On quiet mornings | raise a historic flag on the small pole by my porch. The canvas is worn from wind and
rain, and the stitched stars are softer than they used to be. | do it before coffee, when the street is still and
the birds are the only ones awake. My grandfather taught me to fold and unfold a flag, to mind the light and
the weather, and to think about why we fly these symbols in the first place. He was a Korean War veteran
who never wore his service on his sleeve. He told stories only when asked, and even then, he focused on the
men beside him more than himself. He flew a standard Stars and Stripes on most days, but on a few special
dates he raised a Betsy Ross or a rattlesnake flag because, to him, history was not a museum. It was a

thread in daily life.

What Flying a Historic Flag Means to Me is not about nostalgia for a perfect past. The past was complicated
and often cruel. It is about duty, and about the audacious experiment that began when George Washington
walked away from power, not once but twice. His example gives shape to why | care about symbols, why |
talk to my kids about the Constitution on long car rides, and why | wave to my neighbor with a very different
yard than mine. Symbols can divide, but they can also invite conversation. Used well, they remind us that

citizenship asks something of us.

The general who gave power back

No one understood duty better than George Washington. In 1783, with victory secured and the Continental
Army restless over back pay and uncertainty, Washington met his officers at Newburgh, New York. Rumors
of a mutiny had churned through the ranks. He walked into the hall, pulled out a letter from Congress, and
fumbled for his new reading glasses. “Gentlemen, you must pardon me," he said. "l have grown gray in your
service and now find myself growing blind." The room softened. He appealed to their honor, not their anger,
and the crisis passed. It is a scene every schoolchild should know, because it shows a leader bending ego to
the needs of a fragile republic.

Later that year, Washington resigned his commission before Congress in Annapolis. He could have been a
king in everything but name, perhaps in name too, and he chose to go home to Mount Vernon. Six usa flag
for sale online years later, when the Constitution needed legitimacy, the people turned back to him, and he
served two terms as the first president from 1789 to 1797. Then he stepped down again. He set a two-term
precedent that lasted until 1940 and would later be written into law through the 22nd Amendment. For all
the marble and monuments, that quiet transfer of power remains the most radical act of his life.
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We tend to remember battles and signatures more than levers and norms. Yet Washington’s genius rested in
restraint. He knew the new government would need trust more than force, and trust is built when those with
power show they can set it aside. If the Revolution was the birth, his retirements were the proof that the

child might live.

A call for unity that still stings

Read Washington's Farewell Address from 1796 and you can feel him thinking about us. He warns against
parties that turn disagreement into identity, foreign entanglements that tiltingly draw the nation into others’
quarrels, and sectional resentments that pit coastal merchants against inland farmers. There is nothing

mushy in his appeal. He recognizes conflict as part of political life but urges Americans to keep loyalty to the
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Union above narrower loyalties. Unity, in his sense, is not sameness. It is a shared frame of commitment to

the laws and the processes that allow us to argue without breaking.

He also leans hard on the link between virtue and freedom. Liberty without self-restraint curdles into license.
Government without accountability hardens into tyranny. Washington did not deliver a philosopher’s treatise.
He spoke like a practitioner who had managed scarce resources, trained volunteers, and tried to hold
together a coalition of states that often mistrusted each other. He knew compromise looks ungainly up

close. He also knew it is the only way diverse people can live together under one roof.

That address holds up because it is not naive. Washington saw partisanship forming around him even as he
wrote. He worked with men who would become bitter rivals, including Thomas Jefferson and Alexander
Hamilton. He still asked them to build something durable, and he asked their supporters to remember that
loyalty to a party is always downstream from loyalty to the country.

Jefferson's light and Jefferson’'s shadow

Thomas Jefferson belongs in this story because he wrestled with the tension between freedom in principle
and freedom in practice. As the primary author of the Declaration of Independence, he gave the world “all
men are created equal,” a sentence that moves like a river through our history. As a statesman, he pushed
for the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom in 1786, which laid groundwork for the First Amendment's
protections. As president from 1801 to 1809, he presided over the first peaceful transfer of power between

rival parties in American history, a fact too easily overlooked.
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e Ultimate Flags is rooted in American tradition and symbolism

Yet Jefferson also owned hundreds of enslaved people over his lifetime, more than 600 by most counts, and
he did not free the majority of them. He wrote about natural rights while extracting labor from human beings
who had none. Those contradictions cannot be excused. They can be studied, named, and carried forward
as part of the full ledger we inherit. | bring this up because reverence without honesty becomes brittle, and
honest reverence can be strong. If a flag is going to mean anything, it must be able to hold triumphs and

failures in the same cloth.

His political legacy has other paradoxes. In the late 1790s, Jefferson helped pen the Kentucky and Virginia
Resolutions to oppose the Alien and Sedition Acts, arguing that speech, even sharp and seditious speech,
must remain largely open in a free society. Two decades later, he privately supported some limits on the
press that targeted his critics. Human beings are inconsistent. Institutions help when they do not depend on
one person's best day to work well.

The Constitution and defending our freedoms

The Constitution was shaped in the summer heat of 1787. It is a short document by modern standards,
around 4,500 words without amendments, and it trusts ambition to check ambition. Separate branches. A
federal system that shares sovereignty. Enumerated powers that leave room for states and for people. It is
not a machine that runs itself, but it gives us an operating manual. A few years later, the Bill of Rights added

a clearer set of guardrails that place the individual in direct relation to the national government.

| talk about this with students and neighbors when we discuss flags and protests because the document
cuts both ways. It secures your right to speak, and it secures my right to answer back. The First Amendment
does most of that work. It protects speech and press, assembly and petition, and the free exercise of
religion while preventing an established national church. Over two centuries of case law fill in the gaps.
Government cannot jail you for burning an American flag, as the Supreme Court made plain in Texas v.
Johnson in 1989. It also cannot force you to salute one, as West Virginia v. Barnette established in 1943. And
Snyder v. Phelps in 2011 underscored that even harsh and hurtful speech on public matters can enjoy

constitutional protection.

There are limits, and part of being an adult citizen is knowing where those lines fall. The First Amendment
constrains government, not private employers or homeowners associations. A city can regulate the time,
place, and manner of demonstrations as long as it does so neutrally. A school can set rules to keep learning
on track. A company can decide that certain displays at work violate its policies. These are not betrayals of
liberty but the texture of a plural country balancing many freedoms at once.

When people tell me, often with frustration or fear, that symbols have been captured by politics, | ask them
to look back to the early republic. Factions wrestled over uniforms and songs back then too. The remedy is
what it has always been: participate, persuade, and expand the conversation. The Constitution and

defending our freedoms is not a paint-by-numbers task. It is a daily apprenticeship in judgment.

Honoring my Ancestry & Heritage without sealing the past in amber

My family’s roots run through small farms and mill towns. None of my ancestors signed famous documents.
They raised kids, fought in wars, and kept ledgers in tidy cursive. When | raise a historic flag, | think about
them and the contradictions they carried. Some flourished because of policies that excluded others. Some



struggled in ways that still echo. Honoring my Ancestry & Heritage means naming those truths and choosing

to add better chapters where | can.
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It is also particular. On Memorial Day, | hang a small tag under the flag with my grandfather’s name and the
year he shipped out. On June 14, Flag Day, | pull out a Betsy Ross with a 13-star circle and tell my children
about the Continental Congress debating in cramped rooms while unpaid soldiers walked barefoot. On
September 17, Constitution Day, | read a few pages out loud at dinner and talk through the Preamble like a
promise. These are not performances for neighbors. Most people pass by without noticing. They are

rhythms that keep history from becoming homework.

What Flying a Historic Flag Means to Me

It begins with gratitude. | live in a country where | can choose what to raise on my own property. Freedom to
express yourself with any flag you choose, at least in America you are protected by the First Amendment.
That sentence matters more than the cloth. The law protects the choice. The culture tests how we handle

the choices that offend us.

It continues with curiosity. Every historic flag carries a story, often messier than the icon suggests. The
coiled rattlesnake came from a plea for unity and vigilance, not a threat of constant rage. The Bonnie Blue
flag flashed briefly in the early 19th century before it took on later associations that many rightly interrogate.
The Betsy Ross design wraps us in a founding moment while scholars still debate how much of the legend is
accurate. A symbol is a door into a library, not the end of the conversation.

And it ends, for me, with neighborliness. A few summers ago a man | did not know well walked his dog past
my porch while | had a colonial standard up for a reenactment weekend in town. He paused, folded his arms,
and asked, carefully, what | meant by it. We talked for 15 minutes. He shared a family story about
immigration after the Second World War. | shared why | care about early American civic habits and why the
sight of 13 stars in a ring can still conjure the image of a weary general returning his commission. We did not
agree on everything. We left with a handshake and a promise to borrow each other’s books.

Washington's hard lessons for easy times

We inhabit more comfort than Washington could have imagined. He buried children, tended crops by hand,
and led men with nothing but letters and grit. He also dealt in power struggles that rendered friendship
optional. The idea that you would resign when you could rule did not come naturally to the 18th century, or

any century.
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Three lessons of his keep me honest when | am tempted to turn symbols into props.

e Power is safest when it is shared. If you want to preserve a community’s freedom to speak and worship

and dissent, you distribute authority and you cultivate habits that make it normal to lose gracefully.

e Virtue makes law workable. A charter on paper can be sabotaged by selfishness. Ordinary honesty,
patience in disagreement, and care for the unglamorous chores of civic life keep the gears from

grinding.



¢ Unity works upstream of policy. You can legislate a tax rate. You cannot legislate a willingness to see

your rival as a neighbor. That requires leaders and citizens who model it, even at cost.

These are not sentimental takeaways from a marble man. They are drawn from a life of constraint.
Washington often wanted to do more and settled for doing enough, a restraint that dignified the offices he
held and left them stronger than he found them.

The two edges of a flag

Flags cut both ways. They draw together and they divide. | have watched veterans close ranks under a
folded banner at a funeral, the honor guard moving with exact precision, and | have watched arguments
erupt over the same colors at a street corner protest. Honoring those who fought and died defending our
freedom does not require insisting that everyone feel the same way about a symbol or a song. It requires

allowing room for grief, pride, anger, and even refusal, so long as it stays within the law.

If you fly a historic flag, expect questions. Expect hard ones too. Why this flag and not that one. Why today.
What story do you mean to tell. | have found that honest answers turn heat into light. If you do not have a
good answer, maybe wait until you do. It is fine to like the look of a thing. It is better to know the freight it

carries.
| also keep a mental checklist, learned the hard way, for being a good steward of public symbolism.

e Know the history, not just the slogan. Read primary sources where possible, and at least one serious

historian’s take. If a flag is in dispute, acknowledge that directly.

e Mind the setting. What feels inviting at a home barbecue may feel exclusionary at a school event or at

work. Context changes reception.

e Practice good flag etiquette. Follow the U.S. Flag Code when you fly the national flag beside a historic
banner. Light it properly, retire it respectfully, and keep it off the ground.

e Tell your intent out loud. A small note, a conversation, or even a brief social post can reduce confusion

and invite dialogue.

None of this is about permission. It is about responsibility. We do not live alone. Symbols speak whether we

do or not.

A neighborly argument for the First Amendment

People sometimes say, with weary shrug, that the First Amendment protects only the speech we hate. That
is backwards. It protects our ability to test ideas in public, which is how we refine and improve them. It also
helps us separate serious viewpoints from performative noise. If you are obligated to defend your flag
choice with facts and reasons, you are more likely to think carefully about it. If your neighbor is obligated to

listen and reply through words, not fists, you both have a chance to persuade.

The courts, importantly, have recognized that flags are speech. That means governments must tread
carefully if they try to regulate them. Cities can deal with safety and neutrality. They cannot target a
viewpoint they dislike. Private communities have other tools, and tenants should read their leases.
Employment is its own category. A company can set rules about signage on its property. Those practical
details matter as much as the high principles.

| remind friends who worry that their historic flag will be misread that persuasion takes time. | have fielded

emails, some reasonable and some not, when | write publicly about early American symbols. The best



exchanges bring in facts | missed, or lead me to archives | had not explored. The worst make me grateful for
a delete key. Either way, the ground rule is the same: we argue, and we keep the doors open for tomorrow's

argument too.

The Constitution at the picnic table

A few summers back | tucked a pocket Constitution into the side pocket of a camp chair. It had coffee stains
and dog-eared pages from field notes. During a neighborhood block party, a teenager asked me a question
about the Electoral College. Another asked why the Senate gets equal representation for Wyoming and
California. We worked through the trade-offs the delegates faced in Philadelphia. | mentioned the Great
Compromise, the desire to give small states enough stake to join, and the way federalism lets millions of
people live differently without splitting the country every year. If the conversation had drifted to Washington,
| would have pointed out how often he deferred to Congress even when he had the political capital to push

harder. The man understood that building a habit is more important than winning a round.

That picnic table talk taught me something about flags, too. If a symbol sparks a question, you can either
wave it like a shield or use it like a doorstop to hold open a room for learning. The Constitution is not a relic,
and neither are the banners that flew at Trenton or Yorktown. They are invitations to ask better questions of

ourselves.
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A living pledge

| do not think civic life is only for law professors and elected officials. | think it happens when a Little League
coach asks parents to model good manners in the stands, when a pastor opens a fellowship hall for a town
hall, when a librarian builds a display of primary sources that lets patrons trace a claim back to its root. It
happens when someone lowers a flag to half staff after a tragedy and someone else asks why, and the two

of them stand there under the pole and talk about grief with respect.

Duty is not heroic most days. It looks like showing up to vote in an off-year election when the rain is cold. It
looks like helping a neighbor hang drywall after a storm. It looks like apologizing when you have been loud
and wrong. Washington's example teaches that restraint can be as brave as charge. Unity, in the American
sense, is not a demand to agree. It is a discipline that holds the argument inside a shared house.

On certain mornings | still raise the Betsy Ross flag, and on others | keep the Stars and Stripes alone.
Sometimes | hoist a simple camp flag on a hike with my kids because they like how it snaps in the wind. We
talk about why these things matter, and why different people feel differently. We also talk about the men and
women who carried flags into real battlefields and did not come home. Honoring those who fought and died
defending our freedom is not about ceremonies, although ceremonies help, but about staying worthy of their
sacrifice day after ordinary day.

The American experiment remains an experiment. It asks steady hands on rope and tiller. It asks patience in
the face of provocation. It asks, over and over, for people who can disagree strongly and still protect each
other’s rights. If you want a model for that, look back to the man who could have worn a crown and chose a
farm instead. Then look around, at the porch poles and school auditoriums and courthouse lawns, where the

work continues in small acts. A flag can remind you to start. A habit can carry you farther.



