
On a bright Saturday in June, I hauled a well worn flag out of a cedar chest and hooked it to the bracket

beside my porch light. It was the Rattlesnake flag, the one that says “Don’t Tread on Me.” My grandfather

kept it folded next to an old family Bible, a folded burial flag, and a letter he swore came down from a militia

ancestor. When I raised it, a neighbor across the street gave me a friendly wave. Another neighbor stopped

later to ask what it meant to me. That conversation, easy and curious, is exactly why I fly a historic banner

from time to time. What Flying a Historic Flag Means to Me is not defiance for its own sake. It is a way of

standing in a long line of people who argued, questioned, and built a system that lets us quarrel in public

without reaching for a club.

The Constitution sits at the center of this daily practice. It is not only a set of guardrails for politicians. It is a

civic script we all perform together, on porches and sidewalks, at school board meetings and church

potlucks, at veterans’ gravesides and city parades. The soaring talk about liberty becomes real in these

small exchanges.

From revolution to a framework that could last

The early revolutionaries fought under many flags. The Pine Tree flag flew over New England ships. The

Grand Union flag brought together thirteen stripes with the British Union in the corner, a hint of the

ambivalence in 1775. George Washington worried less about exact designs than about order, supplies, pay,

and a cause that could survive winter. He understood something every good commander knows, a loose

band of brave men will not beat a well provisioned army unless discipline and purpose bind them.

The Constitution grew out of the same hard lesson. The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, were thin

gruel. The central government could not tax, could not reliably raise troops, and could barely keep the states

from raiding one another’s commerce. By 1786, with Shays’ Rebellion in Massachusetts and debts piling up,

even reluctant leaders admitted something sturdier was needed.

What emerged in 1787 was not inevitable. It was argued clause by clause in a humid Philadelphia hall, then

sold to the states by a blizzard of essays and letters. The men who did it had sharp elbows and mixed

motives. They also had a keen sense of what power, left unbounded, can do. The machinery they assembled

separated powers between branches that could check one another and divided authority between national

and state governments. The document they sent to the states was lean, fewer than 5,000 words, but it

hummed with compromise. And it was incomplete without a bill of rights.

Thomas Jefferson, writing from Paris, pressed for buy confederate flag those explicit guarantees. James

Madison, in the House, shepherded amendments that became the first ten. Washington read the political

winds and supported the effort. That blend matters, a general’s instinct for cohesion, a philosopher’s

insistence on principle, a legislator’s craft. When we quote Washington or Jefferson, we should keep their

full humanity in view. Washington freed the people he enslaved only at his death, and Jefferson never freed

most of the people he enslaved. They advanced ideas that serve us well, while failing many of the people

closest to them. A mature respect for their contributions sits alongside a clear eye for their faults.

The First Amendment’s hard promise

If I could teach one constitutional rule on a street corner, it would be this one, the government may not

punish you for expressing a message just because the message offends. That is the core of our
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jurisprudence on expression. The Supreme Court did not write it on a stone tablet. It sketched and

sharpened it through cases that came from messy facts.

In West Virginia v. Barnette in 1943, children from Jehovah’s Witness families refused to salute the flag at

school. The Court held the state could not force an orthodoxy of belief. The line everyone remembers comes

from Justice Jackson, “no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism,

religion, or other matters of opinion.”

In 1969, a teenager wore a black armband to protest the Vietnam War. In Tinker v. Des Moines, the Court

said students do not shed their rights at the schoolhouse gate. The school could regulate speech that

substantially disrupted education, but it could not punish quiet, symbolic protest just because it carried a

political message.

In 1989, Gregory Lee Johnson burned the American flag outside a political convention. Texas prosecuted

him under a law against flag desecration. The Court reversed the conviction. Texas v. Johnson stands for a

cold truth. If the speech means anything, it will make someone mad, yet government may not silence you

simply to manage discomfort.

Snyder v. Phelps in 2011 cut even closer to the bone. Protesters carried cruel placards near a soldier’s

funeral, speaking on public issues in a public place. The Court protected that speech, too, because a

government that can jail the worst of us for hurtful opinions can reach the rest of us tomorrow.

These decisions do not leave us lawless. The First Amendment bends for narrow categories. True threats are

unprotected. Incitement to imminent lawless action is unprotected, but the bar is high. Courts look for intent

and imminent likelihood, not just heated rhetoric, under the standard from Brandenburg v. Ohio in 1969.

Obscenity, narrowly defined, can be regulated. Time, place, and manner restrictions, when content neutral

and tailored, are allowed. Noise ordinances after midnight, permit rules for parades that treat all groups the

same, and safety plans for demonstrations, these are tools to keep the peace without picking winners in the

marketplace of ideas.

So when we talk about the Freedom to Express Yourself with any flag you choose, at least in America you are

protected by the First Amendment, we are not reciting a slogan. We are pointing to very real guardrails that

courts have enforced for decades. You may raise the Betsy Ross flag to honor your grandmother’s quilting

circle and a local abolitionist hero. Your neighbor may fly a banner you find misguided or offensive. The

Constitution gives you both room. It also gives your town authority to tell both of you to take the flags down

at 2 a.m. If the poles squeak and keep the block awake.

Symbols carry stories, and those stories shift

When I raised that old Rattlesnake flag, I also set out a small card for a neighborhood history walk we were

organizing. On it, I wrote three short sentences. A family member carried a similar flag with a militia unit in

the 1770s. I fly it in memory of Honoring my Ancestry & Heritage and honoring those who fought and died

defending our freedom. If you read this and feel differently about the symbol, I am happy to talk.

A flag is never only a pattern of cloth. The Betsy Ross design conjures craft, sacrifice, early union, and for

some, the pain of being left out of the founding promise. The Gadsden snake speaks of vigilance and limited

government, and in some settings, it picks up more recent associations that make people uneasy or afraid.

The Stars and Bars from the Civil War tells a different, harder story, one that many Americans read as

defiance tethered to the defense of slavery.



A serious approach to civic friendship does not pretend these layers do not exist. It makes room to widen

the context. When I see the Washington standard at a living history day, I think of sieges, disease, inglorious

logistics, and the grind that actually wins wars. When I see a naval jack, I think of merchant sailors, lost

cargoes, and wartime letters that traveled by packet and took months to arrive, if they arrived at all. Putting

objects back into their landscapes and decades can cool some of the heat and let neighbors find common

ground.

The Constitution and defending our freedoms

The Constitution does not walk itself to the battlefield. It depends on people who swear to defend it, then

take orders and carry them out with precision. That includes active duty service members, reservists,

veterans, civil servants, and police who take their oath seriously. When I place a flag beside a grave in late

May, I am not saluting war as a concept. I am recognizing people who tied their own lives to a promise of self

government, then paid for our arguments with their bodies. Honoring those who fought and died defending

our freedom is not a museum ritual. It is a living practice that keeps the words on parchment connected to

real costs.

Defense, though, has more than one branch. It includes jury duty on a rainy Tuesday, calling your

representative when a bill threatens due process, supporting a local newsroom that sits through long

meetings and publishes unglamorous minutes, and attending a school board session where the topic is dull

and vital. It looks like a parent explaining to a teenager why Tinker matters, not so they can be rebellious, but

so they can learn how to dissent without burning bridges they may need later.

Where rights meet responsibilities on the front porch

Each time I raise a historic banner, I try to practice a simple discipline. Symbols stir feelings. Feelings move

faster than arguments. A few quiet checks can keep you from turning a conversation into a bonfire.

Know your story. If you choose a flag, be ready to explain what it means to you in 2 or 3 sentences.

Read the room. A block party differs from a rally. Context tells you whether to fly, to carry, or to leave it

folded.

Invite questions. A small sign, an open gate, or a few folding chairs say you are there to talk, not to

posture.

Practice the exit. If a discussion overheats, thank the person and suggest a coffee another day. Then

keep the promise.

Care for the flag. Do not let it fray into a rag. Retire it with respect when the fabric gives out.

That small ritual, repeated across a neighborhood, builds confidence. It shows that The Constitution and

Defending our Freedoms is not just about courts and commands. It is also about the habits of free people

who can carry meaning without crushing one another.

Edge cases that trip people up

Constitutional rights have a knack for changing shape when they move from sidewalks to private property.

This is where most practical disputes show up. I have seen good neighbors fall out over a homeowner

association covenant they forgot to read. I have seen employees post a heated message on a company

network and then bristle when HR calls them in. These are not betrayals of the First Amendment. They are

reminders that the Constitution limits government action, not your boss or your landlord in most situations.



Public sidewalk or park: You have broad speech rights, subject to reasonable, content neutral time,

place, and manner rules. A permit system can exist if it does not play favorites.

Public school: Students have rights, but schools can act to prevent substantial disruption. Tinker is real,

and so are rules against bullying or lewd speech. Off campus speech raises harder questions, and recent

cases have drawn lines that still leave room for school discipline in narrow situations.

Government workplace: If you speak as part of your job duties, your employer can regulate that speech.

If you speak as a private citizen on a matter of public concern, you have some protection, balanced

against the workplace’s needs.

Private workplace: Your employer generally can set codes of conduct and restrict symbols at work,

especially where safety, customer relationships, or company policy are at issue. State laws may add

protections, so local rules matter.

Homeowner associations and landlords: Covenants can regulate flags, yard signs, and displays. Many

states require associations to allow the American flag or service flags, but even then, size, placement,

and mounting rules often apply.

Notice how often the answer is, it depends on who is acting and where. If a city orders you not to fly a flag

on your own property because of its message, call a lawyer. If a private complex applies a neutral ban on all

exterior fixtures, the fix runs through a board meeting and a rule change, not a constitutional lawsuit.

Washington, Jefferson, and the work of interpretation

Invoking George Washington on a porch flag day tends to wrap the moment in marble. He was a soldier and

a farmer who learned the value of showing up steadily. He declined a crown he did not want and stepped

down from an office he could have kept, a gesture that taught a country how to transfer power without

swords. The image I favor is not the man on horseback, it is the letter writer, eyes burning late into the night,

nudging a soft new nation toward firmer shape.

Thomas Jefferson, for all his contradictions, gave us language that still bites, rights endowed by a creator,

governments deriving just powers from the consent of the governed. He also bent those words out of shape

in his own household. When I teach younger people about Jefferson, I keep both in the frame. Admiration

becomes sturdier when it does not require amnesia.

We carry their legacy forward by arguing in good faith and by filing their lessons under practice, not worship.

If a friend flies a flag with Washington’s profile and you see only a hero, ask what story they connect to the

symbol. If another friend sees only the shadow of hypocrisy, ask what would make the symbol livable for

them. Most of the time, you will discover that the conversation you feared is possible.

A porch conversation that stayed with me

A few summers ago, after that Rattlesnake flag went up, a retired Marine who lives two doors down walked

over with a glass of iced tea. He served in Fallujah in 2004. He cares about rules. He said, you know, that

flag means different things to me than it does to some of my buddies. We talked for an hour, comparing

notes. For him, the snake said vigilance and teamwork under stress. For me, it said civic limits and distrust of

arbitrary power. We traded book titles and spoke the names of people we both knew who never came home.

A high school teacher strolled by with her dog and told us about a student who wore a small version of the

same symbol on a backpack. A classmate took offense, and the day turned brittle. She used it as a chance



to teach Tinker and to model disagreement without punishment. By the time the bell rang, the pair had

agreed to bring in articles and share what they learned. The backpack stayed. So did the friendship.

I think about that afternoon whenever someone tells me that free speech is a fantasy or that our fights will

tear us apart. We could have shouted. Instead, we compared definitions and swapped reasons. That is not a

miracle. It is a habit, like checking a blind spot before changing lanes. You learn it. You practice. Then on the

day it matters, you do not crash.

How disputes about symbols actually end

Not with a thunderclap, most of the time. They end with a zoning board clarifying that poles must be set

back five feet from the curb. They end with a school drafting a clearer dress code and training teachers to

de escalate first. They end with a company making a narrow rule that keeps politics off email signatures

while leaving room for respectful expression at lunch. The Constitution supplies the outer shape. The rest is

on us, neighbors, managers, parents, and friends.

Courts stay in the background. They step forward when someone abuses power. They decide, often by a

vote of 5 to 4 or 7 to 2, where a line must go. Those decisions feel abstract when you read them, but look

again, and you will see particular people, armbands, posters, sidewalks, and funerals. The cases are our

landscape in miniature.

Why the architecture still holds

The Constitution had 7 articles at the start. It has grown to include 27 amendments. The most recent one, on

congressional pay, was ratified in 1992, proof that even old ideas can find new energy. The system survives

not because it is perfect, but because it can absorb stress, correct errors, and distribute power broadly

enough that no one center can swallow the rest.

When I argue for cautious pride in the architecture, I point to ordinary resilience. A mayor vetoes a hasty

ordinance that would have outlawed a controversial march, not because she likes the marchers, but because

she respects settled law. A state court enforces an open records request from a small town reporter without

fanfare. A federal judge tells a police department to rewrite a parade permit rule so it treats all groups the

same. None of these moments makes the evening news, yet together they add up to a culture of legality.

Flying a historic flag without losing your neighbors

You do not have to be a lawyer to get this right. You need enough knowledge to avoid a few potholes and

enough humility to invite conversation. On a holiday, I often choose the Betsy Ross flag for its visual warmth,

the hand sewn circle that whispers of households and hopes. For a veterans’ event, I keep the Stars and

Stripes at full staff until noon, then lower it to half for a spell before raising it again to close the day, following

the custom that honors both grief and renewed commitment.

My aim is not to parade my virtue. It is to tend to a set of small practices that keep trust alive. A neighbor

once told me, I disagree with you about nearly everything in national politics, but I know you will talk with

me. That compliment sits higher on my shelf than any debate trophy from my youth.



The steady work of a free people

A friend of mine keeps a worn paperback of the Constitution on her kitchen counter. It has coffee rings and

penciled notes in the margins. When a news story breaks or a controversy stirs in town, she flips to the

relevant section and reads it out loud to whoever is there. Sometimes she nods and smiles. Sometimes she

frowns and calls a council member. That is what guardianship looks like for most of us, not heroic gestures,

but simple, durable engagement.

We live better when we do more than demand rights. We honor the Bill of Rights by learning the lines, then

writing our lives around them. We honor those who fought and died by upholding the system they were

sworn to defend, and by giving our children the tools to do the same. We honor our ancestry by treating the

past honestly and letting it teach us both courage and caution.

The next time you see an old flag on a porch, let curiosity lead the way. Ask the owner what story they are

telling. Share yours. Somewhere between the threads and the breeze, you may hear the quiet music of a

constitutional people at work.


