
Long before the United States had a settled government, a finished constitution, or even a standard army, it

had flags.

That detail matters more than it might seem. In the eighteenth century, a flag was not just decoration, and it

was certainly not a souvenir. A flag told soldiers where to rally when smoke covered the field. It marked a

ship’s allegiance in dangerous waters. It declared political intent before a single speech had been heard.

During the American Revolution, flags worked as signals, recruiting tools, propaganda, and acts of open

defiance. They were portable declarations of identity in a war where identity itself was still being argued.

When people talk about American Revolutionary War Flags, they often picture one familiar image and stop

there, usually the Betsy Ross Flag or the coiled rattlesnake of the Gadsden Flag. But the visual world of the

Revolution was messier, more regional, and far more revealing. Different colonies, militias, naval units, and

commanders carried different banners. Some still nodded to the British crown. Others dropped that

pretense early. Some were carefully painted symbols. Others were rough field-made standards stitched in

haste, carried in rain, powder smoke, and mud.

If you spend enough time around early American military history, one thing becomes clear very quickly:

these flags were not created in a neat sequence, as if a young nation calmly designed its branding. They

emerged from confusion, local pride, military necessity, and a fast-changing political reality. That is exactly

what makes them so compelling.

Before there was a national flag, there were competing loyalties

The Revolutionary era did not begin with all colonists thinking alike. In the early 1770s, many people wanted

redress, not separation. They objected to taxes, trade controls, troop presence, and the erosion of colonial

self-government, but they did not necessarily envision complete independence. That uncertainty shows up

vividly in the flags of the period.

Several early banners combined colonial symbolism with references to Britain. The most famous example is

the Grand Union Flag, sometimes called the Continental Colors, which used thirteen red and white stripes

while retaining the British Union in the canton. This was a revealing compromise image. It suggested colonial

unity while stopping short of fully severing ties with the crown. Historians still debate exactly how ordinary

observers interpreted it in real time, but visually the message is unmistakable: the colonies were becoming

something distinct, yet had not entirely abandoned their inherited political world.

That tension makes these flags historically rich. They were not static icons handed down from a settled

nation. They were snapshots of a moving argument.
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George Washington understood that symbolism mattered. As commander in chief, he had to create cohesion

across thirteen colonies with different economies, religions, political cultures, and military traditions.

Uniforms were inconsistent. Supply chains were erratic. Enlistments expired. In that environment, symbols

became practical tools. George Washington did not simply need brave soldiers. He needed them to think of

themselves as part of something larger than Massachusetts, Virginia, or Pennsylvania.

Flags helped do that work.

George Washington and the problem of unity

George Washington is often discussed in terms of strategy, character, and civilian leadership, and rightly so.

But his command also depended on staging authority. Armies need visible order. In the eighteenth century,

that meant standards, colors, drums, and other markers that turned a collection of men into a military body.

At Cambridge in 1776, the raising of the Grand Union Flag is often linked to Washington’s effort to assert

Continental unity. There is still room for caution in how confidently any one event is described, because

period accounts can be fragmentary and later memory often smooths over uncertainty. Even so, the larger

point stands: Washington recognized the military and political value of visible symbols.

He also grasped the risk. A flag could inspire, but if captured it could humiliate. Losing colors in battle was

not a minor embarrassment. It was a serious blow to morale and honor. That is part of why surviving

Revolutionary flags are relatively rare and why some of the stories attached to them are difficult to verify in

every detail. These were objects exposed to weather, combat, and constant handling. Many were lost, torn

apart, repurposed, or simply worn out.

What survives, then, is a mixture of documented artifacts, period descriptions, artistic depictions, and later

tradition. A careful reader has to hold all of that with some humility. Not every famous Revolutionary flag can

be pinned to one exact date, maker, or battlefield. But even where the record is imperfect, the symbols still

tell us a great deal about the people who carried them.

The rattlesnake takes the field

No symbol of Revolutionary resistance had more bite than the rattlesnake.

The Gadsden Flag is one of the best-known images from the era: a coiled rattlesnake above the words

“Don’t Tread on Me,” usually on a yellow field. It is bold, spare, and instantly legible. That clarity helps



explain why it has lasted so long. Even before the Revolution, the rattlesnake had become a useful American

emblem. Benjamin Franklin famously played with the image in political commentary, and the snake’s

reputation fit colonial self-perception rather well. It was native to America, alert, dangerous when provoked,

and not aggressive without cause. That was the argument many colonists wanted to make about

themselves.

The Gadsden Flag is generally associated with Christopher Gadsden of South Carolina, who presented a

version of it in 1775 to Commodore Esek Hopkins, commander of the Continental Navy. In naval service,

where recognition and signaling mattered constantly, such a device had immediate value. It communicated

warning and resolve in a way no paragraph of prose could match.

What I have always found striking about the Gadsden Flag is how economically it carries its message. Some

revolutionary symbols are cluttered with mottos, seals, dates, or allegorical figures. This one is almost blunt

enough to feel modern. The snake occupies the center. The threat is plain. Step on us, and there will be

consequences.

That directness made the flag effective in its own time, and it also helps explain why it has been repeatedly

revived in later American politics. Of course, later uses should not be casually projected backward. The

eighteenth-century meaning of the Gadsden Flag belonged to a particular struggle over colonial rights,

imperial power, and independence. Still, its durability says something important. The Revolution produced

symbols that could outlive their original campaign because they expressed emotional truths people

recognized instantly: dignity, vigilance, and resistance to coercion.

The Green Mountain Boys Flag and the power of local identity

If the Gadsden Flag speaks the language of broad political resistance, the Green Mountain Boys Flag

captures something equally important about the Revolution: fierce regional identity.

The Green Mountain Boys were a militia force active in the area that would later become Vermont. Led by

figures such as Ethan Allen and Seth Warner, they emerged from local conflict long before full national

independence was settled. Their world included land disputes, frontier tensions, and the practical realities of

defending communities in rough terrain. That local context matters. Revolutionary sentiment did not float

above daily life as abstract ideology. It grew out of specific pressures, and local militias often reflected those

pressures directly.

The Green Mountain Boys Flag is usually described as a green field with a blue canton and a cluster of white

stars. Like many Revolutionary banners, surviving evidence and later reproductions do not always align

neatly, so caution is wise when discussing exact dimensions or variants. But the basic visual identity is

strong and memorable. Green feels rooted to the landscape itself, which is fitting for a force so tied to place.

This flag has a different emotional register from the Gadsden image. It does not threaten. It asserts

belonging. It says, in effect, that this land and these people form a recognizable community worth

defending. In military history, that kind of symbolism is never trivial. Men fight more steadily when they

believe they are protecting something concrete, a valley, a town, a mountain pass, a way of life they can

name.

The Green Mountain Boys Flag also reminds us that Other Historic American Revolutionary War Flags cannot

be understood only through a national lens. Some of the most revealing standards of the era are intensely



local. They show how the path to independence ran through provincial loyalties, not around them.

The Betsy Ross Flag, legend and legacy

No Revolutionary flag is more wrapped in popular memory than the Betsy Ross Flag.

The familiar story is simple and deeply appealing: George Washington, along with other members of a

committee, visits Betsy Ross in Philadelphia and asks her to sew the first American flag. She suggests five-

pointed stars rather than six-pointed ones, demonstrating how neatly one can be cut with a single snip. It is

one of those national stories that survives because it is tidy, visual, and easy to teach.

Ultimate Flags Inc.

Address: 21612 N County Rd 349, O’Brien, FL 32071

Phone: (386) 935‑1420

Email: sales@ultimateflags.com

Website: https://ultimateflags.com

Google Maps: View on Google Maps

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

Twitter

Pinterest

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

The problem is that the documentary record is thin. The Betsy Ross story became widely known decades

later, largely through family tradition presented by her grandson in the late nineteenth century. That does

not prove it false, but it does mean historians treat it carefully. There is no contemporary record that

conclusively establishes Betsy Ross as the maker of the first national flag, and there were certainly other

skilled flag makers in Philadelphia at the time, including Rebecca Young and others whose contributions

deserve more attention than they usually get.

Yet the uncertainty itself is useful. It shows how Americans build memory. The Betsy Ross Flag became a

national Buy Flag usa favorite not only because of its design, the thirteen stars in a circle on a blue canton
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with thirteen red and white stripes, but also because the story attached to it offered a creation myth

centered on craftsmanship, domestic labor, and republican simplicity. It gave the nation a founding image

that was less about generals and statesmen and more about skilled civilian hands.

That appeal should not blind us to the complexity. The so-called Betsy Ross Flag was not the only thirteen-

star arrangement used in the period. There was no single standardized star pattern at first. Early American

flags varied, sometimes quite a bit. The circle of stars became iconic later because it was visually elegant

and symbolically neat, not because every flag in the Revolution looked exactly that way.

Still, the Betsy Ross Flag remains important, even if one approaches it with historical caution. It represents

the way the Revolution was remembered as much as the way it was fought. That is no small thing. Nations

live by memory as well as by archives.

Other Historic American Revolutionary War Flags worth knowing

Once you move beyond the most famous examples, the field gets far more interesting. Other Historic

American Revolutionary War Flags include naval ensigns, militia colors, regimental standards, and state

banners that reveal the Revolution’s uneven development. Some are better documented than others, but

together they show how experimental the visual language of independence really was.

The Pine Tree Flag, often associated with New England and naval resistance, carries the motto “An Appeal to

Heaven.” The phrase is arresting, and in its own time it reflected a serious idea: when earthly authority

becomes unjust, one may appeal to a higher judge. The pine itself had regional significance, especially in

New England where disputes over royal control of timber had real economic and political weight. Here again,

local material life and broad political principle merge in one image.

The Moultrie Flag, sometimes called the Liberty Flag, used a dark blue field with a crescent and the word

“Liberty.” It became linked to South Carolina forces and to the defense of Sullivan’s Island in 1776. That

battle gave the flag a reputation forged in combat, which is often what makes a banner endure. A design can

be clever, but if it is never seen under pressure it may not enter lasting public memory. The Moultrie Flag did.

The Bedford Flag is another fascinating case, often claimed to be among the oldest surviving battle flags in

the United States. It features an armored arm holding a sword and the Latin motto “Vince Aut Morire,”

usually translated as “Conquer or Die.” Like many early flags, its exact provenance has been debated, but its

emotional world is unmistakable. This is not polished diplomacy. It is martial resolve rendered in cloth and

paint.

There were also regimental colors bearing colony names, unit designations, liberty caps, drums, beavers,

and a striking assortment of mottos. To modern eyes, some of them can seem crowded or inconsistent. That

inconsistency is precisely the point. A nation in formation was trying out its symbols before it had fully

defined itself.

One practical lesson that comes through clearly is that not every flag was meant to serve the same purpose.

Naval flags needed to read at distance. Regimental colors had to hold up on campaign and be visible amid

smoke. Militia banners often leaned heavily into local symbols because they recruited from local populations.

A polished, centralized design system did not yet exist. Function shaped appearance as much as ideology

did.

What these flags looked like to the people who followed them



It is easy to over-romanticize flags because museums display them under glass, flattened, preserved, and

separated from danger. On campaign they were nothing like that.

Revolutionary War flags whipped violently in wind, absorbed rain, snapped at their seams, and darkened

with soot. Silk could look magnificent but wear badly under field conditions. Wool bunting stood up better in

some contexts but had its own limits. Painted devices cracked. Fringe tore loose. Staffs splintered. A fresh

color at the start of a campaign could be ragged by the end. That wear was not incidental. It was part of the

object’s meaning. A battered flag showed service.

Soldiers responded to that. Period accounts across many armies, not just American ones, show how deeply

men invested emotion in their colors. They saluted them, protected them, and rallied to them. Standard

bearers occupied dangerous positions because enemy troops knew what striking the colors could do to

morale and battlefield order.

For officers, flags were tools of control as much as objects of inspiration. For enlisted men, they could

become something more intimate, a visible summary of the unit’s endurance. In a war fought with short

enlistments and chronic supply problems, that mattered. A flag could outlast individual terms of service and

preserve continuity where institutions were still weak.

Why the designs were so different

People often assume the variation among Revolutionary flags reflects confusion alone. Confusion was

certainly part of it, but not the whole story.

Several forces pushed designs in different directions at once. Geography mattered because each colony and

region had its own symbols and political priorities. Military branch mattered because naval and land service

had different visual needs. Timing mattered because a flag made in 1775 might still carry traces of loyalty to

the crown, while one made after the Declaration of Independence would likely speak more openly in the

language of national separation.

There was also no immediate central authority capable of imposing a strict standard across every militia and

regiment. Even after the Continental Congress adopted the Stars and Stripes in 1777, standardization did not

happen overnight. Materials were scarce. Communication was slow. Local production filled the gap. Tailors,

upholsterers, seamstresses, and military artificers made what they could with available cloth, available dyes,

and available instructions, which were not always precise.

That reality is why debates over the “first” or “true” flag can become misleading. The Revolutionary period

was less about a single perfect original and more about a family of related symbols emerging under

pressure. The search for one definitive image says more about later national memory than about the lived

texture of the war itself.

The afterlife of Revolutionary flags

Some flags vanish with the conflict that produced them. American Revolutionary War Flags did not.

They survived because the Revolution became the founding drama of the republic, and founding dramas are

always mined for symbols. Museums collected surviving standards. Veterans’ descendants preserved

stories, sometimes accurately, sometimes imperfectly. Artists painted scenes that fixed particular banners in

public imagination. Political movements revived older flags to borrow Revolutionary legitimacy. By the

nineteenth century, these designs were no longer just military markers. They had become part of a usable

national past.



That process brought benefits and distortions. It kept interest alive and encouraged preservation. It also

flattened historical complexity. The Betsy Ross Flag became more uniform in popular culture than early

practice had been. The Gadsden Flag acquired meanings from later centuries that can obscure its

eighteenth-century roots. Regional banners were sometimes folded into a triumphal national story that

ignored local contradictions.

Still, that afterlife is part of the history too. Symbols endure because people keep finding value in them. The

real task is to understand both the original setting and the later reinterpretations without lazily mixing the

two.

What these flags still teach us

Spend time with Revolutionary flags and a few truths rise to the surface.

First, political change is often visible before it is fully articulated. Flags can register shifting loyalties before

constitutions catch up.

Second, unity is usually assembled from local attachments rather than built in opposition to them. The

Revolution did not erase regional identity. It recruited it.

Third, national symbols are almost never as tidy at birth as they appear in retrospect. The United States did

not begin with one flawless, universally recognized flag descending into history complete. It began with

arguments, experiments, improvisations, and a lot of cloth carried into uncertain fights.

That is why these banners still deserve close attention. George Washington needed them to help hold a

fragile army together. Sailors read the Gadsden Flag as both warning and promise. Militias under the Green

Mountain Boys Flag saw their own terrain and community reflected in its colors. Americans later embraced

the Betsy Ross Flag because it answered a different need, the desire for a founding image both patriotic and

personal. And beyond those famous examples, Other Historic American Revolutionary War Flags preserve

the uneven, practical, deeply human work of building a country before anyone could be sure that country

would survive.

A flag cannot win a war by itself. It can, however, give shape to a cause, and causes need shape if people are

going to risk anything for them.

That was true in 1775. It was true in 1776. It remained true through the hard years that followed, when

victories were uncertain and the experiment could easily have failed. These flags mattered because they

helped people see, often before they could fully explain it, that they belonged to something new.


