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THE BEDFORD FLAG

by !ühltney SmÍth

There rests in a safe ln the basement of the Public
Library of the Town of Bedford, Massachusetts, a flag whfch
ranks as one of the most lnterestlng in the hístory of the
Unfted States. This so-call-ed "Bedford fLag" has been
nrÍtten about many tlmes, but as fs the case rrrith rnany hÍs-
torÍcal- flags lts fuJ-1 story ls not yet known. Moreover,
uuch of the publlshed material concernlng 1t has been based
on surmise or hearsay and these accounts are frequently
romantlcized or even contradfctory. It 1s unfortunate that
thls historÍc banner shoul-d not have been the subJect of a
thorough investigatíon, but the present study wfl1 at l-east
sort out and order the known facts.

The flrst plece of evldence to be consj-dered is the
fLag itself. At present lt Ís preserved betr^reen two pieces
of gl-ass and therefore direct examlnatlon of the fabrlc is
not posslbLe. However, it seems clear that the background
materÍal J.s damask sl1k, probably rnade in Europe (possfbl-y
1n ltal-y). The desfgn has been palnted on 1n oLl colors
on both sldes and retains considerable brlLl-iance despite
the age of the fl-ag and the chlpplng off of paint 1n srnaL1
areas where the f1-ag has been creased. Although unfortu-
nately the f1-ag is glued to a sheer translucent material on
al-1 four sides, it 1s better preserved than many other flags
of comparabl-e age.

The greatest dlmenslons of the fLag are 29" (73 cm)
long by 27 t/4" (69 crn) wide. There is a vertlcal stripe
at the hoist 4" (10 cm) wlde, surrounded by a border of
sflver paint. The mafn fleld of the flag also has the s11-
ver border, except for a few pJ-aces r¿here it has worn off.
The danask riaterÍal is two shades of crlmson with a fl-oraL
pattern. Its painted design displays clouds of sil-ver on
the hoist side r¡1th dark grey shading. From these clouds
extends a right arm encased 1n armor (sflver with dark blue
and bLack shading) holding a dagger or short sword. The
latter has a sll-ver blade and goLd hll-t and pommel. A gold
ribbon Ín three bands f1lls the top, side and bottom of the
fl-y end. The rÍbbon is also shaded and bears, between
flora1 decoratfons, the words VINCE AUT MORIRE (Conquer or
Dle). At the top and bottom, respectively, there aie one
and two sl.Lver shaded balls; these may be parts of the
cl-ouds whlch have floated off or (as they are usually ex-
plalned) carìnon bal1s.

The reverse of the fl-ag can be seen by neans of a urlr-
ror ln the back of the safe. It is basicaLly the same as
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the obverse, except that the dagger is held by a left arm
and passes in front of rather than behÍnd the ribbon. Al--
so the motto begins at the bottom of the ribbon rather than
at the top, as on the front.

The flag was orlginally urounted on a Long staff with
a spearhead flnial. This can be seen in the postcard photo-
graph published by E, A. Buck of neighboring Concord in l_907
and in the engravÍngs shown
O1d Roof Trees (p. 196) and

in Abram EnglÍsh B

his Historv of
rorntn t s Beneath
Town of Bed-

ford (p. 23). Ho¡¡ever , 1n the former the vertlcaL strlpe
at the holst 1s visible r,rhereas the latter two show the
clouds along the hoist, the extra material having been
wrapped around tire poJ-e. The Latter was probably the orig-
fnal- rnethod of display. There is also a sLight dlfference
1n the style of flnfal. The Buck photograph Ís probably
correct regardlng the finial since the engraving in Brownts
town history has one obvlous rnistake (the word AUT is
spelled AIIN), suggesting that the engraver was not as care-
ful as he nlght have been.

In Beneath O1d Roof Trees Brown lndicates that Mrs.
Ruharnah Page Lane oF seãÎõtl had rold him, when she was
more than 90 years old, that

I took that siLver frlnge frorn that o1d flag when
I was a giddy girl_, and trimmed a dress for a mÍ1-
itary ba1l. I was never more sorry for anything
than that whfch resul-ted in the loss of the frlnge.

Brown also states that her son, Jonathan A. Lane, tol_d hlm
he heard the same story from the rrroman when she was much
younger. A sheet ent.itLed "The OLd Bedford Flag" distrib-
uted by the Bedford Historlcal_ Soclety mentlons a gold
fringe, but this 1s probabl.y an error and no other refer-
ence to gold can be found. As wiLl be seen further on, the
questlon of the fringe and tts color is of some importance
ln the identíffcation of the flag.

Aside from knowledge derlved from its physical appeérr:
ance, rúe are certain that the flag has been 1n the posses-
sfon of the town sÍnce L9 October 1885, the 104th anniver-
sary of the surrender of Cornr¡all"is, r+hen it was presented
by "Captain" (an honorary tltl-e) Cyrus Brown. tfrát gentJ_e-
man, then 84 years o1d, had served ln the Civil War although
1n his 60s at the tirne. He died tr^ro years after glvlng the
flag to the tordn. Cyrus Page had presurnably inheiited the
fJ"ag, along wÍth the Page homestead in Bedford, from hls
father (Ruhanah Pagers brother) Nathanfel (j"775-l_g5g). Ile
in turn had lnherited the home from hls father, Nathaniel
(1742-18L9) and lrs ownership can be traced back to his
grandfather John Page (L704-L782), great-grandfather Narhan-
te1 (1679-1755), and grear-great-grandfather Nathaniel
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(d. 1-692). The original Nathaniel Page had bought the es-
tate in 1687.

The first Nathaniel- was Sheriff of Suffolk County.
His son Nathaniel was commissioned as a ttCornettt--fifth-
ranking commissioned offlcer of a caval-ry troop and the man
who carried the troop f1-ag (which r'ras also known as a cor-
net). His son John teceived h1s own comrnlsslon as Cornet
frorr Governor Jonathan Belcher in L737; that commission is
stil-l to be seen at Bedford. John Page was in Capt. Íli1l1an
Reedrs horse troop of Middlesex County Mll-itÍa and (accord-
ing to Brown) fought in the Battle of Lexington on 19 April
L775 at the age of. 77. Í1s son Nathaniel, who took part in
the Battle of Concord on the same day, apparently used the
tltle Cornet because Ít had been 1n the farnily for two gen-
eratlons. He Ís llsted 1n the muster for the Bedford Minute-
Men as a private.

Bror¿n inslsts that ttthe ancienÈ standard was brought
to Bedford by Nathaníel Page, when he settled in Shawsheen
(Bedford)r" i.e., ín 1687. PresumÍng that his son Nathanlel
carried a cornet to correspond to his rank, he might also
be included as a possible source of the existence of the
fLag ín the family. Rhode Isl-and historfan Hor"rard M. Chapin
felt that the fLag Þras made during the first hal-f of the
l-8th century and rnentÍons Cornet John Page as an o\¡rner.
Neverthel-ess there does not seem to be any concrete evÍdence
frorn the family or even tradition concerníng the orÍgin of
the flag and íts possesslon by the Pages. Its dating there-
fore must proceed on other bases.

From the slze and material- of the f1-ag, it seems cer-
tain that it r,las carried by a cavalry company. Chapin sug-
gests it may have been a chartered or prívate command rather
than one of the "traÍn bands" which r¡ere established by the
legisl-atures. Hj-s reasoning is that such a private command
would be less 1ikely than one establlshed by the l-egis1-ature
to fol-low the standardÍzed flag pattems which were being
introduced in the early 1-8th century 1n England. He also
mentions the fact that such changes r¿ou1d in general be
introduced later in the col-onles than Ín England itself.

Such reasonlng is not necessary Íf we do not lnsist
wlth Chapin that the Bedford flag must have been made after
1700. There arè in fact several reasons for belleving that
it u¡as made before that date. Stanley C. Johnson polnts
out in hls Flags of Our Flghting Armv (p. 11) that prior
to about l-684 nost company colors were painted, whl1e after
that date the tendency was for then to be embroidered. Thus
Lhe embroidered cavalry cornet from L720 whl-ch Samuel Mil-ne
il-lustrates 1n hls monumental Standards and Colors of the
Arny has l-ittle except size to suggest thaÈ it is contem-
porary with the Bedford fl-ag. Unfortunately, as MÍ1ne
notes on p. 63, we have almost no Ínformatlon on Engl1sh

cavalry standards from 1688 untfl 1743. On the other hand
if we go back to the períod of the Conmonwealth ln Engl-and
(1653-1660), we find records of many caval-ry cornets many
of whose designs closely paral-1el that of the Bedford f1-ag.

hrhile the New Model Arrny formed by ParlÍament in 1"645
first lntroduced the plan of regul-ar ÍnfanÈry col-ors, cor-
responding to the name and rank of the unit, the caval-ry
flag of that era \,/as sti1l largely determined by its com-
mander. His prerogative to choose the deslgn on his cor-
net resulted in a diversity of patterns--within the strÍc-
tures of the prevailing po1-itical and relígious Ídeology.
BiblícaL all-usions and allegorical references abound in
these flags and almost all have mottoes. Of the 210 cor-
nets descri.bed in 1657 by Edrnund Prestwich, 18 have arms
and swords extending from clouds or very slmÍ1ar devices.
The cornet of Christopher Inlray of LincolnshÍre j-s described
as follor¿s:

Azure: from the dexter sÍde a darkísh cloud, shaded
with crimson and thereout issuing an armed arm and
hand hol-ding, in pale, a broad sword, all- proper,
that 1s, steel and gold; beneath, in base, in thTo
lines, in letters of goLd, THAT !íARR IS JUST--
I^IHïCH IS NECESSARY; I'rÍnge Or and Azure.

A sinilar corneti carried by Captaln Bragg, ls preserved
ln the Parish Church of Bromesberrow, Gloucestershire.

I^Ih1le the coincÍdence of design betrreen these English
cavalry cornets of l-645-l-684 and the Bedford fJ-ag ts strik-
ing, a sti1l rnore important piece of relevant evidence ex-
lsts. The British Museum contains a manuscript book paÍnted
by a heral-d sometime during the reign of Charl-es II (1660-
L685). One entry 1n thls manuscrÍpt sho¡¡s a sketch of a
cornet wlth the annotation:

I,iorke don for New England
For paíntÍng in oyle on both sldes a Cornett
one [sic] rich crimson damask, wfth a hand and
sr¡ord and invel-1oped wÍth a scarfe about the arms
of go1d, black and sillver [å 2.0.6]
For a plaine corneÈt Staffe, with be1t, boote and
swi-b1e at first penny 1.0.0
For silke of crlmson and sillver fring and for a
Cornett String l-. l-l-. 0
For crÍmson damask 11-"0; É 5.2.6.

It wil-l- be noted Ímnediately that the crimson damask, gold,
sÍl-ver, and black painti the palnting on both sídes; and
the tthand and sword and . . . scarfett correspond to the

iì
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THE THREE COI]NTY TROOP FLAG

Bedford flag. Even the siLver frlnge matches fanlly tra-
dltlon. Moreover, the staff shown in the manuscript sketch
looks like the one 1n the photograph of 1907. The (fl-ag-)
belt with Íts rrswibLe" (swlvel--socket) and the "boote"
(probably a case made to protect or hold the fl-ag) urÍght
have been lost or r^lorn out.

The temptation to agree with hlstorian Brown and those
others who have insisted that this is none other than the
Bedford flag is certainly strong. The príncipal objection
to that assumption j.s inherent ln the sketch from the man-
uscrÍpt: while the arm, sÍ7ord, clouds, and motto are pres-
ent the design only roughly approximates the Bedford flag
pattern. Particularly disturbing is the presence of the
lnscription THRE COUNTY TROM on the ribbon. Some vexillol-
ogists have sÍrnply ignored the fl-ag in the manuscript; others,
apparently eager to have as many flags as possible in their
books, have shov¡n 1t together r¡ith the Bedford fl-ag. (I^/. H.
trlaldronts Flags of America provides the ingenious anthropo-
norphlc ex¡rlanation of the simii-arity bethreen the two flags
by claiming that the rrBedford banner is the lineal descend-
ent of the Three County Troop Flag.") H. W. I^lill-iams sug-
ges.ts that the Bedford flag may have been a replacement
made in New England for the original Three County Troop
f1ag, perhaps r{7orn out or 1ost.

Lawrence Phelps Tower (The Untold Story of )
ignores the differences between the trro designs and Ínsists
that the Three County Troop flag was carried at Bedford.
He also disregards the manuscript sketch and imputes a
Dutch orlgin to the flag. His explanation for the ínscrip-
tion THRB COUNTY TROM (necessary for his thesís that the
Unfted States national flag Ís derived on Dutch rnodel-s) ls
based on the fact that trom is the Dutch nord for drum, ttas

ln our Fife and Drum Cofrãf" Aside from the fact that it
does not explain why the other two words are in English,
this expl-anation faí1s on at l-east ttro counts. The f1-ag
sketched 1s a caval-ry standard, whl1e fife and drum normal-ly
were used only by the Ínfantry at that tine. More fmpor-
tantly, the Three County Troop is referred to by that nane
1n the official records over a period of aLmost tr^renty years,
beginning at the time of iÈs founding ln 1659 1n the Massa-
chusetts countles of Essex, Suffolk, and Middlesex.

llhat then ls the expl-anation for the two deslgns? tr{ere
they two separate f1ags, ori: posslbly patterned after the
other? From the evidence presented above, I concLude that
the Bedford flag ls in fact the very I'worke don for New
Engl-and" in the ¡nid-l7th century. The discrepancles betrreen
the desÍgns may be sirnply expLalned: whoever made the manu-
script note hras not attenpting to reproduce exactl-y the f1-ag
for anyone elsets benefit, l-east of all fuÈure generatlons.
He wanted only to make a sketch sufflclent to reurind hln
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He wanted only to make a sketch sufflclent to reurind hln



of the eornet 1n questlon shouLd a problen arlse, fo¡ ex-
ampl-e, concernlng paynent. The lnscrlptÍon THRE COIIlillIY
TROM was r^rrltten on the rÍbbon (since he had no need to re-
call- the actuaL notto) as a reminder of the group for whfch
the work had been done. The tr¡o errors are nothing more
than misspeJ.lÍngs, l1ke the ones fn the text accompanyÍng
the sketch. UntÍ1 the 19th century when the fncrease in
literacy and in the number of unÍts in the army made such
inscrfptJ-ons both possible and necessary, English and Amer-
fcan caval-ry and infantry colors never included the ful-l_
name of the unlt they represented.

LIhÍ1e lt is true (as Tower pofnts out) that a red flag
bearing an armed arm extending from a cl-oud is cited by one
author as having been used fn the LTth century Netherl"ands,
similar flags are shown in old fJ-ag books for pol_and, Rus-
sia, Algeria, and Bosnia as srell-. Moreover, it is only fn
England and America where we find a Purftan traditfon of
vlctory through the strength of the "arm of the Lord" that
the design is consistentl-y enrpl-oyed 1n battLe flags. On
the other hand, Samuel Appleton (wrltlng in the 1886 Pro-
ceedinss of the Massachuset ts Hlstorical Society. p. 2oo)
ís undoubtedl"y wrong ln suggestÍng that the Bedford flag
influenced the arm and sword crest in the Massachusetts
coat of arms. This is rather based on the seal of Massa-
chusetts Bay used fro¡r 1775 to 1780.

If reasonable Justificatlons exist for identlfylng
the Bedford cornet as the one pictured in the Britlsh Mu-
seum manuscrlpt, then this relic was made more than 300
years ago and is the oldest flag knowh to exlst in the
Unlted States. ThÍs and lts fine state of preservatfon
are enough to warrant attention beÍng paid to f.t. Butr
regardl-ess of the battles in the Indian r^rars over r¡hich it
fJ-ew, qulte naturall-y the questlon arises of whether or not
it was carrled at the Battle of Concord of the first day
of the Arnerican Revolution.

Apparently the flrst publ-Íc assertion of thls claim
was made on 19 Aprfl 1875, 100 years to the day after the
event. At that tlme Isaac E. Fltch, great-grandson of the
man before rhose tavern the Minute-Men had gathered on that
fateful mornfng, bore the Bedford flag in the centennÍal-
procession at Bedford. Afterwards the cornet was returned
to the Page househol-d where Ít had been fn storage in an
upstaj-rs closet. It next received recognitlon from another
of Fltchrs great-grandsons, a Mr. Jenks, who recorded in
the of husetts HistorL of
1885 p. the story of use of the fLag at the
Battl-e of Concord. This was imnediately foLlowlng the pre-
sentatlon of the flag to the town by its ohrner, Capt. Cyrus
Page. At the next meetfng of the Soclety, Mr. AppJ-eton

first publlcly suggested the identlficatfon of the Bedford
flag as the Three County Troop cornet of the L7th century.

The greatest attention was focused on the fl-ag by hls-
torlan Abran E, Brown, hlnsel-f a Bedford resÍdent, in the
two books al-ready clted and a panphLet (the._Iþg._gf-_g!g
Mlnute-Men), all published fn the l-890s. Renarkably, none
of these sources gives any factual basÍs for the clain that
the flag hras used at the Battl-e of Concord. Jenks simpl-y
says ttWhen the MÍnutemen rrere sumnoned to go to Concord,
he came, and naturally brought with trin the flag he had
borne before¡ and under it they urarched to the flghttt (p.
166). However, the ithe" referred to in this case was John
Page, who would have been 7L Ln L775. It Ís known that men
of even 90 took part fn the fighting that day, but John Page
does not appear on the l1st of particlpants at the Battle
of Concord (although Brown in his town hÍstory says that
he was at the Battl-e of Lexington).

Al-1 the other sources seem to agree that it was Nathan-
ie1 Page (L742-LBL9) who carried the fl-ag; but even here
the record ís confused because Brown fn hls tovm history
(p. 88) refers to Nathanielts uncle of the same n¿rme (L702-
L779) as a Minute-Man. Moreover, Brownrs proof that the:
flag was used consists of undocumented claims that it r{as
fn the house at the tÍure (and therefore must have been used)
and that t'from the ancestor who hastÍly seized that flag
. . . has come the story from generation to generation.tt
tle al-so records the tradltlon that "Cornet Page lay down
hls f1-ag and went to Ìúork [renrovfng nilitary stoÍes so that
the Britfsh could not capture thern], and r^rhen returning
to look for it tfound that the boys had gotten it and were
playlng soldiers with it.r"

From the surmfse that the Bedford fJ-ag was used at
Concord, it is an easy step to heralding it as the only
flag so flor^¡n and as rrthe first AmerÍcan fl-ag." Yet the
claim has in fact been made that the Minute-Men from sud-
bury carried a rattlesnake flag wlth the notto DONTT TREAD
ON ME to Concord and the I'first flag ín America" tltle Ís
certainly unjustified. In manufacture, design and symboLlsm
the flag fs clearly English; moreover, the Declaration of
Independence r^7as more than a year ah7ay. If anything, the
flag provides a bridge frorn the earl-iest col-onÍzation of
New England to the dawn of its contrlbutlons as the first
area to take up the cause of Arnerican independence.

Today the origfnaL Bedford fJ-ag stands as a treasured
plece of 1oca1 and Amerlcan history. It is recognfzed by
Bedford as the tor,m flag and representations appear on
stationery, motor vehicLes, etc. Exact repLlcas have been
made under the auspices of a 1-ocal group and a co¡rmemorative
nedal has been issued. Hopeful-Ly, by the tlrne of the
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Bicentennlal of the Battle of Concord Ln L775 further docu-
nentatÍon r¿111 have been found to glve us a better pfcture
of the history of thls handsorne flag.

Tr¡o areas in particul-ar call for thorough study. In
1-836 Ralph I'lal-do Eurerson wrote the poem "Concord Fightrt at
the tlme of the dedicatlon of a granÍte monument on the
site of the bridge at Concord where the battl-e was fought.
The flrst star¡za reads¡

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Thelr fJ"ag to Aprllrs breeze unfurl-ed,
Here once the embattLed farmers stood,
And fired the shot'heard rormd the world.

Hfstorlan Brown lnsists that Emerson had no knowledge that
a flag had actually been used ln 1775. If ln fact he dld
know of the Page flag and lts history, this woul-d give us
a reference to the flag at Concord 40 years closer to the
event it.sel-f.

Flnally, we must consfder Capt. Jonathan llllson, the
commander of the Bedford Mlnute-Men and one of those who
was klll-ed on 19 Aprll 1775. Hfs tonbstone fn the Bedford
cemetery dfsplays at the Èop a hand hoJ-ding a dagger, some-
what slnlLar to the emblem on the Bedford fJ-ag ltself. Thlç
suggests that perhaps 1t was added to his tonbstone because
he fought and died under that embl-em. This theory, which
¡¡ouLd be difffcuJ-t to prove deflnltfvely, is weakened by
the fact that, al-though the same embLem can also be found
on the tombstone of Capt. Isaac Davls, captalû of the Acton
Mlnute-Men (also k1ll-ed at Concord)', it can be seen as rsell
on the headstone at Acton of Maj. Ðaniel Fletcher, who r¡as
not at the battl-e.
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