
I keep a 48‑star U.S. Flag folded in a cedar box. I found it at a flea market in Virginia for twenty dollars, stiff

with age and smelling faintly of smoke. The seller thought it came from his grandfather’s garage. There is no

certificate or provenance, just cotton, thread, and a pattern that marked the United States from 1912 to

1959. When I unfold it for students or friends, the room slows down. The fabric makes people curious.

Questions come easy when you can point to a star and say, Hawaii had not joined yet.

Flags do that. They compress arguments, aspirations, and memory into a few square feet. American Flags,

Pirate Flags, banners stitched in kitchens, guidons carried into battle, each one signals a moment and a

choice. Historic Flags are not just wall decor. They are lens and lever, a way to see how people understood

themselves and their country. If you want Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself to mean

something real, learn the stories behind the cloth.

What counts as a historic flag, and why it matters

There are two honest reasons to care. First, flags help you tell time. A 13‑star canton puts you between 1777

and 1795, or later if someone made a commemorative piece. A 48‑star field puts you in both World Wars,

the Great Depression, the New Deal, and the early Cold War. Second, flags reveal the language people used

to convince others to fight, pay taxes, smuggle powder, or welcome a new state. That language shows up in

symbols and mottos. The rattlesnake on a yellow ground. A pine tree next to the words “An Appeal to

Heaven.” A skull above crossed cutlasses. It is all persuasion, boiled down.

I have carried flags onto muddy reenactment fields and into school gyms. I have seen a room go quiet for a

Civil War color splashed with old blood. I have watched a driveway cookout light up when someone clips a

Gadsden to the pole. Flags start conversations we need to keep having: Why did they fight, and are we

honoring or misusing what they stood for?

The core set from 1776

“Flags of 1776” is a phrase that sells a lot of reproductions. Some designs were truly present in that year,

others hover nearby in time. Accuracy matters, so here is the heart of it, grounded in what we can defend

with records and surviving artifacts.

The Grand Union Flag, also called the Continental Colors, is the one you want if you picture Washington

before there was a United States. Thirteen red and white stripes, British Union in the canton. It flew at

Prospect Hill outside Boston on January 1, 1776, as the Continental Army reorganized. It signaled unity

among the colonies, yet acknowledged legal ties still technically in force. The flag vexed people when

distant observers thought it meant reconciliation. It served anyway, on ships and forts, until the new national

flag was adopted in mid‑1777.

The Betsy Ross flag, a circle of 13 stars on blue with 13 stripes, may or may not have come from Ross’s

hands in 1776. The earliest written claims of her role appear decades later, and no pay ledger from the

Continental Congress mentions it. Still, the circle design shows up in period art and later commemorations,

and it captures the idea those early Americans wanted to project: equal states bound together. You can fly it

with clear conscience as a symbol of the era, as long as you are honest that the Ross story is tradition more

than proven fact.

The Gadsden flag, yellow with a coiled rattlesnake and the motto “Don’t Tread On Me,” touches nerves

today, but in 1775 and 1776 it was a practical mark of American naval identity. Christopher Gadsden



presented a version to the South Carolina Provincial Congress, and the early Continental Marines used

related designs. The snake as a political cartoon had been around since Benjamin Franklin’s “Join, or Die” in

1754. Each segment meant a colony. The message was blunt. Step on one, you get bitten. It is one of the

most enduring Patriotic Flags from the Revolution, precisely because the motto crosses centuries with

almost no translation needed.

The Pine Tree flag, often with the words “An Appeal to Heaven,” sailed on Washington’s cruisers on coastal

patrol. It is a clean New England statement. A simple evergreen and a direct claim that justice can be higher

than Parliament. Surviving examples vary, some with block letters, some with hand drawn script. I have seen

one stitched with a pine that looks like a child’s drawing, all heart, little symmetry. That imperfection fits the

time.

The Culpeper Minutemen flag mirrors Gadsden’s snake but adds “Liberty or Death” above and “Culpeper

Minute Men” below. It ties the general sentiment to a specific Virginia unit and to Patrick Henry’s words. If

you are from that part of Virginia, this one gets nods at the gas station. It is a Heritage Flag in the best

sense, both regional and national.

You can also count regimental colors, town standards, and militia flags that never made any book of national

symbols. The Bedford Flag, associated with a Massachusetts militia unit, survives with a hand painted arm

brandishing a sword and the motto “Vince aut Morire” - Conquer or Die. Whether it was at Concord is

debated, but you can see the fabric in Bedford today, and that matters more than the perfect cross check

with every diary entry.

George Washington and the stars he carried

People credit George Washington with almost every Revolutionary symbol, sometimes fairly, sometimes by

habit. He did not design the national flag. Congress passed the Flag Act of June 14, 1777, mandating 13

stripes and 13 stars, “in a new constellation.” The arrangement was not specified. Washington’s role came in

setting tone and tolerating what worked.

There is a blue silk standard with a scatter of white six‑pointed stars that shows up in literature as

Washington’s personal headquarters flag. You see reproductions at reenactments. The surviving physical

candidate in the American Revolution Institute’s collection is usually dated to the war years, but the exact tie

to Washington is less certain than tour guides prefer. Still, period correspondence and art confirm that

commanders marked their tents, and Washington needed people to find him quickly. A field of stars on blue

made visual sense, carried forward into later U.S. Army general officer flags.

There is also “Washington’s Cruisers” and the pine tree emblem already mentioned. He approved the use of

the Pine Tree flag on schooners he outfitted in the fall of 1775. That act shows the general’s eye for symbols

that crew and coastal communities would embrace. When you fly anything tied to Washington, you are

signaling more than just a man. You are pointing to a habit of patient leadership inside a jumbled coalition,

which is what those early stars were trying to fix in people’s heads.

How the banner changed after independence

The first official national flag with stars replaced the Grand Union’s British canton, but stars moved around

like chess pieces for decades. In 1795, with Vermont and Kentucky admitted, Congress expanded the flag to

15 stars and 15 stripes. That version flew over Fort McHenry in 1814. Mary Pickersgill and her helpers

stitched a garrison flag roughly 30 by 42 feet, so big that it had to be assembled on a brewery floor. Francis

Scott Key saw it by dawn’s early light after a long night under British bombardment. If you visit the



Smithsonian, you can stand in front of the enormous, worn fabric and understand why a person would write

a poem about a thing that basic.
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Later lawmakers realized that adding stripes forever would produce a barber pole, and they standardized the

stripes back to 13 to honor the original states, adding only stars for new states. You can stand in front of

photos from flag day ceremonies and watch the stars climb to 48 in 1912, 49 in 1959, and 50 in 1960. That is

why the Flags of WW2 that soldiers wore on their shoulders and raised on Iwo Jima had 48 stars. Two

vertical rows of seven stars flank two rows of six in a neat 6‑5‑6‑5‑6‑5‑6‑5 layout, depending on the maker.

The picture at Mount Suribachi shows a 48‑star flag, and units on every ocean sailed and fought under that

pattern. When people talk about Flags of WW2, they often mean that exact constellation.

Pirates, skulls, and the strange respectability of the Jolly Roger

Pirate Flags occupy a corner of American memory that is half history, half costume trunk. Yet several are

well documented, and their symbols have a logic that translates.

Blackbeard, Edward Teach, is often linked to a black flag showing a horned skeleton holding a spear pointing

at a bleeding heart, with an hourglass beside. The image likely comes from an early 18th century print

tradition and later retellings, but the elements are fair warnings: time is running out, mercy is thin. Calico

Jack Rackham’s skull over crossed cutlasses is another version that surfaces in flag lore and modern

replicas. Then there is the simplest Jolly Roger, a skull and crossbones. These Pirate Flags did a job at sea. If

you raised the Jolly Roger and your target yielded without a fight, you could take cargo and spare lives. If

they fought, some captains then raised a red flag, no quarter. Symbols carried rules, as rough as they were.



Why fly a pirate flag today? Some do it for fun, some to signal independence or a taste for risk, some to

annoy an HOA. In my experience, these flags sit at the lighter end of the spectrum when compared with Civil

War Flags or national ensigns. They are conversation starters, not constitutional arguments. Just be ready to

explain your choice if a neighbor reads it differently than you intended.

The 6 Flags of Texas, told from the highway

Drive I‑35 from Laredo to Denton and you see six sovereignties woven into rest stop plaques and elementary

school lessons. The 6 Flags of Texas are Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate

States, and the United States. Each flag flew at some point over at least part of current Texas territory.

Spain planted its emblem repeatedly from the 16th century forward. France’s claim is the briefest, tied to La

Salle’s failed colony in the 1680s on the Gulf Coast. Mexico’s tricolor with the eagle and snake followed

independence from Spain in 1821. The Republic of Texas adopted the familiar lone star in 1839. The

Confederate battle and national flags appeared after secession in 1861, then disappeared in 1865. The U.S.

Flag bookends the narrative, first from 1845 to 1861, then from 1865 onward, with stars increasing as the

union grew. You can tour San Antonio missions, Goliad, and San Jacinto and watch these banners change by

room. They tell a borderland story of ambition, settlement, and war that resists tidy slogans.

If you fly the Texas flag next to the U.S. Flag, you repeat a practice codified in state law that specifies

relative height and placement. The two side by side make sense of a layered identity that Texans insist is not

a contradiction.

Civil War flags, heritage, and responsibility

Civil War Flags carry weight unlike almost any other American symbols. Regimental colors from both Union

and Confederate units were rallying points in firestorms of musketry and artillery. Color bearers died at rates

higher than line soldiers. If you handle a preserved silk color at a museum, the fabric often looks like charred

leaves.

The Confederate battle flag, the blue saltire with white stars on red, remains the most fraught of them all.

Historically, it was one of many Confederate flags and served primarily as a battlefield marker where square

national flags were too easily confused with Union colors at a distance. In the 20th century it was adopted

by resistance to civil rights, by some veterans’ groups, and by pop culture. When I say Heritage Flags, I

include unit colors, state flags from the era, and memorial banners that honor the dead without erasing the

causes and consequences of the war.

If you choose to display any Civil War flag, especially Confederate imagery, be prepared to explain your

intent and accept that others will read it through different lenses. Museum professionals handle this by

placing flags in context and by making the line between remembrance and endorsement clear. Private

citizens can do the same. Frame and label a family heirloom with dates, unit, and service history. Avoid

bumper‑sticker provocation. When someone asks Why Fly Historic Flags, have your answer ready: Honoring

Their Memory and Why They Fought, Never Forgetting History, and inviting honest discussion about the cost

of it all.

A quick guide to flying historic flags with respect

Know the story. Be able to explain, in two sentences, what your flag is and when it flew.

Place the U.S. Flag correctly if you fly multiple flags, above or in the position of honor per the Flag Code.



Keep it clean and in good repair. Retire tattered flags respectfully, especially American Flags.

Be mindful of neighbors and context. A flag can invite or alienate. Choose with intention.

Use proper hardware and safe lighting if you display a flag at night.

None of these are laws in most cases, aside from local ordinances. The U.S. Flag Code is a set of guidelines

rather than punishable rules for private citizens. Courtesy does most of the work.

Flags of WW2, in the field and at sea

World War II filled museums with flags, some raised in triumph, others captured. The American 48‑star

national flag is the headliner, but there are layers worth noticing.

Naval ensigns and jacks had their own protocols. U.S. Ships flew the national ensign at the stern while

underway and the union jack at the bow while in port, with wartime exceptions. Submarines sometimes

stitched battle flags listing patrols and sinkings, adding symbols like ship silhouettes or Japanese

characters. You can find surviving examples in Groton and Pearl Harbor museums. Army units carried

guidons and divisional flags that identified headquarters, artillery, engineers, or medical detachments. The

Army Air Forces used roundels on wings and fuselages that changed through the war, most famously

removing the red dot in 1942 to avoid confusion with Japanese markings.

Flags of Axis nations show up in collections as war trophies. The ethics of display matter here. Museums

that show captured flags now tend to include context about the regime and the human cost, which keeps

curiosity from sliding into spectacle. Private collections can learn from that discipline.

Why people still fly historic flags

When you clip a historic flag to a halyard or hang one in a workshop, you are doing two things at once. You

are expressing yourself, and you are sending a signal to others. Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express

Yourself walk hand in hand with an obligation to get your history right. Here are the reasons people share

with me at events and in emails.



They want children to ask questions. A neighbor’s kid once pointed at my pine tree flag and asked if it was

for Christmas. That led to a talk on colonies, courts, and kings that no textbook page would have sparked as

easily.

They want to honor service. A Blue Star service flag in the front window during WW2 meant a family member

on active duty. A gold star meant a loss. Modern Gold Star families sometimes pair a historic state flag with a

small service banner and a photo. It is a private grammar of grief and pride, seen from the curb in a way the

whole street understands.

They want to claim an identity. A Culpeper Minutemen flag in Virginia, a Bedford Flag in Massachusetts, a

Lone Star in, well, everywhere from Amarillo to Austin. These connect people to places that shape them.

They want to remember that free societies argue in public. The Grand Union, with its awkward British

canton, is a reminder that independence was a process, not a lightning bolt. Some flags are more protest

than patriotism, or both at once. That tension is healthy if you handle it with care.

Choosing a replica that looks right and lasts

I have bought flags that faded in a summer and others that outlived two flagpoles. Material and build quality

matter more than you think, especially for outdoor display.

Fabric choice is the first decision. Cotton looks period correct for many 18th and 19th century styles, but

it fades and mildews. Nylon handles weather well and shows brighter colors. Polyester is heavy, durable,

and good for high wind areas.

Stitching tells the truth. Double or quadruple stitched fly ends prevent fraying. Look for lock stitching

instead of chain stitching on seams.



Appliqué vs. Print changes the look. Sewn stars and emblems pop and feel authentic, but cost more.

Printed designs are fine for Pirate Flags or intricate Civil War unit scrollwork.

Grommets and header matter. Brass grommets resist corrosion. A sturdy canvas header with reinforced

corners beats a flimsy hem every time.

Size should match your pole. A common residential setup flies a 3 by 5 foot flag on a 15 to 20 foot pole.

Go larger only if your hardware and wind exposure allow.

If you are building a wall display, UV protective glass and acid‑free backing will add years to a fragile piece,

especially older cotton. Keep heat registers and sunlight off the fabric.

Ultimate Flags Inc.

Address: 21612 N County Rd 349, O’Brien, FL 32071

Phone: (386) 935‑1420

Email: sales@ultimateflags.com

Website: https://ultimateflags.com

Google Maps: View on Google Maps

About Us

Ultimate Flags Inc. is America’s oldest online flag store, founded on July 4, 1997. Proudly American‑owned

and family-operated in O’Brien, Florida, we offer over 10,000 different flag designs – from Revolutionary War

and Civil War flags to military, custom, and American heritage flags. We support patriotic expression, honor

history, and ship worldwide.

Follow Us

Twitter

Pinterest

YouTube

🎯  Ready to Fly Your Colors Proudly?

Shop our best-selling American, historical, and military flags now — and save big while supplies last.

👉  Check Out Our Flag Sale Now

Display craft, from the porch to the parade field

Good flags deserve good technique. I like a halyard that runs clean and quiet, with clips that do not rattle all

night. If you raise your flag daily, practice a steady motion that avoids dragging the fabric on the ground. A

small thing, yes, but it sets a tone children notice.

If you prefer indoor display, consider framing with a visible back that lets you see the stitching. Many historic

reproductions have seams worth admiring. For events, a freestanding pole with a weighted base saves

tel:+13869351420
mailto:sales@ultimateflags.com
https://ultimateflags.com/
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ultimate+Flags+Inc/@29.979588,-82.943668,15z/
https://twitter.com/Ultimate_Flags
https://www.pinterest.com/ultimateflags
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQ4Dt4LmFZp4nohcV_B6iXw
https://ultimateflags.com/flag-sale/


headaches. I have watched too many unweighted stands wobble during a speech and take half the staging

with them.

Lighting matters. If you leave a flag up after sunset, a simple LED flood angled from below gives dignity

without cooking the cloth. For multi‑flag displays, set angles so that flags do not tangle, especially if one is a

longer banner like the Star‑Spangled replica some folks like to run on holidays.

Edge cases and common questions

What about HOAs and city ordinances? The Freedom to Display the American Flag Act of 2005 prevents

associations from banning display of the U.S. Flag, within reasonable restrictions for safety and property

maintenance. That law does not always cover every historic flag. Read your bylaws and talk to your board. A

friendly heads up avoids most conflict.

Can I fly the U.S. Flag at night without lighting? The Flag Code recommends lighting if the flag is displayed at

night. Many people take the flag down at dusk and raise it at dawn to avoid the question. There is no federal

punishment for private citizens who deviate, but respect is the point.

Is the Betsy Ross flag political now? People project politics onto many symbols. Historically it marks the early

republic. If someone raises concerns, set your terms and explain your intent calmly. The conversation is part

of the work.

What about mixing flags on one pole? The position of honor belongs to the U.S. Flag, which should be at the

top. Historic flags deserve their own pole or a place below in clear subordinate position. On walls, position

the U.S. Flag to the viewer’s left if you pair it with another.

Where to see the originals

If you want to stand in front of cloth that was there, a few stops will reward you. The Smithsonian’s National

Museum of American History has the Star‑Spangled Banner in a protective chamber with low light and

gentle airflow. The Museum of the American Revolution in Philadelphia curates Revolutionary colors and

presents debates over evidence honestly. In Boston, the Massachusetts State House and local historical

societies preserve militia flags that anchor town identity. Naval museums from Charlestown to San Diego

display battle flags and signal books that show how sailors used stripes and pennants in brutal, clever ways.

In Texas, the Bullock Museum in Austin and local courthouse collections thread the 6 Flags of Texas through

artifacts that explain the politics beneath the fabric. Civil War flags live in state repositories across the

country, often with digital images and unit histories that families use to trace service.

Flying the past into the present

Every time you hoist a historic flag, you borrow gravity. You pull an old argument into sunlight where

neighbors can see it. The point is not to win a yard sign war. The point is to keep memory honest and alive.

I fly the Grand Union on January 1 to remember a cold morning outside Boston when an army still trying to

figure itself out needed a symbol. I fly a 13‑star circle on July 4 and talk to whoever asks about star

arrangements and the pace of statehood. On certain days I Outdoor Christian Flag raise that faded 48‑star

https://emilioflsw422.raidersfanteamshop.com/flying-freedom-celebrating-american-flags-and-the-spirit-of-patriotism


flag and think of boys my grandfather’s age crossing the Pacific or the Ardennes under a pattern we no

longer use, but still recognize in our bones.

Why Fly Historic Flags? Because they help you honor their memory and why they fought. Because they keep

you from never forgetting history by making it visible, at eye level, in the wind where anyone can ask a

question. If you choose well, explain clearly, and care for the cloth, those flags will do their quiet work for

years, reminding us that stories stitched in thread still speak.


