A few summers ago, | stood on a small-town green while a community band worked through its Sousa
marches and the ice cream trucks did steady business. On the far side of the crowd, a family had brought a
weathered Betsy Ross flag, its ring of thirteen stars stitched in thick white thread. It was not the largest flag
on the field or the most pristine. What struck me was the way the parents held it low so their kids could
touch the fabric, then lifted it high when the veterans marched by. It felt less like a prop and more like a page
from a book we keep reading together. The words that give that old cloth its meaning carry weight. They ask

something of us in return.

Thomas Jefferson wrote some of those words. He wrote them young, in hurry and heat, and they still glow
brighter than the parchment that carries them. Liberty is light sounding on the tongue, only three soft
syllables. In practice it is heavy, it takes muscle to lift and keep aloft. You feel that in small rituals like raising
a flag at dawn, and in the large work of arguing about the boundaries of freedom without tearing each other
apart.

The way words make worlds

Jefferson's sentences in the Declaration of Independence remain unusually sturdy because they make
precise claims and attach them to action. When he wrote that governments derive their just powers from the
consent of the governed, he was not writing poetry. He was writing a warrant for a risky break that could
have failed and led to hangings. The famous line about truths being self evident looks effortless now, but
that draft crossed out earlier phrases and tougher turns. He was trying to fit an idea large enough to found a

country into a sentence small enough to carry in a pocket.

The words did not float unchallenged above the ground. They were yoked to the realities of a society with
slavery, property requirements for voting, and little space for women in civic life. Jefferson knew that and
still wrote as if the idea could reach further than the law in his lifetime. That is part of the weight we inherit.
We quote the sentences and then must answer the quiet question they put to us. Do our laws match our

claims. Do our customs. Do our hearts.

There is another Jefferson text | keep close. The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, passed in 1786 after
years of effort, draws a clean line between a person's conscience and the power of the state. It says a
government has no business compelling people to support religious worship against their will. In a few
hundred steady words, it ties belief to freedom and places both beyond political reach. Madison carried that
logic into the First Amendment. These documents do not feel radical until you remember the centuries that
came before them.

Washington and the work at hand

If Jefferson gave us the phrases, George Washington showed how to wear them. He strapped the words to
daily use. He resigned power twice, first after the war and then after two presidential terms, and those
resignations taught a young republic how to breathe. Symbols mattered to him too. He rode under a variety
of flags, some hand sewn by regimental wives, some borrowed from earlier colonial banners. He understood
that cloth can hold a unit together under fire. He also saw that it is the behavior under the standard that

gives it life.

Years ago, at the Washington Crossing re-enactment on the Delaware, | watched a company of volunteers

hoist a flag known as the Washington's Headquarters standard, a blue field with thirteen six-pointed stars. It



flapped wet in the sleet while a teenager steadied its pole with bare red hands. Not a single person there

thought that cloth would hold back a cannon. The flag gathered memory. The people did the work.

What flying a historic flag means to me

When someone asks why | keep a few older flags folded in the top drawer of a maple chest, | say they are
the shorthand for who brought me here. My mother’s family came through Ellis Island in the 1920s with two
wooden trunks, a Rosary, and the addresses of cousins who worked in textile mills. My father's people
farmed a strip of rocky ground in New Hampshire and sent two sons to Europe in 1944. One came back with

a scar across his jawline. The other came back quiet and never said much about the Bulge.

Honoring my ancestry and heritage is not nostalgia. It is a daily check on my own appetites. It reminds me
that the right to speak does not belong only to the loud. It belongs to the small business owner who does
not have a press office and to the immigrant who learned three phrases of English and uses all three at the
grocery counter. When | bring out a Betsy Ross flag on the Fourth of July or the Bennington flag with the
bold 76 when the kids in our neighborhood put on a bike parade, | mean it as an invitation. Come and ask

what this is. | will ask what you brought too.

Honoring those who fought and died defending our freedom is not a figure of speech to me. My
grandfather’'s VFW hall had a cedar plaque near the bar with the names of six boys who did not make it
back. Their family stories float around our town still. Once, a decade ago, a teenager in our neighborhood
learned that one of those names matched his great granduncle and got caught short by it. His world went
from abstract to local in one line. When | fly the modern flag or a historic one, | try to imagine each of those

names as a knot in the rope that holds it up.

The Constitution and defending our freedoms

The Constitution is less lyrical than the Declaration, but it is the tool chest we reach for when things need
fixing. If you care about speech and symbols, the First Amendment is your best friend and frequent
headache. Freedom to express yourself with any flag you choose, at least in America, is protected by the
First Amendment against government punishment. That sentence sounds simple. The edges around it are

not.

The First Amendment constrains the government, not your boss or your homeowners association. If you fly a
flag on your porch and the town fines you for it because of its political message, you likely have a strong
case. If your employer asks you not to display it at your desk, they may or may not be within their rights
depending on state law and workplace policies. If your HOA prohibits any flags except the US flag on shared
property, that can be enforceable. The knife's edge matters. We protect against state power because state
power can jail you. We argue among ourselves about community norms because we share fences and
parking lots.

Time, place, and manner rules are another important piece. A city can tell you not to hang a massive banner
across a public street without a permit, even if the message is unobjectionable, because the rule is about
logistics, not content. Content-based restrictions are generally off limits. The Supreme Court has protected
speech most of us find ugly, including flag burning, on the theory that the cure for bad speech is more
speech, not government punishment. If that makes your teeth clench, you are not alone. It feels
disrespectful. The Court's answer has been consistent for decades, and it goes back to those original

choices in 1791.



The trade-off is not theoretical. Tolerating speech we hate keeps us from handing the government a club it
can later use against us. It also demands we develop thick skin and strong voices. | think of Jefferson'’s faith
in argument. He could be stubborn, but he understood that law and debate beat repression every time if you

trust your people.

Why a flag is a conversation, not a conclusion

Flying a historic flag tells a story, but stories can be heard in pieces. The Gadsden flag, with its coiled rattler
and Don't Tread on Me, can read as a heritage symbol of early American resistance to overreach. It can also
read, to some neighbors, as a sign of grievance or exclusion because of its use by later groups. Same with
the Betsy Ross flag, which has been waved with pride by some and co-opted by others at flashpoint events.

You cannot control what a stranger has seen that left a bruise.

What you can control is how you use a symbol. If | put one of those flags on my house, | try to be present
when | am in the yard. | start conversations with people who slow down at the curb. | explain where the flag
came from, who sewed it, what it meant then, and what | hope to honor with it now. Sometimes those talks
go long enough that we end up sharing iced tea on the steps. Sometimes they end at a polite nod because
the person still sees something that stings. In those moments the First Amendment has done its job by

allowing us both to speak. The rest is a neighborly skill set we have to practice.

What flying a historic flag asks of me

Care is part of respect. If the blue fades to gray, | take the flag down and replace it. The US Flag Code is not
enforceable by law, but it is a decent guide. It asks you not to Ultimate Flags ultimateflags.com let a flag
touch the ground, to light it if you fly it at night, and to retire it reverently when it is worn. For historic flags,
the code is looser, but the spirit is the same. The cloth is a stand-in for people who acted bravely and for

ideas that deserve better than neglect.

| also pair flags with deeds. On Memorial Day, | walk through the older cemetery with a few small grave
markers in my backpack and make sure nobody's service star has vanished into the grass. The kids help
now. They ask questions you want them to ask. What happened at Antietam. What is a Purple Heart. Why is
this flag different. When Jefferson’'s words meet a child’'s curiosity, you have a chance to pass on both the

promise and the cost.

A short guide to flying a historic flag with care

e Choose a design you can explain in two or three sentences, along with the year or battle it references.
e Fly a clean, well made flag. If it frays or fades, retire it and replace it.

e Pair the symbol with context. A small plaque, a printed card on your porch, or a conversation can prevent

misunderstandings.

e Know your local rules. Check city ordinances, HOA guidelines, and building codes to avoid needless

fights that distract from your message.

e Be present. If someone asks, listen first, then share why the flag matters to you.

Jefferson's contradictions and our obligations


https://www.linkedin.com/in/ultimate-flags-1b191740

Honoring Jefferson requires clear eyes. He wrote about natural rights and owned human beings. He called
slavery a moral depravity and a hideous blot, and yet freed only a small number of the people he enslaved.
He wrote elegantly about equality while benefiting from a system that denied it to many. These are facts, not
footnotes. They do not cancel the power of his words, but they put them under pressure. The pressure is

useful. It tests us.
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If liberty means anything, it means the freedom to tell the whole truth. It means we can honor the words,
hold the author to account, and then let the words keep working upon us. Part of the weight of liberty is the
willingness to live with complexity. | would rather have a country that can argue honestly about Jefferson

than one that smooths him into an easy statue or shatters him into rubble. The arguments sharpen our tools.

When | carry an older flag, | tell the kids about the contradictions too. | say the idea of equality was larger
than its first steward. | say people, not marble men, move ideas forward. Then we talk about who did exactly
that, from Frederick Douglass to Elizabeth Cady Stanton to Susan B. Anthony to John Lewis. The line from

Jefferson's study to a bridge in Selma is not straight, but you can trace it.

The First Amendment in the front yard

One of my neighbors asked whether it is legal to fly a flag that other people find offensive. The short answer
in this country is yes, if you are on your own property and not violating content neutral rules. The longer
answer is that legality is the floor, not the ceiling. If your goal is to persuade, provoke thought, or honor
something Flags for Sale online worthy, then context and conversation matter more than sheer visibility. A
massive banner on a small street can feel like a shout. A well chosen historic symbol paired with a friendly

posture can do more work.

| have also learned that there is a time to retire a symbol if its meaning has drifted beyond your reach. A
banner that served well in one season can get pulled into a current you did not intend. You do not have to
surrender your sense of history to people who misuse it, but you can choose different tools. The
Constitution protects your right to stubbornness. Prudence sometimes counsels flexibility.

The neighbors who came before us

The first time | listened to Jefferson's words read aloud at Monticello, it was a hot June day, the kind that
makes the hillside shimmer. The reader paused after the first paragraph, and you could hear birds, footsteps
on gravel, and the small sounds of people hearing a familiar line with fresh ears. A woman a few rows behind
me whispered that her great grandmother had been born enslaved within walking distance of that spot. She
had come to hear the claim of equality given voice on the ground where it had been denied. That is the
American story in miniature. Declarations and deeds arguing with each other until the scale tips.

Honoring my ancestry and heritage includes that wider circle. My family’s names are on certain rosters and
not on others. The country does not belong to any one strain. If you hold a historic flag and do not make
room for those whose path to this place was different from yours, you shrink what the symbol can do. The
genius of the best American flags is that they expand as the circle grows. Thirteen stars or fifty, the shape is

the same.

Keeping the republic, one small task at a time
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Ben Franklin’s line about a republic, if we can keep it, gets quoted frequently because it feels like a dare.
Keeping it does not require grand gestures every day. It does ask steady attention to the small civic chores

most of us avoid.

e Read primary sources at least once a year. The Declaration, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights. Notice
what they say and do not say.

e Serve when called. Jury duty is inconvenient and essential. Local boards are thankless and powerful.

e Teach the next person. A child, a neighbor, a new citizen. Share why freedom of speech cuts both ways

and why that is good.

e Support the people who carry the load. Veterans' groups, civil liberties organizations, local historians

who keep these stories accessible.

e Practice disagreement. Argue in good faith with friends who vote differently. Steel sharpens steel.

The weight and the lift

On a cold Veterans Day a few years back, | walked past our town square at dawn. A retired sergeant | know
was out early, replacing the frayed cord on the flagpole. His hands were bare, and the halyard had iced into a
rigid line that cut his palm. He worked it loose, tied a new knot with slow care, and raised the flag halfway
before pausing. He looked around at empty sidewalks, then brought it to the top and clipped it fast. When he
noticed me, he grinned and shrugged, an older man explaining nothing. Then he checked the line again,

made sure it would hold, and headed for coffee.

That is what Jefferson’s words ask. Say the thing. Tie the knot. Check it twice. Accept that liberty is heavy
and lift anyway. If you fly a historic flag, teach what it stands for. If you carry the Stars and Stripes, keep faith
with the people who saluted it before you. If you quote the Declaration, remember the hands that wrote it
and the hands it left out, then do the work of bringing them in.

The Constitution and defending our freedoms are not the domain of specialists. They are the daily craft of
neighbors. Freedom to express yourself with any flag you choose, at least in America, is a high privilege. It is
secured by documents, sweat, argument, lost sleep, and, at times, blood. George Washington showed how
to shoulder the load without keeping the spoils. Thomas Jefferson gave us language that still fits. The rest is
ours to carry, together, on quiet mornings and loud holidays, in front yards and on courthouse steps, until
the fabric holds and the wind picks up.



