Every banner that lasts for centuries carries more than cloth and dye. It gathers stories, arguments, and a
good dose of myth. The American flag is no exception. Ask five people who designed it and you may hear
five confident answers. Betsy Ross. George Washington. A teenage student from Ohio. A Philadelphia
gentleman with a lawyer’s handwriting and a talent for heraldry. They are all part of the story, but the real

answer depends on which flag you mean and which moment you choose as the design’s birth.

The American flag did not arrive fully formed. It evolved, sometimes deliberately, sometimes in a hurry,
across battlefields, shipyards, and sewing rooms. The design shifted with the country’s growth and the
government’'s attempts to keep up. To understand who really designed it, you have to follow the threads
backwards, through early colonial symbols, through Congress's brief resolution in 1777, through the ad hoc
patterns of stars tried by sailors and quartermasters, and back up to the tidy five rows of ten stars stitched

by a high schooler with a good idea.

Let's set the scene, then work through the people, the documents, and the designs that got us to the flag on

your front porch.

Before there were stars: the striped origins

The stripes came first. You can trace them to colonial protest banners in the 17760s and 1770s, where groups
like the Sons of Liberty flew flags with alternating red and white bars. By late 1775, the Continental forces
used a flag known as the Grand Union Flag, also called the Continental Colors. Imagine thirteen red and
white stripes, but with a British Union flag in the upper-left corner. It looked odd to modern eyes, yet it

reflected a transitional moment, the colonies asserting unity without a final break from Britain.

When people ask, Why does the American flag have 13 stripes?, the reason lies in this early impulse to
represent the colonies in unity. Those stripes stood for the thirteen original colonies, a choice that stuck
even as the star count climbed. That decision to fix the stripes would come later, but the symbolism was in

the fabric from the start.

The 1777 Flag Resolution and Francis Hopkinson

The first official leap from protest stripes to a national emblem came with the Continental Congress's
resolution of June 14, 1777. The language was spare: that the flag of the United States be thirteen stripes,
alternate red and white, and the union be thirteen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new
constellation. No dimensions. No star pattern. No border, no placement rules. Just the basic grammar of the

flag we know.

Now to the most important early name: Francis Hopkinson. A delegate from New Jersey, a signer of the
Declaration, and a capable designer, Hopkinson served on various boards and had a hand in seals, currency,
and naval flags. In 1777, he sent Congress a bill charging for his design work, including the United States
flag. In one version, he asked to be paid with a quarter cask of public wine, a politely cheeky request that

reads like a wink from another century.

Congress never paid the flag portion of his claim, arguing he had contributed as part of a committee and
therefore could not collect individually. That bureaucratic dodge creates headaches for historians, but the
paper trail, along with his other design work, strongly supports the conclusion that Francis Hopkinson
designed the first official flag with stars and stripes under the 1777 resolution. He likely envisioned six-



pointed stars, a common heraldic choice, arranged in rows or in a staggered field. Surviving naval flags from

the era and his documents line up with that.
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So, who designed the American flag? If you mean the first official United States flag with stars and stripes
authorized by Congress in 1777, the best documented answer is Francis Hopkinson. He was not the only

figure involved, and he did not sew it. But as a designer, he sits closest to the drafting table.

Betsy Ross, the needle, and the legend

No name looms larger in popular memory than Betsy Ross. The story arrives to us late, told publicly by her
grandson in 1870, nearly a century after the Revolution. According to family lore, George Washington and
two colleagues visited Ross in 1776, asked her to sew a new flag, and she suggested the five-pointed star
for ease of cutting and a cleaner look. The tale is charming. It satisfies our affection for practical ingenuity

and our wish to see a woman's skill recognized in a founding moment.

What do the records show? Betsy Ross worked as an upholsterer and did sew flags. Pennsylvania
government files and personal accounts place her and other seamstresses making flags for the state navy
and for local use during the war. The five-point star story has a kernel of plausibility. Ross would have known
how to cut a five-point star efficiently with a few folds and a snip, a trick still taught in classrooms. But there
is no contemporaneous document tying her to the first national flag or to a moment with Washington
approving a specific pattern. The first published version of that encounter appeared long after everyone in it

had passed away.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? She very likely sewed some of the earliest American flags. She very

likely popularized the five-pointed star in practice. But the best historians treat the specific claim that she



created the first national flag for Washington as unproven. The country keeps the legend because it
embodies a truth about how national symbols actually get made, not just by lawgivers and designers, but by

craftworkers who turn ideas into cloth.
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What the stars meant, and what the colors meant

The thirteen stars were never meant as decoration. Congress chose them to represent a new constellation, a
poetic way of saying a new union of equal states. When people ask, What do the 50 stars on the American
flag represent?, the principle remains the same. Each star stands for a state, equal in that field of blue. One

change over time, one simple count, but a consistent symbolism.

As for the colors, the 1777 resolution said nothing about their meaning. That has tripped more than one
school answer. The most credible explanation comes from the Great Seal of the United States, approved in
1782. Charles Thomson, the secretary of Congress, explained the seal’s colors in his official description:
white for purity and innocence, red for hardiness and valor, and blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice.
The flag borrowed its palette from the same civic vocabulary, and in practice the meanings traveled with it.
So when you hear, Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? Or What is the
meaning behind the American flag colors?, you are hearing echoes from the Great Seal's logic, not a line laid

out in the flag's first mandate.

The messy middle: star patterns before standards

People like tidy stories, but real flags in the field do not wait for neat diagrams. After 1777, ship captains,
militia units, and local makers used the language of the resolution and filled in the blanks themselves. That
created a lively variety of star patterns. Circles, staggered rows, rows with a central star, great bursts of
geometry that looked fine at a distance and gave a maker pride. In the young United States, there was no
uniform federal instruction on where to place stars, how many rows, or even the angle of a star’s points. You

can still see the diversity in surviving flags from the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

The flag also changed by statute. The Flag Act of 1795 responded to the admission of Vermont and
Kentucky by adding two stars and two stripes, a reasonable experiment at the time. So for a period, there
were fifteen stars and fifteen stripes. That is the banner Francis Scott Key saw over Fort McHenry in 1814,
the Star-Spangled Banner that now lives in the Smithsonian. It was patriotic and unwieldy. The pattern could

not continue without turning the flag into a barcode.
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A New York naval hero, Captain Samuel Chester Reid, recognized the problem. He proposed to
Congressman Peter Wendover a fix: keep the stripes at thirteen to honor the founding generation, and add a
star for each new state. Congress agreed, passing the Flag Act of 1818. From then on, the rule was set.
Stripes would always be thirteen. Stars would match the number of states and would be added on the July 4

following a state's admission. That law still organizes the flag's growth.

How many versions have there been?



If you count each official change in the number of stars after 1777, the United States has had 27 official
versions of the flag. The count begins with the 13-star flag, then grows through 15, 20, 21, 23, and so forth,
all the way to 50. Some versions lasted only a year. Some, like the 48-star flag, endured for nearly half a
century, from 1912 to 1959.

The star arrangements were not standardized until the 20th century. Before 1912, makers innovated within
the law, which produced handsome variations. In 1912, President William Howard Taft issued an executive
order that finally set proportions for the flag and specified uniform arrangements for the 48 stars in six rows
of eight. Later presidents updated the arrangement when Alaska and then Hawaii joined. President Dwight

Eisenhower'’s orders in 1959 set the patterns for 49 and then 50 stars.

The teenager from Ohio and the 50-star solution

Every so often, a good story happens to be true. The 50-star flag was popularized by a high school student
named Robert G. Heft from Lancaster, Ohio. In 1958, with Alaska's statehood in view and Hawaii's a
possibility, Heft designed a 50-star pattern for a class project. He sewed his prototype on his family’s dining
table by taking apart a 48-star flag and adding stars in a 5 by 6 alternating pattern to make rows of 6 and 5.
When he earned a middling grade, he appealed, arguing that the design could be chosen by the

government. He then mailed the flag to his congressman, who forwarded it to the White House.

When President Eisenhower sought a final arrangement to match the impending 50-state union, the
administration received more than a thousand submissions from citizens nationwide. The pattern Heft used,
five rows of six stars alternating with four rows of five, balanced symmetry and density cleanly. It looked
right. Eisenhower selected it, and the 50-star flag became official on July 4, 1960, after Hawaii's admission.
Heft's teacher changed the grade. The story is often retold, sometimes embellished at the edges, but the
core is documented and delightful because it shows how public symbols can still be shaped by ordinary

citizens with a good eye.

If you are wondering how many versions of the American flag have there been, remember that each
admission of a state, including Alaska and Hawaii, produced another version. The country has had 27 official

designs since 1777, culminating in Heft's arrangement, which has flown longer than any other variant.

When was the American flag first created?

It depends on what you mean by created. The first American flag with stripes flew in 1775 under the Grand
Union design. The first official United States flag, with stars and stripes specified by Congress, dates to the
1777 resolution. If your mind goes to the modern system of stripes fixed at thirteen and stars added for
states, that framework came in 1818 with the Flag Act. All of those dates describe a piece of the same story.
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Why 13 stripes, forever

By 1818, the nation had admitted five new states beyond the original thirteen. Uncontrolled striping would
have turned the flag into a ladder. Reid's suggestion to fix the stripes at thirteen solved the visual problem
and made a statement about memory. Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? Because the country

chose to honor its starting chapter in every subsequent chapter. When you look at the flag, you see both the



present and the past held together, the stripes remembering where the nation began while the stars count

where it has gone.

What the first American flag was called

People sometimes ask, What was the first American flag called? Two overlapping answers help. The first
national banner recognized in 1775, with the British Union in the canton, is the Grand Union Flag, also known
as the Continental Colors. The first official United States flag created by law in 1777 does not have a poetic
name in statutes, but is commonly called the 13-star flag or Betsy Ross flag in popular culture, especially
when the stars are shown in a circle. That circular pattern appears on some 18th-century flags and in later

memorial flags, and it suits public memory elegantly, even though several arrangements likely coexisted.

The federal push for consistency

By the early 20th century, the country had a modern navy, a bureaucratic mind for standards, and a need for
flags that looked the same from base to base. In 1912, Taft's order finally stopped the improvisation by
specifying star arrangements and precise proportions. That uniformity had practical benefits. Industrial
production improved, protocol could be taught with pictures instead of paragraphs, and foreign observers

saw one national emblem instead of a dozen local habits.

Federal guidance gained detail over time. The U.S. Flag Code, first adopted by Congress in 1942 and later
amended, set standards for display, respect, and handling. It is advisory, not a criminal statute, but it shapes
etiquette and expectations. That tension between law, custom, and lived practice mirrors the flag's origins,

which mixed mandate with improvisation.

Myths that linger, facts that last
Two or three ideas still tangle conversations about the flag. A quick sort helps.

e Betsy Ross as sole designer of the first national flag: inspiring, likely not true as an exclusive claim. Sewn
flags, yes. First national design, not proven by documents.

e Six-point versus five-point stars: early designs likely used six-point stars in some official examples,
because that was Hopkinson's heraldic habit. Five-point stars gained ground quickly because they

looked sharp and were easy to produce, especially in quantity.

e The meaning of the colors: not specified in the 1777 resolution, but taken from the Great Seal's official
explanation. White for purity and innocence, red for hardiness and valor, blue for vigilance,
perseverance, and justice.

e The circle of stars: seen on some early flags and later commemorative flags, but not mandated by
Congress in 1777. It remains a powerful symbol of equality among states.

Materials, makers, and the look of the thing

Design lives in the hands of the people who build it. Early flags were sewn from wool bunting, a fabric sailors
favored because it resisted fraying in wind and could be dyed reliably. The blue field tended to be darker
than modern shades because of the available dyes. Stars were cut individually and appliqued by hand. If you
study surviving flags, you can see stitch length, repair work, and the uneven, charming angles of human

effort.



As the country industrialized, cotton became common for land flags, while the Navy continued to specify
wool bunting into the 20th century. Today, commercial flags are often made from nylon or polyester because
they endure in weather and maintain color, though ceremonial flags still use cotton or wool for texture and
history. Those practical details affect appearance. A flag under a stadium'’s floodlights gleams differently in

synthetic fabric than a hand-sewn banner in a museum case. Both are honest to their time.

How the flag has changed over time

The skeleton of the design stayed steady after 1818. What changed were the stars, both in count and in
arrangement. The 48-star flag reigned for 47 years, long enough to become fixed in the national eye across
two world wars and a booming postwar culture. Then came 49 stars for a single year in 1959 after Alaska's
admission, arranged in seven rows of Ultimate Flags Outdoor Christian Flag seven. The 50-star design
arrived in 1960 after Hawaii joined, with nine rows of alternating 6 and 5 stars. The math created even
spacing and visual harmony. If you have ever tried to sketch 50 stars inside a confined rectangle, you know

the headache. Heft's pattern solved it cleanly.

This cumulative process answers a common classroom query, How has the American flag changed over
time? In short, it has grown with the nation’s map, adjusted to practical making, and slowly locked down its
geometry. What began as a flexible statement of union matured into a tightly specified national standard, yet
it still breathes with human workmanship whenever a new flag is raised, wrinkles in the wind, and reorients.

Credit where it is due

So who deserves credit? It depends on the layer.

e Francis Hopkinson, for providing the first documented design of the United States flag under the 1777

resolution.

e The seamstresses and sailmakers of the era, including Betsy Ross, Rebecca Young, and many lesser-
known makers, who translated concept into cloth.

e Samuel Chester Reid and Congressman Peter Wendover, for guiding the 1818 law that fixed the thirteen

stripes and created a sensible way to add stars.

¢ Presidents Taft and Eisenhower, for enforcing uniformity so the emblem looked the same from coast to
coast.

e Robert G. Heft, for putting forward the 50-star pattern that proved both beautiful and practical.

No single person designed the flag as we know it because the flag as we know it is a palimpsest. Layer on
layer, it gathered clarity through statute, executive instruction, and ordinary craft. Each hand did its part.

Why this history still matters

A country’s flag works only if people see themselves in it. That recognition relies on trust. When you can
answer a child who asks, When was the American flag first created?, or offer the straight story when a
neighbor wonders, Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag?, you keep the symbol honest and alive. It helps to
know that the 13 stripes carry the memory of the founding colonies, that the 50 stars count the states today,
and that the colors carry meanings inherited from the Great Seal. It helps to know that there have been 27
official versions so far and that the pattern could change again if the map changes.
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History strips away the varnish without dulling the shine. The flag is both an artifact and an ongoing project.
It came from committees and workshops, from congressional acts and a teenager’s tidy rows, from heraldry
and household scissors. When it catches the light on a clear morning, it holds all of that in a simple
geometry that anyone can recognize at a glance. That is design at its best, not a single flash of genius, but a

set of good decisions made again and again until the form becomes inevitable.
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