
If you have ever found yourself counting the lines on a fluttering flag during a summer parade, you already

know there are 13 stripes. The habit is almost instinctive for anyone raised around American symbols. Yet

that small act, eyes tracking red and white, unlocks a surprisingly deep history that ties together revolution,

lawmaking, naval tradition, folk memory, and a handful of stubborn myths. The stripes are not decoration,

they are a record.

The simple answer to a big question

Why does the American flag have 13 stripes? They stand for the 13 original colonies that banded together to

declare independence and form the United States. That much is straightforward and has been written into

law for more than two centuries. But the reason we still have exactly 13 stripes, even though the number of

states has grown to 50, is the more interesting part. The stripes honor the first political community that took

the leap. The stars change, the stripes do not.

This choice, preserving the stripes while allowing the stars to grow with the nation, did not come all at once.

Early lawmakers tried another idea and had to backtrack. That story is the heart of why the flag looks the

way it does today.

Before the familiar flag, a different banner

Long before there were 50 stars, and even before there were stars at all, a different flag flew over

Continental Army camps. Known as the Grand Union Flag or the Continental Colors, it featured 13 red and

white stripes with the British Union in 2nd amendment flags buy online the canton. It was hoisted near

Boston at Prospect Hill on New Year’s Day, 1776, at a time when many hoped for reconciliation with the

Crown. It looked like a household divided, which is exactly what it was.

When hopes of reconciliation died, so did that design. What we think of as the first American flag, with stars

replacing the British emblem, arrived by a resolution of the Continental Congress on June 14, 1777. The

famous line reads: Resolved, That the flag of the United States be made of thirteen stripes, alternate red and

white, that the union be thirteen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.

That sentence set the foundation: stripes for the colonies, stars for the union.

Who designed the American flag?

There is no single author for the flag’s entire story. Several people, across different eras, left fingerprints on

it.

Francis Hopkinson, a New Jersey delegate to the Continental Congress and a signer of the Declaration,

is the best documented candidate for the 1777 design. He billed Congress for designing the flag and the

Great Seal’s elements, and while Congress never paid him for the flag, the surviving paperwork and

period testimony point his way. He probably did not sew it, but he likely sketched a layout of stripes and

a starry union.

In later centuries, specific versions had identifiable designers or arrangers. The 50 star layout owes much to

Robert G. Heft, a 17 year old from Ohio who arranged the now familiar staggered pattern in 1958 as a school

project. President Eisenhower considered thousands of public submissions before selecting a layout that
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matched Heft’s proposal. That does not mean Heft designed the entire flag. It means he designed the

specific star arrangement in use since 1960.

So when someone asks, who designed the American flag, you have to ask which one. The country has had

dozens of official versions.

How many versions of the American flag have there been?

Since 1777, there have been 27 official versions, each defined by the number of stars representing the states

at that moment. The count shifts when Congress admits a new state, but the design only becomes official

on the following July 4. That timing has kept celebrations and symbolism aligned to Independence Day and

made flag changes predictable, at least in theory. In practice, there were gaps when custom outpaced law or

when star arrangements varied regionally, especially before 1912 standardized proportions and patterns.

The highlight reel is easy to remember. There was a 13 star flag. A 15 star, 15 stripe flag in the early republic.

A 20 star flag when Congress reset the stripe rule. A long run with 48 stars during both world wars. A brief

49 star flag after Alaska joined in 1959. The 50 star flag took effect on July 4, 1960 after Hawaii’s admission.

Stripes that do not multiply

The 1777 resolution did not spell out what to do when new states joined. Lawmakers tried a simple answer in

1795 and added both a star and a stripe for Vermont and Kentucky, creating a 15 star, 15 stripe flag. That is

the banner Mary Pickersgill sewed in 1813 for Fort McHenry, the one that inspired Francis Scott Key to write

of a star spangled banner by the dawn’s early light.

As more states lined up for admission, people realized they could not keep adding stripes without ending up

with a barber pole of a flag that no one could read from a distance. So Congress reset the flag in 1818 to 13

stripes for the original colonies and one new star for each new state, with the stars to be added on the July

4 after admission. This is the legal reason the stripes are frozen at 13. The country chose a design that

remembers its first chapter while allowing the union to grow in the canton.

Anchoring that symbolism mattered. The stripes honor the founding coalition and signal a kind of

permanence. The stars move, the union adapts. The field of blue becomes a register of the living

membership, while the stripes become a foundation you do not tinker with for short term needs.
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What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent?

They represent the 50 states, each one equal in size and brightness, even if the eye does not notice that

detail in passing. The current arrangement displays nine staggered rows, alternating counts so the field

reads crisp at a distance. The choice to stagger the rows, rather than stack perfect grids, helps the stars

read as a constellation rather than a chessboard. That was already the intent of the 1777 resolution, which

spoke of a new constellation.
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There is a nice symmetry to how the stars have behaved over time. They have expanded with the nation,

paused during long stretches of no admissions, and then jumped in bursts during the 19th century and again

in 1959 and 1960. The stripes do not tell that part of the story. The stars do.

The colors, and what they mean

Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? The 1777 resolution did not explain the

choice. No official text from that year assigns meanings such as valor or purity to the colors of the flag.

Those explanations crystallized later, in connection with the Great Seal of the United States, whose colors

match the flag. Charles Thomson, secretary of the Continental Congress, wrote in 1782 that white signifies

purity and innocence, red signifies hardiness and valor, and 2nd Amendment Flags blue signifies vigilance,

perseverance, and justice.

That passage has been widely, and understandably, applied to the flag. It is fair to say these meanings sit

alongside the flag in the American imagination, even if they were not written into the first flag law. People

reach for symbols that teach, and the color meanings do that quietly in classrooms and at ceremonies. They

match the lived experience of what the country has asked of its citizens and institutions.

When was the American flag first created?

You can answer this in a few credible ways, depending on what you mean by American flag. If you mean the

first banner that represented the united colonies in the field, the Grand Union Flag in late 1775 and early

1776 fits. If you mean the first official flag with stars in the canton, June 14, 1777 is your date. If you mean

the modern pattern of frozen stripes and expanding stars, look to the 1818 act.

Each of those moments shows a young nation figuring out how to look like itself.

Star patterns that evolved along with the country

Before 1912, the federal government did not dictate exact proportions or the precise arrangement of stars,

leading to a charming variety in surviving flags. You will see circular patterns, arcs, great stars made of

smaller stars, and uneven grids. Seamstresses and flag makers interpreted the law with an artist’s eye. After

President Taft’s 1912 order, proportions were standardized, including star rows and canton dimensions for

the 48 star flag. Later orders did the same for 49 and 50 stars under Eisenhower.

Standardization brought clarity, which helps in everything from military signaling to classroom instruction. It

also made the flag easier to reproduce faithfully as the country industrialized.

The first American flag called by name

Ask a reenactor to name the first American flag, and you will likely hear the Grand Union Flag or Continental

Colors. Both names refer to the striped banner with the British Union in the corner, flown before

independence was declared.
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The first official flag with stars never had an official nickname at the time, but the phrase Stars and Stripes

came into use in the 18th century and stuck. By the War of 1812, that nickname was common. When Key

wrote the poem that became the national anthem, he used the phrase star spangled banner, which became

another durable nickname.

Did Betsy Ross really sew the first flag?

The short answer is that there is no contemporary documentary evidence that Betsy Ross sewed the first

flag or designed it. The best known account comes from an 1870 lecture by her grandson, William Canby,

who presented affidavits from family members attesting that George Washington visited Ross in 1776 and

asked her to sew a flag. That story is part of American folklore, and it may contain elements of truth,

especially given Ross’s role as a skilled upholsterer who did make flags for Pennsylvania’s navy.

The historical record, however, points more firmly to Francis Hopkinson for the design and to a wider

network of seamstresses and entrepreneurs for early production. Other names, such as Rebecca Young and

later Mary Pickersgill, appear in receipts and military procurement records. The Betsy Ross legend endures

because it gives the flag a human face and a domestic origin, a reminder that symbols are stitched by

hands, not just drafted by committees.

How the flag has changed over time

Looking across two and a half centuries, the flag changed steadily, not constantly. The biggest pivot points

tie to legislation and admissions.

1775 to 1776: Grand Union Flag with 13 stripes and the British Union in the canton, used by the

Continental Army and Navy while the colonies were still negotiating and fighting.

1777: Continental Congress adopts the Stars and Stripes with 13 stars and 13 stripes, but with no

detailed pattern or proportion.

1795: Congress adds Vermont and Kentucky by creating a 15 star, 15 stripe flag, which turns out to be

an unwieldy precedent for a growing republic.

1818: Congress resets to 13 stripes permanently, one star per state to be added on July 4 following

admission, beginning with 20 stars after five new states.

1912 onward: Presidential executive orders standardize proportions and star arrangements for the 48,

49, and 50 star flags, producing the familiar modern geometry.

Those moments answered practical questions. How do you keep a flag legible at sea as the union grows.

How do you honor founding history without letting symbolism sprawl. How do you make sure a schoolroom

flag in Kansas matches a courthouse flag in Maine.

Why not 12 or 14 stripes?

Thirteen carries specific meaning in the American context. It marks the exact number of political units that

ratified or supported independence and then the Constitution. Twelve would erase a colony. Fourteen would

invent one. The number also resonated as a visual motif in revolutionary iconography. You can still find 13

linked rings painted on 18th century artifacts, or 13 arrows clutched by the eagle on the Great Seal. Using 13

stripes tickets the flag into that broader symbol set.



There was a brief experiment with 15 stripes to mark two new states. The return to 13 was a conscious

choice to avoid letting the past get crowded out by the future.

The flag as a lived object

History tends to focus on dates and acts, but the flag’s story is also made of fabric and weather. Early flags

were wool bunting, which frayed quickly at sea. Seams mattered. So did grommets, rope, and a hoist that

would not tear along a weak stitch. Standardization helped, but sailors and quartermasters still had to solve

practical problems like salt, wind shear, and the sun’s bleaching. A fort sized flag like Pickersgill’s used

multiple strips of cloth spliced together, and its stars were hand cut and hand sewn. Even today, government

spec flags are built to withstand rough conditions, with precise thread counts, color tolerances, and

reinforced fly ends.

That physicality makes the symbol credible. It is not an abstraction. It is canvas and dye and gravity.

Common questions that come up again and again

People who work with flags, whether in museums, schools, or the military, hear the same handful of

questions. They are good questions because they pin down the basic facts everyone needs to know.

What do the 50 stars on the American flag represent? One for each state, always. When a new state is

admitted, a star appears the next July 4.

How many versions of the American flag have there been? Twenty seven official versions, from 13 to 50

stars.

When was the American flag first created? The first official Stars and Stripes was adopted on June 14,

1777. An earlier American banner, the Grand Union Flag, dates to late 1775.

Why are the colors red, white, and blue used in the American flag? The resolution did not say. Later, the

Great Seal’s color meanings were applied by tradition: red for hardiness and valor, white for purity and

innocence, blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice.

Who designed the American flag? For the 1777 flag, Francis Hopkinson is the strongest documented

claimant. For the 50 star arrangement, Robert Heft’s layout matched the adopted pattern in 1960.

These answers form a shared starting point. From there, you can dive as deep as you like.

Myths that persist, and what the record shows

Betsy Ross single handedly designed and sewed the first flag. The record suggests she likely sewed

flags, but the design attribution to her rests on later family testimony. Francis Hopkinson has better

documented design claims for the 1777 flag.

The flag’s colors were officially defined as valor, purity, and justice in 1777. Those meanings come from

1782 Great Seal explanations that people later applied to the flag by tradition.

The flag has always had 13 stripes. For a period starting in 1795, it had 15 stripes. Congress reverted to

13 stripes in 1818.

Star patterns were always the same. Before 1912, patterns varied widely. Only in the 20th century did the

federal government standardize exact arrangements.

A single designer created the American flag. The flag evolved. Hopkinson influenced the early design,

different makers shaped practice, and later citizens like Robert Heft proposed modern star patterns.



Knowing where myth ends and the archives begin does not shrink the story. It gives it depth. Legends

explain meaning, records explain mechanics. Both matter.

How the flag works as a language

Flags are meant to be read at speed. Sailors learned to identify national flags in shifting light with spray in

their faces. At that distance, detail matters. Alternating stripes help the field stand out against sky or water.

A punchy canton pulls the eye. The choice of 13 broad stripes, not a tangle of narrow ones, gives the flag

clarity even when the cloth is streaming or furled in heavy wind.

On land, the same visibility rules apply during ceremonies or at sporting events. Designers in every era keep

legibility in mind. That is why you do not see fussy borders or tiny emblems cluttering the canton. The flag

was not built for close up inspection in a display case. It was built for motion and distance.

The 50 star flag’s quiet longevity

The current flag has flown longer than any previous official version. Since July 4, 1960, it has covered

battlefields, disaster zones, courthouse steps, grade school pledge ceremonies, moon landings, and quiet

burials at sea. It has also weathered cultural debates, which is what national symbols must do if they are

going to stay honest. Its longevity shapes how we think about the flag at a gut level. For most living

Americans, the 50 star flag is the only pattern they have ever known.

There have been times in the past when a new star, even a new arrangement, felt routine. That stopped after

Hawaii. If a new state is admitted, you will see that old rule click back into gear, with a star added on the

following July 4 and a new layout chosen for legibility and balance. The stripes will remain exactly as they

are, 13 bright tracks of memory.

What the number still says

Numbers on a flag can become empty if their meaning drifts. Thirteen has held its ground. It names a risk

taken and a bond formed. That is why the number shows up in other places too, like the 13 arrows and 13

leaves on the Great Seal’s olive branch. In a world that measures power by size and growth, 13 stripes point

to something else entirely, something fixed. They ask you to remember that the union started small, fragile,

and audacious, then codified that audacity so it would not be forgotten amid later success.

If you stand near a tall flagpole on a windy day, you can hear the cloth snap and see the stripes as separate

bands trying to peel away. They do not. Stitching keeps them together. That, more than any official

resolution, explains the flag’s logic. The stripes remember who first got stitched, the stars keep track of who

joins them.


