
Walk into an American classroom, a courthouse lobby, or a small-town parade, and you will likely see the

same familiar pattern: thirteen stripes, a blue union, and a field of bright white stars. The design is fixed in

our minds, yet it has not been fixed in law for most of the nation’s history. The American flag has evolved

whenever the country itself has changed, sometimes slowly, sometimes in bursts, and often with creative

debate about how to fit new stars into a tidy blue rectangle. Understanding that evolution brings the fabric

to life. Each alteration captured a political choice, a moment of national growth, and occasionally a bit of

improvisation.

Before the stars: the first American flag in wartime

In the early days of the Revolution, the Continental Army and Navy needed a banner that marked their ships

and regiments as distinct from the British without discarding every British element. The result, flown as early

as December 1775, is usually called the Grand Union Flag. It kept the thirteen red and white stripes to

represent the united colonies but placed the British Union in the canton. It signaled rebellion, not yet

independence, and it flew over George Washington’s camp at Prospect Hill. If you are asking what the first

American flag was called, this is the answer historians typically give, even though it would look foreign next

to the banner we know today.

That transition from British subject to American citizen shows up visually between late 1775 and mid 1777.

Independence declared, the Union Jack in the canton no longer fit the politics of the new nation. Congress

moved toward a new emblem that acknowledged both unity and sovereignty.

The Flag Resolution of 1777 and what it did not say

On June 14, 1777, the Continental Congress passed a short statute, often called the Flag Resolution. It ran

only one sentence: “Resolved, that the flag of the 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 date now marks

Flag Day. If you are wondering when the American flag was first created in law, that is the moment.

Even in its brevity, the resolution left enduring features. Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? The

stripes memorialize the thirteen original colonies, later called states. There is an important footnote here.

Congress would later tinker with the stripes, first adding two, then removing them again. The thirteen stripes

you see today are a deliberate historical anchor set in 1818, a conscious decision to keep the visual memory

of the founding generation.

The law, as written in 1777, also tells us what the 50 stars on the American flag represent in principle. Stars

represent states. The phrase “a new constellation” works both poetically and literally. As the constellation

gained lights, the map gained states. But the statute left out almost everything about how to arrange those

stars, what the proportions should be, or how stars should be added as the country grew. For more than a

century, the government did not dictate layouts. That omission explains why 19th century flags look so

varied.

As for color, people often ask why the colors red, white, and blue are used in the American flag and what the

colors mean. The 1777 law did not assign meanings. Later, the Continental Congress described the colors of

the Great Seal in 1782, and those explanations have been applied by tradition to the flag: red for valor and

hardiness, white for purity and innocence, blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice. These associations

are widely taught and feel rooted, but they were not part of the original flag statute.



Who designed the American flag?

This is where legend, bills, and archival crumbs meet. The short answer starts with Francis Hopkinson, a

New Jersey delegate to the Continental Congress, a signer of the Declaration, and a designer by

temperament. Hopkinson submitted invoices to Congress for “the flag of the United States” and other

designs, including elements of the Great Seal. Congress quibbled about payment, but historians take

Hopkinson seriously as the likely designer of the 1777 flag’s concept, especially the stars in the blue canton

as a symbol of union.

What about Betsy Ross? Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? The Betsy Ross story surfaced in the

1870s, nearly a century after 1777, when her grandson presented a family account that she made a flag for

Washington and suggested the five-pointed star. Documentation from the period is thin. We do know Betsy

Ross was a Philadelphia upholsterer who made flags for the government during the war. She likely sewed

some early American flags. Whether she made the first national flag or proposed the five-pointed star

cannot be proven from surviving records. The legend persists because it feels true to the craft and civic

spirit of the period, and because families and cities like to hold a piece of national origin in their hands.

When you visit the Betsy Ross House in Philadelphia, you feel that pull of memory, even as historians keep

the evidence tight.

Stripes that tell a story

The thirteen stripes were not always thirteen. In 1795, after Vermont and Kentucky joined the Union,

Congress passed the second Flag Act, raising the count to fifteen stripes and fifteen stars. This is the

pattern you see in the giant garrison flag that flew over Fort McHenry during the British bombardment of

1814, the one that inspired Francis Scott Key to write the poem that would become the national anthem. If

you ever visit the National Museum of American History, stand under that enormous 15-star, 15-stripe flag.

Its size and stitch work make the abstract political choice very literal.

As more states entered, however, it became clear that adding stripes for each new state would clutter the

design and make the stripes too narrow to see at a distance. In 1818, Congress set a new rule: the flag would

have thirteen stripes, to honor the founding generation, and one star for each current state. Stars would be

added on the first July 4 after a state’s admission. That final clause is why a star count does not always

match the calendar date of a statehood bill.

Stars and statehood, and how the math played out

The 1818 law created a predictable rhythm. A territory would become a state, then, on the next

Independence Day, flags with the new star arrangement would become official. Sometimes the rhythm

shuffled. In the 19th century, Congress admitted several clusters of western states in quick succession. That

produced star counts that lasted only a year or two.

Because the law still did not define how to arrange the stars within the blue union, flag makers

experimented. You can find 19th century flags with stars in rows, stars in staggered lines, stars in circles,

starry great wheels, and stars arranged as a single large star, often called the Great Star or Great Luminary

pattern. None of these were wrong. The government cared about the count, not the geometry.

A few milestones help you feel the tempo of change:

1777: Thirteen stars, thirteen stripes. The new constellation era begins.

1795: Fifteen stars and fifteen stripes for Vermont and Kentucky. The Star-Spangled Banner period.



1818: Thirteen stripes fixed forever, stars to match states, added each July 4.

1912: The federal government finally standardizes the star arrangement and proportions.

1959 to 1960: The 49-star flag debuts with Alaska, then the 50-star flag follows for Hawaii.

The star count tells a social and geographic story. After the original thirteen on the Atlantic seaboard,

Vermont and Kentucky extended the nation’s reach north and west. Tennessee, Ohio, and Louisiana pulled

inland. By the 1840s and 1850s, the number of stars rose with the annexation of Texas and the admission of

states carved from the Louisiana Purchase and the Mexican Cession. The Civil War did not break the

arithmetic. Even as Confederate states seceded, the Union never removed stars. Soldiers in blue carried

flags that insisted on national wholeness, even when it was plainly contested on the battlefield.

Standardizing a once-loose design

Until the 20th century, a U.S. Flag in New York might not match one stitched in Kansas. Proportions varied.

Some had chubby unions and tight stripes. Others looked spindly with small cantons and skinny stars. That

variability worked fine for local use but complicated federal procurement and ceremonial display.

In 1912, President William Howard Taft issued an executive order that fixed several basics: proportions of the

flag, the arrangement of the 48 stars in six horizontal rows of eight, the positioning of the union relative to

the stripes, and standardized sizes for military and government use. With this order, the phrase “official U.S.

Flag” took on a geometric precision that it had not previously held. This step came after decades of

complaints from quartermasters and vexillologists who wanted the nation’s banner to look consistent

wherever it flew.

After Alaska achieved statehood on January 3, 1959, President Dwight D. Eisenhower approved a 49-star

layout, to take effect July 4 of that year. He did the same for the 50-star flag in 1959, ahead of Hawaii’s July

4, 1960 effective date. Those orders specified rows and spacing so manufacturers could produce flags that

looked alike from coast to coast.

The one-year flag and the student who anticipated the future

Spend enough time around flag collectors and you will hear them talk about the 49-star flag as a brief but

beloved version. It flew officially for only one year, from July 4, 1959 to July 3, 1960. In that short window,

the country adjusted to the idea of a Pacific state in Alaska, then immediately accepted a second in Hawaii.

Schools that bought flags in September 1959 were already planning new purchases by the next summer.

The 50-star pattern came from a flood of citizen submissions. Anticipating Hawaii’s admission, people

proposed dozens of ways to arrange the stars. The most famous story belongs to Robert G. Heft, a high

school student from Ohio who created a 50-star layout as a class project in 1958. Heft’s design alternated

rows of six and five stars to fit evenly in the canton, an elegant solution that balanced density and symmetry.

He sent it to his congressman, and when the government chose that configuration, his teacher, the story

goes, upgraded his grade. The adopted geometry aligns with the practical constraints of sewing and

printing as much as it does with aesthetic taste. Whether you emphasize the romance of a teenager shaping

history or the boring truth that many proposed similar arrangements, the chosen pattern has endured for

more than six decades and counting.



How many versions have there been?

If you track only the official, federally recognized changes in the star count and design since 1777, there

have been 27 versions of the United States flag. That number surprises people who try to count from

thirteen to fifty and assume there were 38 versions. The difference lies in the early years, when the 1795 law

jumped to fifteen stripes and stars, and in the later codifications that folded multiple admissions into a single

change. After 1818, each new star count became a version, but not every integer between thirteen and fifty

shows up as a distinct federal design in the record. Collectors will point out the nuanced history behind that

shorthand number, but 27 remains the conventional, defensible answer to the question of how many

versions of the American flag have there been.
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To people outside the United States, thirteen can read as an odd choice for permanence, a baker’s dozen of

red and white bars across the cloth. In American civic life, the count is not negotiable. Why keep the thirteen

stripes, instead of adding one for each new state? The 1818 law answered the question with a blend of

reverence and practicality. The stripes are large symbols, easier to see from distance and sensitive to narrow

spacing. Adding more stripes would quickly reduce their clarity. But the more important reason is meaning.

The stripes point backward to the original coalition of colonies that risked rebellion together. The stars point

forward to the states that will join in time. The flag thus speaks in two directions at once, a visual sentence

with subject and predicate.

This choice also created a stable frame for art and commerce. A 48-star flag draped on a courthouse in

1930 still reads instantly as an American flag to a viewer in 2026, because the wide bands and the blue

canton have not shifted places and the stripe count has not changed. The stars grew denser, but the face

did not.

Moments when the flag mirrored the nation’s growth

When you look at the flag’s history beside the nation’s map, the story feels less like a sequence of neatly

spaced notches and more like a set of runs and rests. Two small vignettes fix the point.

In 1876, the United States marked its centennial with parades, exhibitions, and a great deal of public flag

waving. Colorado became the 38th state the next year, and the 38-star flag entered service on July 4, 1877.

Some centennial banners placed stars in the shape of “1776,” setting sentiment above strict geometry. The

impulse to shape the constellation into meaning runs deep, and the lack of federal restriction left room for it.

Jump to the mid 20th century. The Cold War years brought a fresh vision of what America was, and where it

extended. The notion of a state in the far north and another in the mid-Pacific reoriented schoolroom maps.

Adding Alaska’s star was not just arithmetic. It announced a larger stage for the flag to fly on, from Arctic

radar stations to Pacific outposts, and it nudged the country to accept a truly continental and oceanic

identity.

A practical guide to reading the flag’s features

When you field the common questions about the flag’s details, it helps to sort what the law says from what

tradition supplies, and what the myths offer that good records do not.

The thirteen stripes represent the original thirteen colonies and have been fixed by law since 1818.

The stars represent the states, one per state, and are added on the first July 4 after a state’s admission.

The colors were not given meanings in the 1777 Flag Resolution, but the Great Seal’s color symbolism,

adopted in 1782, is widely applied: red for valor, white for purity, blue for vigilance, perseverance, and

justice.

The design has changed as states were added, with many unofficial star patterns in the 19th century and

standardized arrangements beginning in 1912.

The 50-star design, in use since July 4, 1960, arose from citizen submissions, including a widely

credited layout by Robert G. Heft.



Those simple anchors cover the ground you are most likely to be asked about. They also keep you from

walking into a good-natured argument at a museum display or a veterans hall.

How the flag changed, and how it stayed the same

Visual change came in layers. First, the 1795 act experimented with adding stripes, an approach abandoned

in 1818. Second, the cadence of star additions became mechanical, linked to Independence Day. Third, in

1912 and 1959, executive orders standardized the flag’s proportions and the exact star layouts for 48, 49,

and 50 stars. What remained constant was as important as the changes. The canton stayed in the upper

hoist. The color scheme remained the same. The stripes alternated red and white, top to bottom.

If you lay out photographs of flags from the Revolution through the First World War, 1776 flags the shift

from artistic license to federal regularity is obvious. Yet even now, the flag exists in multiple official sizes to

suit wind conditions, mast heights, and indoor display. On the ground, flag etiquette and practicality still

drive choices. Cotton looks dignified and soft under indoor light. Nylon snaps crisply in a breeze and dries

fast after rain, a better choice for daily outdoor display. Sewn stars make sense for a presentation flag.

Embroidered flags hang beautifully indoors. Printed polyester serves for temporary events. The law tells you

about counts and proportions. The craft decisions are still human.

Who owns the star pattern, and who shapes the memory?

People like to locate the flag’s origin in a person. It is tidier to say that Betsy Ross sewed it, or Francis

Hopkinson designed it, than to accept the dull work of committees and workshops. The truth is mixed, as it

usually is. Congress resolved the basic elements in 1777. Hopkinson likely provided the creative leap to stars

in a blue union and sought compensation for it. Artisans like Betsy Ross and many others sewed what units

needed. Over time, soldiers carried flags into battle, immigrants waved them at harbors, protestors inverted

or recoded them as they pressed for change. No single person owns the star pattern. The nation shaped it,

and continues to.

If you are curious about whether the five-pointed star came from Betsy Ross specifically, know that five-

pointed stars were common in heraldry, and they are easier to cut and sew than six-pointed stars if you use

certain folding techniques. Several early flags and seals used five- and six-pointed stars interchangeably.

The tidy “she suggested five points” anecdote may be true in spirit even if not provable on paper.

A living design with room for hypotheticals

Every few years, talk surfaces about the possibility of statehood for places like Washington, D.C., Puerto

Rico, or others. People ask how the flag would accommodate a 51st star. Designers have already floated

handsome layouts. The logic of 1912 and 1959 would guide any new arrangement: keep rows even or

staggered to make the field read as orderly, maintain existing proportions, and adopt a pattern that fabric

producers can sew at scale. Whether the 50-star design is the final chapter or just the longest so far, the

concept of a growing constellation has room left in it.

This possibility also explains why the rules add stars only on July 4. It consolidates change into a national

ritual, prevents whip-sawing production lines if multiple admissions occur late in a year, and allows

government agencies and schools to plan replacements. In trade terms, it is a simple supply chain trick

wrapped in patriotic ceremony.
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What you notice when you hang a flag yourself

Not every history lives in a glass case. If you have ever hung a flag on a front porch, you learn quickly that

context matters. A 3 by 5 foot flag reads well from the street on a typical house. A 4 by 6 foot flag looks

generous, but it needs a sturdier pole and more clearance in a breeze. If you buy an outdoor flag, look at

stitch count on the fly end. Reinforced corners and double or triple stitching mean the banner will survive

high winds longer. That detail would feel trivial in a textbook, yet it tells you why the flag has always been

more than an idea. It is also an object that must work in real weather.

At schools, the upgrade from a 49-star to a 50-star flag in the summer of 1960 involved budgets,

custodians, and sometimes PTA volunteers with step ladders and a sense of ceremony. That is how the story

of the nation’s growth filtered into daily routine. A child walking into first grade that fall learned to count to

fifty in a fresh way.

The questions that keep coming up

Friends sometimes tease by asking straight from a trivia card: Who designed the American flag? You can say

Francis Hopkinson likely designed the 1777 version in concept, with the caveat that the first statute left

much unsaid and many hands executed early flags. People ask what 1776 Flag the 50 stars represent.

States, and only states. They ask how the flag has changed over time. It began with stripes and a British

canton during wartime, moved to thirteen stars in 1777, went to fifteen stripes in 1795, returned to thirteen

stripes in 1818, and added stars on a set schedule as states joined, with standardized patterns adopted

starting in 1912. When was it first created? In law, June 14, 1777. What was the first American flag called?

The Grand Union Flag, if you mean the one used before the 1777 resolution. Why are the colors red, white,

and blue used, and what do they mean? Tradition borrows the Great Seal’s symbolism, since the original flag

law is silent. Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag? She almost certainly sewed early flags, but proof that

she sewed the first national flag does not exist in contemporary records.

Those answers are tidy, but they sit on a living tradition. The flag on a coffin at a military funeral, the flag on

a farmer’s truck on the Fourth, the flag in a courtroom, and the flag on a school’s morning mast each carry a

different weight. All of them, together, carry the history of a country that kept adding stars because it kept

adding states.
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Why the flag’s evolution feels both inevitable and surprising

Looking back, the sequence from thirteen to fifty can feel preordained, a staircase to a known landing. It was

not. Each additional star reflects political arguments, distant territories woven into the fabric of the Union,

and the messy work of ratifying constitutions and setting borders. The visual changes sometimes lagged the

law by months, then snapped into place at once on a July morning. That rhythm let shopkeepers,

quartermasters, and school principals keep pace with a growing nation, and it gave the public a single day to

sense the change.

If you study one object to understand American growth, the flag is a good teacher. It answers simple

questions in a sentence, yet rewards a long look. The thirteen stripes tell you where the country started. The

stars tell you who belongs now. And the blue canton holds them together, a field of watchful color that has

made room, again and again, for a larger sky.


