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Betsy Ross is one of America’s most endearing and beloved characters. 
Widowed and alone, early in the Revolutionary War, Betsy was 
approached by three great men. They knew she was a Patriot and a 
good seamstress. Would she sew America’s first flag for them? Fighting 
heartbreak, loneliness, and poverty, she accepted the challenge willingly. 
She couldn’t fight for independence, but she could certainly sew for it! 

Tradition tells us that Betsy agreed to make the flag. First she pieced 
together the red and white stripes. Then she appliquéd thirteen five-
points stars—one for each colony—onto a field of dark blue. But did 
Betsy Ross really sew America’s first Stars and Stripes flag? It wasn’t 
until 1870 that her grandson William Canby told Betsy’s story to the 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania—and the rest is history, so to speak. 
Americans don’t seem to mind that the story can’t be proven. They love 
Betsy Ross and they love her flag—whether she really sewed it or not!
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The Legend of Betsy Ross

The spring of 1776 wafts over New England with its usual 
sweet smells and mild breezes, but Philadelphians have no time 
to notice. The militiamen that fill the streets are a new and unnerv-
ing sight. Young men, away from home for the first time, loiter in 
the streets waiting for General George Washington to call them 
to battle. The sight of so many soldiers is a constant reminder to 
everyone that war is coming to Philadelphia.

Not everyone is a Patriot, but everyone dreads going to war. 
Tempers are high. A clerk stops arguing with a customer just long 
enough to cheer a group of soldiers in the street. Mothers burn 
dinner and are impatient with their children. Plaintive wives 
watch their husbands leave home for drills. The men, more used 
to handling hammers than rifles, try to reassure their wives.

On Arch Street, Betsy Ross arranges embroidered pillows and 
other fine needlework in her shop’s front window. She watches as 
a young boy pelts a horse with a rock. The horse complains loudly 
and its rider struggles to calm the scared beast.

Betsy grimaces as the boy’s mother boxes his ears. Just ahead a 
few steps, the boy’s father stops to chastise both his wife and his 
son. He is too busy for nonsense, he shouts.
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All the while, people file past Betsy’s window, paying no 
attention to her or the family drama outside her shop. Everyone 
is preoccupied with more important matters. With the war still 
ahead of them, they believe that anticipating the coming struggle 
is the hardest part of the ordeal. In the coming winter, under the 
occupation of the British, they’ll realize just how wrong they 
were. Philadelphians will suffer serious hardships before the war 
is over.

While her city waits, Betsy mourns. Her beloved husband, 
John Ross, died just months before while guarding a Patriot muni-
tions stash. Losing John to the war seems a high price to pay for 
independence.

While Betsy sews, she remembers her life with John. They 
shared a lot, even their livelihood. Betsy is struggling to keep 
their small upholstery shop open. When John died, she replaced 
their shop sign with a simpler one that read: Elizabeth Ross 
Upholsterer.

While the colonies challenge England for independence, she 
tries to remain self-sufficient. Business is slow because of the war; 
supplies are often hard to come by. Her parents want her to close 
her shop and move home. Betsy is determined to stay in the home 
she made with John.

One morning in early June, three gentlemen visit Betsy at her 
shop. She lays aside her work to greet Colonel George Ross, her 
late husband’s uncle, and General George Washington. Betsy and 
John had chatted with the famous general at Christ Church dur-
ing his visits to Philadelphia. The pew in which the Rosses sat 
was next to the general’s. Betsy was honored when he asked her 
to embroider ruffles for some of his shirts. She admired him as a 
gentleman and as a Patriot.

After introducing a third gentleman, Robert Morris, her 
husband’s uncle explains their visit. Congress has yet to declare 
independence, he says, but they all know it is coming. Acting in 
secret, they want to be ready for that day. Colonel Ross knows that 
Betsy sympathizes with the Patriots.

“Betsy, would you be willing to sew a flag for the united colo-
nies?” he asks.
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Betsy knows she can’t fight, but she can sew. “I have never 
made a flag before, but I will try,” she replies.

After settling her guests in the back parlor, Betsy looks over 
a sketch that General Washington hands her: thirteen white six-
point stars on a field of dark blue atop alternating red and white 
stripes. Betsy’s adept eyes catch two flaws.

“The flag should be longer to catch the wind so it will wave 
better,” she explains to the committee. “Also, a five-point star is 
more balanced than your six-point star.”

General Washington believes that the five-point star will be 
too difficult to make.

Betsy folds a piece of paper several times; it takes her just 
a few seconds. Then, the committee watches as she makes one 
quick snip with her scissors and unfolds a perfect five-point star.1 
The committee members are overjoyed to have found such a tal-
ented seamstress. General Washington quickly revises his sketch 
to include Betsy’s suggestions.

Early the next morning, Betsy visits the wharf and boards one 
of Mr. Morris’s ships. There, a clerk removes an old flag from a 
chest and hands it to Betsy. She’s to study the techniques used to 
make the flag. He also gives her a watercolor painted quickly the 
night before at General Washington’s special request. The paint-
ing is of a flag—the general’s flag with her changes.

Back in her small shop, Betsy sews almost nonstop for several 
days. As she skillfully sews each stitch, she begins to feel hope-
ful for the first time in months. Each stitch replaces a bit of her 
sorrow with hope.

With her head bent over her work and her fingers flying, she 
admires the colors and the design. Mostly, she admires the stars. 
There are thirteen of them, one for each American colony. Under 
this new flag—her flag—all thirteen colonies will be united. What 
a privilege and an honor to be a part of her country’s indepen-
dence.

Although Betsy doesn’t know it, just a few streets away, 
another Patriot is giving his all for the cause. As Betsy sews the 
nation’s first flag, Thomas Jefferson drafts the nation’s Declaration 
of Independence.
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A few days after the meeting in Betsy’s parlor, the commit-
tee raises her flag on one of Morris’s ships. Bystanders burst into 
applause at the sight of the waving flag—they love Betsy’s Stars 
and Stripes.

The next day, Colonel Ross startles Betsy as he rushes through 
her front door.

“Betsy! The committee approved your flag!”
Betsy barely has time to consider the news before he clasps 

her hands and insists that she must put everything else aside. She 
must make more flags.

Betsy is overjoyed, but also overwhelmed. She doesn’t have 
the money to buy materials, but she mustn’t complain to the colo-
nel about that. Silently, she resolves to purchase what she can and 
to be grateful for whatever happens.

Later that same day, Colonel Ross returns to Betsy’s shop. He 
apologizes for being so inconsiderate earlier. Only after leaving 
the shop did he realize that Betsy couldn’t possibly purchase the 
materials. He hands her a one-hundred-pound note for supplies 
and tells her to come to him when she needs more. 

Suddenly, Betsy no longer sees her future veiled through grief. 
She sees the potential of a new nation, and she’s relieved to have 
plenty of work to get her through the lean days of the war. She 
sits down and cries quietly to herself from joy and relief, but not 
for long—she has too much work to do.

Patriots all over the colonies gave what they could to the cause 
for independence. Some gave food and supplies. Some gave their 
lives. Betsy gave the new nation its flag. It’s easy to imagine that 
sewing the nation’s first flag helped to heal Betsy’s broken heart. 
The Stars and Stripes still flies today as the most sacred of our 
American traditions and the symbol of hope and freedom around 
the world.
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