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the annual convention of the North American Vexil-
logical Association, meeting in Cleveland, Ohio, from
l0 to 12 October 1975, appointed a committee to look
into the design of the flag alleged1y flown at the
Battle of Bunker HiI1, 17 June 1775. Its findings,
reported at the succeeding convention of the associa-
tj-on (ToronÈo, 8-10 October 1976), are contained in
thi-s article. *

At the outset, this committee surveyed the political
system and the structure of the American military or-
ganization existing on 17 June 1775. At that time the
thirteen colonies were sti1l legal1y and constitution-
aLly dependencies of Great Britain; the Declaration
of Independence 'h7as over a year in the futr¡re. Fe!''
people ín public life had even advocated independence.
Tl¡ere was no government of the thirteen coLonies as
a unit; therefore the thirteen colonies could have no
f1ag. There was not even a goverrìment of New England;
the last attempt to set up such a government failed
in 1689, so there could be no flag of a governmental
entity of Ner^¡ England.

Sùnilarly, there could be no army of the united
American colonies, much less a conunander or a flag.
Each colony had its own militia, which it had been
accustomed to call out in cases of emergency. There
were Minute Men, but these had a loose organization.
A Cont,inental Congress, without legislative authority,
was functioning in Philadelphia and it had taken steps
to set up a military establishment; but since the resol-
ution for the army was passed on 14 June 1775, iL
could hardly have had any effect on the relativeJ-y
smaIl boily of men who fought at Bunker Hi1-l three days
later. When Congress set up (on paper) the Continental
Anny it made no provision for its flag.



From alL reports the colonial forces about Boston
in Jr¡ne 1775 constituted a very disorganized lot. There
htas a guestion as to who was in command and who was
responsibl.e for military strategy. The executive of
the Colony of Massachusetts-Bay at the time was the
CoÍmittee of Safety, which was eleçted anew at every
session of the Provincial CongressÍ General Artemas
lùard had been co¡rmissioned on 2L May 1775 as commander
in chief of the Massachusetts forces,3 bot Èhe difficuL-
ty $rith his position was that militia units and volun-
teers from three other colonies had converged upon
Boston at this time (though men from onJ.y three coLonies
participated in the battte). Any military authority
exercised by Vùard therefore had to receive the formal
acceptance, or at least the acquiescence, of units
from the other coLonies and this was not always forth-
comi-ng.4

To repeat what is generally known: the Battle of
Bunker HilL was fought not on Bunker HiLl but on Breedrs
Hill in Charlestown, Massachusetts. It represented an
effort by the British forces then in Boston to s¡nash
an attempt of the Americans to occupy a commanding
eminence overlooking the city and thereþr force a British
evacuation or (at best) a surrender. It hras part of
whaÈ rnight be calLed a British struggle to avoid an
encircling movement. fheoretically ttre American move
was sound strategy, although by seizing Breedrs Hill
the Americans exposed t.hemselves dangerously in the
rear. Breedts Hill and Bunker Hill were both on a
peninsula formed by the Charles and Mystic Rivers and
the neck of the peninsula, connecting it with the main-
land, was so narrow that the colonists ran a serious
ri.sk of beíng cut off. In retrospect, one wonders why
the British did not try to seize the neck and engage
in a throttling operation, rather than stage a frontal
uphill attack upon the Arnericans, who already had a
geographical advantage.

So poorly were military records kept at this period
that it is not easy to determine whÍch companies under
whon did what. On the basls of the best infor¡nation
available, the backbone of the colonial forces con-
sisted of Massachusetts militiamen and volunteersi
Connecticut men, many of them under General Israel Put-
nam,5 cane in later and two New Hampshire regiments
also eventually appeared on the scene. It was Massa-
chusetts men who occupied the hill during the night
of 16 June 1775. Ntmerous other New England forces
were stationed in the neighborhood, but it is clear

THE FAMOUS PINE TREE SHILLTNG
OF THE MASSACHUSETTS-BAY COLONY

that the fuII strength of the continental forces was
not used at Bunker Hi11. A Rhode Island regi:nent
under General Nathanael Greene was nearby,6 brrt ,ro
Rhode Island troops participated in the battle.

Troops in the battle were nominally organized into
regiments, but those regiments u¡ere not up to official
strength and many were only skeleton forces. In some
instances the ranks were not, yet determined; some of
the men hrere still serving as Minute Men and not as
regular nilitia me¡nbers and a nunber'of regiments had
not yet received commissions. The commissariat and
quarterrnasterrs, department had not yet been organized,
the neighboring towns sending provisions to the troops-.
with resultant irregularity and waste.T Not only was
there no commander of the whole force, but each platoon
officer in the battle allowed his men to fire as they
wished. No officer or sol-dier in the force was in
uniform and one participant even related that there
was no officer on horsebacl<.8 Recruits and straggLers
were coming in at all times and even as Late as Jùne
1775 there r^ras not a ro1Lca11.9 R militarry force withj
out organization, uniforms, or even sat.isfactory lteans
of supplying food could hardly have been expected to
give serious consideration to a flag.

Much of the confusion abouttheBunker HiII f1a9
arises from a painting of the battle by John TrumbulL
in which are shown trro flags flown by the Americans,
one of then a reil flag with a green pine tree in a
white canton. This painting is often used to bolster
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an argument that the Bunker Hill flag !ìras red. Trum-
buIl's depiction has been denounced by John H. Fow
(a vexilloLogist earlier in this century) who deserves
the gratit,ude of his countrl¡men for another iconoclastÍc
act: he was one.of the fírst to demolish the Betsy
Ross J.egend. In 1908 Fow wrotelo relative to Truribul1,
"He depicts the American fJ.ag carried in that battle
as something which no one ever sahr or even heard of,
to wit: a red fLag with a white union. having in it
a green pine tree.f For¡rrs denunciation \,rarrants an
analysis of the circumstances in which the painting
was done.

Truribull at the time of the battle was a 19 year
old adjutant of the First, Connecticut Regiment, com¡nand-
ed by General- Joseph Spencer,ll and was stationed on
the day of the battle at Ro:<bury, four miles [6.5 kn.]
away from Breedrs HíLl. He could hear the sound of the
battle and saw smoke, but he did not see tl¡e battle
itsetf.l2 Later in life he journeyed to EngLahd, where

he studied painting under the American e:çatriate
Benjamin Vùest, and began his fanrous work Ín the autumn
of 1785.13 the painting was therefore based on !ùhat
Truribull. reaching back into his memory, thought other
people had told hjm. Inaccuracies couLd be expected;
in fact when Tn¡nbuLl had almost finished the picture
a Colonel John Small. who had fought on the British
side during the battle, examined it and criticized
the positions of Generals Putnam and filarren (the Lat-
ter of whom had died in the battle).I4

Vexillologists have therefore dlor¡bted the Trumbull
depiction. Quaife, Weig, andAppJ.eman thought that
Trudbul.l"could not be relied upon in aI! detaiLsl5 and
R.C. Ballard Íhruston aLso had dor¡bts.16 On ttre other
hand, it is known that as earl-y as 1686 there had
existed a red fJ.ag of New EngJ.and with a St. Georgers
cross on a r¡thite canton and a green pi.ne tree in ttre
upper square next. to the staff. It had flown on forts
and j-n military formationsrlT bot it is not the TrLm-
bulL flag. It just might have been used at Bu¡rker
HilI; precise documentation is lacking.

llhe chief argì¡nent for a blue flag appears to be
based on a 1860 work by Benson J. Iossing, The Pietorí,aL
PteLd-Book of the Reuolution According to him, at
about noon on 17 June men in the redoubt on Breedrs
HiLl ceased work, hoisted the New England f1ag, and
prepared to fight. No source for this claim is cited,
but Iossing presenÈs a sketch of a blue flag vrith a
red St. Georgets cross in a white canton, and a green
pine tree in the upper Left-hand corner. He states
that this is "copied from an o1d Dutch work, preserved
in the Iíbrary of the Nerrr York HistoricaL Societyr'--
which he does not identify in any other way.l8 th.
chairman of the Bunker HiIl flag cþmmit.tee inquired of
the New York Historical Society if it possessed a book
of this meager description and was gratified to learn
tt¡at the socieÈy stiLl had the book, 115 years after
Iossing had writ,ten about, it. ftrat book, LìArt de
BâtiT Les Vaisseau.û, et d'en perfectionner La Con-
struetionrl9 rar published by David Mortier in Ã¡nster-
dam in 1719 and corrtains sketches of a nr¡nber of flags
then in use, includi-ng one called 'tPauiLlon de La
NouuelLe AngLeterce en Ameríquett ("ensign of New Eng-
land in America").

But the fLag of New England, so depicted, while of
blue with a red St. George's cross on whiterhad not a
pine tree but a globe in the upper corner. Lossing2o
sinply replaces the globe with a pine treerwith the
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JOHN TRUMBULL I S

'' 1rHE DEATH OF GENERAL WARREN
AT THE BATTLE OF BUNKER.S HILLI'

unsupported statement that the flag in the battle had
had the pine tree device. He refers to one Mrs. Manning,
an "intelligent old lady," who had told hin that her
father, who was in the battle, had assisted in hoist-
ing it; buÈ he adds that the question was still un-
settled, since contemporaries were silent on the sub-
ject. IÈ must be stated, therefore, that the argunent
for a blue flag is very weak.

There have been reports that other flags, presum-
ably regimental or company ones, were used. The Ital-
ian historian Botta referred to a flag with the words
"An Appeal to Heaven" on one side and "Qui transtulit
sustinet" on the other.21 tossing attacks this as fic-
tiona1,22 but no authority is given for either the
positive or the negative.

ILLUSTRATION
E'ROM BENSON
J. LOSSING,
THE PTCTORÏAL
F TELÐ-BOOK
OE THE
REVOLUTTON

I

It is possible that Connecticut troops used such a
fLag, but if so it was ineonspicuol¡s and certainly not
recognized by the Massachusetts and New Harnpshire
troops as their own. Richard FroÈhingha¡23 quotes
from an unidentified letter of 23 April L775 in res-
pect to Connecticut, troops:

V,]e fix on our standards and drums the colony
arms, with the motto, I'qui transtulit sustinet"
round it in letters of go1d, which vre construe
thus: "God, who transplanted us hither, will.
support us. "

But Èhere is no record that Connecticut troops ever
carried this flag into the battle of Bunker Hill with
tt¡em.24

Frothingham also records that at a patriotic demon-
stration in 1825 a f1-ag was borne which was said to
have been unfurled at Bunker HilJ., a half century be-
fore. Tradition said that it was raised at the redor¡bt
and that General Gage, the British cornmander, and his
officers were puzzled to read its motto with their
glasses. A Whig told them the inscription was "Come
if you dare!"25

The Geography and Maps Division of the LiJrrary of
Congress has a 1776 map of the Boston area, Caz,te du
port et haure de Boston quec Lee c6tes aQjacentea. . .,
the cartouche of which shows a Tory trying to take
away from another man--presumably an independence-minded
colonist--a flag hrith a pine tree on it while the colon-
ist resists with a long dagger. But the pine tree
flag, while one might logical-ly associate it Í¡ith Mass-
achusetts, is not identified as having flown at Bunker
Hill anil bears no resemblance to either the blue or
red desigrn.

There is extant. ¿ e¡s=yêêr diary by Caleb Haskell,
who fought with a Massachusetts regiment. IIis entry
of 18 July 1775 (one month and one day after the battle)
relates that at 6 a.m. a manifest of the Continen-
tal Congress was read to troops assembLed on or about
Prospect HiIJ-, near Boston, and a standard was pre-
sented bearing the motto rrAppeal to Heaven with the
American arms. " Presentation r¡ias by the chaplain of
General Putnamrs forces, who offered a brief prayer,
and then the troops were dismissed r^rith three cheers
and the firing of a cannorr.26 orr. may assume that if
the standard was presented with such fanfare it could
not have been used at Bunker Hil1, since the troops
would already have been familiar with it. A1so, it
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is not too much to suppose that the reason for pre-
senting the standard was that the lack of any kind of
standard had been felt during the battle. Or could
this new flag have replaced an earlier one?

No matter how one surveys the flag situation of
June 1775 one invaria-bly returns to the stark fact
that no contemporary documentary evidence of a Bunker
Hill flag has yet turned up. Although contemporary
direct evidence of a flag used at the Battle of Bun-
ker Hill is lacking, statements have been made from
Èime to time--including one frorn a person who had
taken part in the battle--that no flag was used.
Probably the most authorj-tative statement comes from
John Clarke, First Lieutenant of the Marines, who
published later in the same year in London h.is An fm-
pqrt¿a,L øtd Authentic Narvatípe of the BattLe Fought
on the 17th of June 7775. A British officer present
at the battle, he'noted that the American army was
not yet uniformly clothed and added. "nor did I see
any colours to their regiments no [sic] the day of
action...."27

Subsequent writers seem to have shared this view.
General Charles Devens , Jt., in a public address on
the centennial anniversary of the battle, uttered
these somewhat rhetorical words: "No flag waves
above their heads; for they are this day without a
country, and they fight that they rnay have one . . ."28
James M. Bugbee, writing in the same year (1875) de-
cLared:

It does not appear from any of the official
accounts that colors \^rere borne by either side;
but some of the survivors in their old age have

I
j?

t,
B

ü

imagined that they fought under a blue flag,
quartered in one corner by tie cross of St.
George, the upper quartering next the staff
bearing the representation of a pine-tree.29

Also in 1875 appeared a statement by Samuel Adams
Drake:

It is not, believed that any flag was displayed by
the provincial forces at Bunker Hill. No British
account of the battle mentions anyt and yet
it would have been the first thing to which
the attention of a [British] soldier would
have been directed. If a British color had
been seen flying wi-thin the American 1ines,
the facL would not have been likely to escape
remark; and if any other flag had been flying
there, its peculiarity would have attracted the
curious observation of the whole British army.
It is safe, therefore, in the absence of direct
proof to the contrary, to declare that no flag
was unfurled by the Americans on that day . . ."30

In an address before the Nel^¡ Hampshire Society of
Sons of the American Revolution at Concord in 1902,
one Henry M. Baker gave as his opinion, "There was
no recognized flag, and ít is not probable that any
flag floated over ellher the redoubt or the rail fencerr
during the batt1e."32 And in 1961 more modern vexil-
lologists remarked that ". . .we have no real know-
Iedge that any American flag was flown ín 1¿."33

Íhe Bunker Hí1l flag conmittee, on the basis of
material available to it, and within the restrj-ctions
imposed upon it by tirne and lack of financial and
human resources, concludes :

(1) The flag used by the Americans as an integrat-
ed fighting unit at the Battle of Bunker Hill was prob-
ably not, a blue one. Evidence in its favor is not
re1iable.

(2) Nor is it at all likely that the flag was a
red one, with or without a green pine tree, though red
is a likelier color than blue given the widespread
use of red in earlier British and New England flags.

(3) The lack of contemporary evidence of a pos-
itive nature, and the statement of a participa.nt in
the battle that no flag was used, leads us to the
belief that no flag at all was used by the American
forces as a whole. The cont,inental forces were in a
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state of such disorganization--being without complete
troop rosters, food supply systems, or even conmissions
for the regiments--that the selection of flags would
have ranked very low in tt¡eÍr order of priorities.
John Adamsrsconments support this view.

(4) It is possible that individual units employed
regimental flags but no evidence of this has come to
light. except for a very sketchy reference or tero to
Connecticut flags.

NOlES

l. The occasion for the creation of the committee
was the dissoluti-on of an older committee which had
been formed to ascertain whether the Bunker Hill flag
had a field of red or blue. A difference of opinion
had risen beb¡¡een two me¡nbers of the Association in
L973-L974 as to the correct color and each was able to
point to statements supporting his position. The
chairman of the new coûunittee Í¡as appointed by the
President of the Association and he in turn obtained
the consent of three persons present at the convention
to serve, but of the four persons constituting the
committee only thto actually functioned. This report
is therefore the product of the efforts of one of the
appointees and of the chairman.

2. s. swett, Historì,cal qn¿ fopogeaphieal Sketch
of Bunker HLLL BattLe, \n¿th a PLan (Boston: 1818),
p. 6.

3. swett, op. eit., p. 15.

4. On 19 June 1818, long after the event' former
President John Adams wrote to George Brinley that the
army at Bunker Hill was not a United States Army, for
there were no united coloni-es. Congress at Philadel-
phia had not adopted or acknowledgeil the army at.
Carnbridge. trIt \tas not a Ne\.t England Army; for New

England \.tas not associated. New England had no 1egal
Legislaturer nor any common Executive authority, even
upon the princ.iples of original authority or even of
original power in the People." Each state, he observed,
had its own army and commander; ". . . and who was its
Commander-in-chief? It had none." Only Artemas
Ward of Massachusetts "hras subject to the Orders of
the Massachusetts Provincial Congress." (Quoted in
"Bunker Hil-Ir' The Histor"LcaL Magazðne, 2nd Series,
Vol. III, No. 6, p. 32L.)

IflB P¡ÍA.TRR¡ ILTd.

The top illustration is a 19th centurl¡ ren-
dering of the scene depicted in the upper
right corner of the map shown below (Johann
Carl Muellerrs Cqv,te oon dem Hafen und der
Stadt Boston... ), based on a map in J.F.!r7.
des Barres's AtLantic Neptune (London, L774-
L7e2).
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