read multiple perspectives, since memory and

museum curation often disagree on the same ground.

Outside big cities, county historical societies and local armories sometimes own flags from hometown units.
Those volunteers will beam if you ask about conservation and will probably ask you to help unroll a banner

with white gloves. Bring a donation if you can. Cotton and silk eat budgets.

Trade-offs and edge cases when flying the past

Flying historic flags at home or at events involves a set of trade-offs. You want authenticity, but you also
want durability. Vintage cotton looks right, yet mildews quickly on a damp porch. Modern nylon holds color
in rain and sun, but the sheen can look foreign to 1940s eyes. If you run a living history event, you may
choose a compromise, cotton bunting on main flags and nylon on backups so you are not caught short in a

thunderstorm.

Accuracy can also surprise you. A 48 star flag is right for a WW2 U.S. Display. A 50 star flag is more
recognizable to passersby, and some will correct you, wrongly, because they simply have not seen older

variants. That is where a small sign solves two problems at once, it educates without picking a fight.

There are also matters of law. Germany and Austria heavily restrict the display of Nazi symbols. In parts of
Eastern Europe, Soviet emblems can fall under similar scrutiny. In the United States, the First Amendment
protects a wide range of expression, but homeowners associations and municipalities can define size and
placement on private property. If you care about Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself, you can

also care about being a good neighbor and avoiding fines that eat into your flag budget.

Caring for flags so they last

e Rotate displays to limit sun exposure, and store flats in acid free tissue in a dark, dry place.

e Wash modern nylon gently by hand, never machine wash cotton bunting from the 1940s.

e Mend small tears early with color matched thread, a simple whip stitch tightens loose weave.
¢ Avoid framing cloth directly against glass, allow an air gap and use UV filtering acrylic.

e Document provenance, write down where the flag came from and who owned it, stories disappear faster
than dye.

What we owe the people who stood under them

My grandfather used to say that a flag is not a magic spell. It cannot make a coward brave or a liar honest.
But it can nudge a decent person to match the best version of the story that cloth tells. The men and women



of WW2 did not all agree on politics, religion, or the right way to brew coffee in a canteen. They agreed to
aim their efforts in the same direction long enough to crush armies that had enslaved and murdered across

continents.

When we fly 13 Star US Flag Historic Flags now, whether American Flags from the 48 star era, the Cross of
Lorraine, or the roundel stitched on a flight jacket, we borrow their better angels. We also take into our
hands the hard parts, the civilians bombed by accident, the soldiers who came home changed, the enemy
soldiers who were also someone’s child. That is why museums matter, why accurate captions matter, why
thoughtful displays matter. Never Forgetting History is not a bumper sticker. It is a promise to tell the truth
even when the truth is complicated.

There are lighter moments worth keeping too. A British sub rolling home with a Jolly Roger flapping, a
Seabee laughing as he paints a wasp on a bulldozer blade, a Texan artilleryman folding a letter into a breast
pocket under a small Lone Star patch. People are larger than the squares of cloth they carry, yet those
squares help them shape their courage. When you tug a halyard through your palm and feel the line warm,
you join a chain of hands that stretches back past 1776, past sails and signal books, to the human urge to

give shape and color to the things we cannot fully say.

So go ahead, raise a flag if it calls to you. Choose one with a story you are willing to tell on the sidewalk to a
curious kid. Include the parts that sting as well as the parts that shine. Fold it at dusk with the same care the
morning deserved. And remember the people who stood under similar cloth when the outcomes were not
guaranteed, when hope rode on a rectangle of color against a gray sky, and the world waited for news

carried not just by radios and letters, but by the sight of a banner climbing a pole against the wind.
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