If you have ever stood in front of a tattered regimental color in a museum, you know the feeling. Streaks of
powder burn, rents from hailstorms of shot, hand-stitched fringe gone thin as hair. These are not quiet
objects. They speak of men who chose to stand beneath cloth in the most dangerous ground on earth, a
battlefield, because that cloth meant home, unity, orders, and duty all at once. Civil War flags, Union and
Confederate alike, carried layers of meaning that outlived the men who held them. Learning to read those
meanings helps us honor their memory without smoothing over hard truths. It also deepens our
understanding of American Flags more broadly, from Historic Flags of 1776 to Flags of WW2, and even the

odd corners of vexillology that include Pirate Flags and the 6 Flags of Texas.

This is a guide written from years of walking battlefields, talking with conservators, and helping families
decide how to display heirlooms with respect. It is about cloth, yes, but it is also about courage, loss,

Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself, and the responsibility that comes with memory.

What a flag meant in the ranks

To nineteenth century soldiers, a flag was not a backdrop. It was a job. Regiments marched by the colors. In
the smoke and uproar, when officers fell or commands got muddled, men looked for the familiar square to
know where they should be. Drummers beat signals, buglers sounded calls, and the flag marked the point

that gave those sounds shape.

Color bearers did not carry weapons. Regulations placed them in the center of the line, near the colonel.
Every enemy rifle knew that. In major battles, color guards often suffered disproportionate losses. More than
one regiment recorded four, five, even ten men shot down in succession, each man snatching up the staff as
it hit the ground. The 54th Massachusetts at Fort Wagner is often cited for a reason. When the unit’s colors
went down, Sergeant William H. Carney seized them, made the parapet, took wounds, and brought the flag
back to his lines, refusing to let it touch the ground. His Medal of Honor citation captures the code of the

time. Save the colors, save the unit's honor.

In camp, flags took on quieter uses. They marked headquarters, guided supply trains, and signaled brigade
or corps locations. They also served as morale pieces. Towns sent homemade banners to departing
companies with prayers stitched into the silk. Some regimental colors carried painted scrolls listing battles, a
running ledger of where the men had stood together. Flags traveled home on furlough to inspire recruiting,

then returned to the front crowded with new names who had volunteered beneath the same cloth.

The bones and fabric of a Civil War flag

Original battle flags are physical as well as symbolic artifacts, and their particulars matter. Union infantry
regimental and national colors typically measured around six by six and a half feet. Silk was the preferred
fabric for colors because it was light and caught the breeze, though cotton and wool bunting appeared too,
especially later in the war as supply lines frayed. Cavalry guidons were smaller swallowtail flags, roughly two

by three and a half feet, designed for speed and visibility on horseback.

Painted devices were common on regimental colors. An eagle clutching arrows and an olive branch over a
blue field, a state coat of arms, scrolls with the regimental number, and sometimes the words Union or
Liberty. Gold fringe appears frequently, though on hard service flags, fringe often wore away or was stripped

to reduce snagging.



Staffs were ash or hickory, sturdy enough to take a bayonet lash if needed. Spearpoint finials completed the
presentation, sometimes stamped with U.S. Or the maker’s mark. Many surviving staffs show scars where

bullets clipped wood or iron straps were added to reinforce splits.

A close look at stitching tells stories of origin. Government issued flags have regular machine lines or the
hallmarks of large contract shops. Homefront banners carry the irregularities of handwork. If you ever see a
deeply puckered painted device on silk, that rippling effect was caused by paint shrinking as it dried on a

flexible weave. Conservators view it as a useful dating clue.
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Union flags, a republic in motion

The United States flag changed during the war, reflecting a principle that mattered. Even as states seceded,
the Union recognized no legal shrinking of itself. Stars kept counting new states. The national flag shifted
from 33 stars at the war's start, to 34 after Kansas, then 35 after West Virginia formed in 1863. Some
makers, looking ahead, produced 36 star flags before Nevada's admission, but regulation flags lagged real

time. That is why you will see a range of star counts on surviving American Flags from the era.

On the field, Union regiments carried two main banners. The national color was the stars and stripes, the
regimental color was typically blue with a spread eagle and scrollwork. In addition, the Union Army
introduced corps badges to help soldiers find their place. Joseph Hooker formalized the system in 1863.
Each corps had a simple geometric emblem, a trefoil, diamond, Maltese cross, crescent, or star, and
divisions within the corps used colors, red for first, white for second, blue for third. Those same badges
appeared on flags. You can still walk Gettysburg and spot those shapes on markers and plaques, quiet

echoes of battlefield organization.

State flags in the modern sense were less standardized then. A regiment raised in New York might carry a
state arms scroll on its blue silk, while one from Pennsylvania showed a different arrangement. New Jersey's
sky blue shades in period examples vary from pale to slate because dyes were inconsistent. The Irish
Brigade's green flags stand out even among that variety, heavy with gilt harps, sunbursts, and Gaelic
mottos. To the men who marched behind them, these were not ornamental. They tied ethnic identity to

national service Betsy Ross Flags at a time when nativist hostility was real.

Confederate flags, variety and contention

The Confederacy'’s flags were many and regionally distinct. The first national flag, the Stars and Bars, looked
too much like the U.S. Flag at a distance. In smoke, confusion could be fatal, so army commanders adopted
battle flags for field use. The Army of Northern Virginia's square flag with a blue saltire and white stars on a
red ground is the one most people recognize. Western armies used variations, including the Hardee pattern

with a blue field and white disc, and the Polk pattern with a red field and blue St. George's cross.

The second national flag, the so called Stainless Banner, placed the battle flag in the canton on a plain white
field, which created its own problem. In calm air, a white flag drooped, and opponents mistook it for a signal

of surrender. The third national flag added a red bar at the fly to reduce that confusion.


http://query.nytimes.com/search/sitesearch/?action=click&contentCollection&region=TopBar&WT.nav=searchWidget&module=SearchSubmit&pgtype=Homepage#/Betsy%20Ross%20Flags

Regiments painted battle honors on their flags in similar ways to Union units. Names like Shiloh, Perryville, or
Chickamauga formed roadside shrines to those who did not come home. Many Confederate banners were
local presentations, brocaded by sewing circles, which makes their survival patterns uneven. Silk shattered
under strain, cotton endured, and wool bunting split along stitching lines. Storage in humid Southern climate
did the rest.

Today, Confederate flags carry political and social weight that no responsible writer can ignore. They are
historical objects and also rallying signs in modern disputes. That duality demands care. In a museum case
with context, a battle flag helps explain a regiment’s path and the Confederacy's aims, which were rooted in
protecting slavery and a racial hierarchy. On a front porch or a truck, the same cloth can send a very
different signal to neighbors. Steering between heritage and harm is not easy, but it helps to say out loud
what the flag once meant, and what it means now, to people whose ancestors experienced the war from

every side.
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People and stories stitched into cloth

Flags are best understood in human scale. The 69th New York carried a silk green flag presented by the
Catholic clergy of New York City. Framed by shamrocks and a harp, it marched through the Seven Days'
Battles and Antietam, where the regiment lost nearly two thirds of its men engaged. The flag came home in

tatters, a relic of both bravery and the cost of frontal assaults in rifled musket warfare.

Texas units offer another thread. If you have visited the Bullock Texas State History Museum, you have seen
battle flags from the Red River and Trans Mississippi theaters, brown with age yet vivid with Lone Star

iconography. Many Texans also keep the 6 Flags of Texas in mind, a shorthand for the six sovereignties that



claimed the region. When a modern Texan displays a Civil War era Lone Star regimental banner next to the
Spanish, French, Mexican, Republic of Texas, Confederate, and current U.S. Flags, the intent is often to

place one regiment's story within a longer arc of jurisdiction and identity. Context like that matters.

Bringing captured flags back into the light tells another story. Union troops took thousands of Confederate
flags in the field, often at close quarters. Capturing an enemy color was a mark of ferocious fighting. In the
early 1900s, many captured Confederate flags were returned to Southern states as a gesture of national
reconciliation, a complicated act that honored courage while eliding the cause for which that courage was
spent. Those returns are sometimes registered on small plaques, easy to miss, placed at the base of a staff

in a state archive.

The work of preservation

Time is hard on silk. Nineteenth century dyes fade. Hand oils migrate into fragile threads. If your family has a
wartime flag or a later commemorative American flag, the best gift you can give it is stable, gentle care. |
have watched a conservator cradle a Civil War flag like a newborn, laying it onto museum board with one
hand supporting every fold. That kind of care keeps the past legible.

For owners of antique or reproduction Heritage Flags who want them to look good on a wall ten years from
now, a few practical steps go a long way.

o Keep flags out of direct sunlight, use UV filtering glass or acrylic, and avoid hot attic or damp basement

storage.
e If framing, use archival mounts and sew support stitches through a sheer net rather than glue.

e Roll large textiles on acid free tubes with a protective interlayer instead of folding to prevent permanent
creases.

e Vacuum gently through a screen with a low suction machine to remove dust without lifting fibers.

e Document provenance in writing, including when and where the flag came into the family, and keep that
note with the textile.

Many museums offer handling days where professionals advise on preservation for free. More than once |

have seen a fragile flag saved from well meaning household tape.

Why fly historic flags today

People fly Historic Flags for many reasons. Sometimes it is a family connection. Sometimes it is classroom
education made tangible on a pole. Sometimes it is a more general love of history, a desire to keep the past
from receding into abstraction. The impulse is not new. Veterans' posts after the Civil War staged
encampments with their torn colors at the center, telling children what it felt like to step into a cornfield

under fire.

If you are drawn to Civil War Flags or other historical banners, you are also joining a living conversation about
Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom to Express Yourself. In a plural country, expression has neighbors. The same
symbol can reassure one person and frighten another. Flying a reproduction Union regimental color in your
yard reads one way. Flying a Confederate battle flag reads another, and you should be clear eyed about that
reception. Freedom and responsibility travel together.

For educators, reenactors, and homeowners who want to display historic banners in a way that honors the

dead and includes the living, a little planning helps.



e Post a short sign or QR code with context, even at home during a living history event, so visitors know

what they are seeing and why it matters.

e Pair a Civil War flag with the current U.S. Flag to connect past to present and to make clear your support

for the constitutional order we share.

o [f the flag carries painful associations today, consider displaying it indoors with interpretive text rather

than flying it outdoors where intent is easy to misread.

e Use anniversaries of specific battles or unit histories to frame display periods, then return the banner to

storage.

¢ Invite conversation, not confrontation. Let the flag start the story, not end it.

That approach keeps memory active and inclusive. It also allows more people to step close to the cloth and

feel what generations have felt in its presence.

Beyond 1861 to 1865, a wider flag literacy

Civil War flags sit in a continuum of American symbolism. Think back to George Washington and the Flags of
1776. Unity thirteen ringed by a circle of stars was not inevitable. It was willed into being by men and women
risking very Buy Betsy Ross Flags practical losses. Revolutionary period flags, like the rattlesnake of
Gadsden or the pine tree of New England, used strong icons because illiteracy rates were higher and

battlefield smoke the same as later wars. The aim was quick recognition and morale.

That idea traveled forward. Pirate flags, though outside the civic realm, used simple, stark motifs for
immediate effect. A skull and crossed bones did not ask permission. It announced intent and identity at a
distance. The same design logic sits inside Civil War saltire and corps badge systems. Memorable shapes,

absolute contrast, fast reading in bad conditions.

Later, the Flags of WW2 told national stories compressed into color. The big American 48 star flags raised
over liberated towns looked both familiar and grown, one more row of stars beyond the Civil War. Unit flags
trailed behind armored columns or fluttered atop Pacific atolls. In a global war of total mobilization, banners
were not quaint. They were morale engines and, in some places, the only visible state authority a civilian

would encounter for months.

When you learn to read flags this way, even local displays begin to make more sense. A courthouse lawn
with a row of Patriotism focused displays looks less like decoration and more like a conversation across time
between generations who put themselves on the line and those who came after.

Where to see original flags, and what you will notice

Walk into the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History and the Star Spangled Banner's gallery
greets you with the scale of national cloth eight stories long. Then turn to state museums and you meet the
intimacy of regimental colors. Massachusetts houses scores of its Civil War flags at the State House.
Pennsylvania's Capitol complex holds more than 300 flags conserved over decades. The Museum of the
Confederacy collection, now part of the American Civil War Museum in Richmond, has preserved textile
fragments that would otherwise have turned to powder.

Battlefield parks, from Antietam to Shiloh to Vicksburg, often include a handful of original colors in visitor
centers, rotated to limit light exposure. The smaller scale of those displays can be a gift. Your nose ends up

inches from thread counts. You can see a sweat stain where a hand rested. You can spot a repair made with
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a different color silk, hurriedly added in camp. You also notice what is not there. Few flags are pristine. The

ones that survived hard service carry the record of that service in the damage itself.

In some archives, researchers can arrange to see flags laid flat in conservation labs. Laid out like maps, their
painted eagles and star counts become data fields for questions. Was this an 1862 issue or a locally made
18617 Are the battle honors applied at one time or sequentially? That kind of close looking builds a practical

respect for the people who keep these banners from drifting into dust.

The hard parts, and why to face them

Honoring Their Memory and Why They Fought means telling whole stories. Union regiments fought for the
republic and, increasingly as the war went on, for the destruction of slavery. United States Colored Troops
carried flags into battle with their own teeth set against the knowledge that the Confederacy did not treat
Black soldiers as regular prisoners of war. On the other side, Confederates fought with bravery for a cause
that sought to preserve human bondage and a racial caste system. Those sentences can sit in the same

paragraph because historical truth runs on different rails than comfort.

Never Forgetting History is not about flattening differences into a single color. It is about looking at a banner
and asking whose hands held it, what the emblem meant to them, and what it means to you now. For some
families, that work starts at a mantel where a great great grandfather’s Grand Army of the Republic pennant
hangs in a frame. For others, it begins with a trip to a courthouse lawn where a Confederate memorial still
stands, to ask whether contextualizing or moving that monument would better serve public understanding

and civic trust.

Flags can handle that load. They were made to carry weight in wind.

Practical care for living displays

Reenactors and educators often work with high quality reproductions. Treated well, a good bunting flag with
sewn stars and sturdy grommets will last years of events. The same care rules apply. Keep them dry when
stored. Rinse mud with clean water and let cloth air dry flat. Replace halyard rope when it frays rather than
stress the header. If you are raising a large flag at a school or on a public green, check wind ratings. Many
modern flags come with guidance for safe operation at certain wind speeds. A shredded flag does not honor

anybody.

When it is time to retire a modern U.S. Flag, follow the U.S. Flag Code's guidance for dignified disposal by
burning in a respectful ceremony, or contact veterans' groups that perform that service. Historic battle
flags, original or reproduction, do not sit under the Flag Code in the same way, but they deserve distinct
care. | have seen thoughtful groups retire worn reproductions in quiet ceremonies that include a reading of
names from a regiment’s roll, a few sentences about what the flag represented then and now, and a moment

of silence. That kind of practice builds public literacy and empathy in a way no lecture can.

Choosing a banner that fits your purpose

Not every setting suits every symbol. If your goal is broad civic pride, a period correct 34 or 35 star U.S.
Flag sends a solid message. If you want to teach about an immigrant regiment, a reproduction of an lIrish
Brigade color paired with unit history does the job. If your family has a Confederate ancestor and you want

to remember his courage while being frank about the Confederacy, consider a unit reunion flag from the



postwar period that carries veteran association markings, and present interpretive text nearby. Symbols are

tools. Choose the right one for the audience and the story.

As a rule, | prefer to see education oriented Civil War displays accompanied by primary sources. A printed
letter from a color bearer, an excerpt from an official report that mentions the flag, a ribbon from a veterans'’
reunion. Short, honest context goes farther than a stack of adjectives.

Carrying the weight forward

Take an afternoon and visit a local museum that holds a Civil War flag. Bring a notebook. Copy a line of
stitching with your pen. Look up the names on the scroll. When you go home and see the American flag out
front, the one your kids run beneath on the way to the bus, that cloth will look a little different. You will have
linked it to scarred silk that returned from Antietam or Franklin, and to people who believed that the way a

community treats a flag says something about the way it treats its past.
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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

o Twitter
e Pinterest

e 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

Why Fly Historic Flags is a question with many good answers. Mine is simple. They help us tell the truth,
honor those who should be honored, teach what must be taught, and remember not only the glory but the
cost. If we do that well, then the next generation will inherit more than romance. They will inherit the habit of
careful remembrance, paired with the living work of a free people to keep the promise stitched into their

banners.
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