
Late on a Saturday, I lower the old flag that rides the breeze over my porch and switch it out for a different

one. Some weekends it is a crisp Betsy Ross with a circle of thirteen stars. Other times it is the rattlesnake

coiled over the words Don’t Tread on Me. If we are marking a family milestone, I might run up my great-

grandfather’s regimental colors, a reproduction my cousin and I pieced together from faded photographs.

Neighbors wave. A few stop to ask questions. One person once left a note, polite but pointed, asking why I

would fly a symbol they associated with anger. That led to a coffee on the sidewalk, two chairs, and an

exchange of stories.

What flying a historic flag means to me is simple at first glance and complicated if you sit with it. It is a way

to honor my ancestry and heritage without pretending the past was tidy. It is a way to honor those who

fought and died defending our freedom, from the ranks at Yorktown to the dusty convoys of Kandahar. And it

is a way to practice, in public and personal form, the freedom to express yourself with any flag you choose, a

freedom guarded by the First Amendment. But a flag is not the final say. It is a conversation starter wrapped

in cloth. The real guardrails are older, sturdier, and not made of fabric. They are written into the Constitution.

Guardrails Built for Friction

The Constitution sits quietly in display cases, but it was born in conflict and designed for it. The framers,

who had just fought a war against a seated monarch, did not trust power that moved too easily. They carved

the federal government into three parts and made them compete. Congress could make laws, the President

could execute them, and the courts could test them against the charter. Nothing in that arrangement

guarantees wise decisions, but the design forces public arguments to pass through institutional gates.

Those gates matter when speech turns heated, which is when we most need them. The Bill of Rights, argued

through in the first Congress and ratified by 1791, sets the first and clearest of those guardrails. The First

Amendment protects speech, press, religion, assembly, and the right to petition the government for a

redress of grievances. Together, those liberties make peaceful conflict possible. They invite noise rather

than violence, persuasion rather than coercion. In my experience, the health of a community can be felt in its

tolerance for uncomfortable symbols and unwelcome words.

People like to say the Constitution is a living document. I prefer to think of it as a durable frame with

replaceable parts. We have amended it twenty-seven times. Some repairs were overdue, like the Thirteenth,

Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments after the Civil War and the Nineteenth guaranteeing women the vote.

Others adjusted speed to suit the road, like the Twenty-Sixth lowering the voting age to eighteen during the

Vietnam era. That is not drift. That is maintenance.

A Small Flagpole, A Big Conversation

Years ago I bought a modest five-foot pole and bolted it near the front steps. The first historic flag I ever

flew was a tattered reproduction of the George Washington headquarters flag, the one with thirteen six-

pointed stars on a blue field. I did not choose it because I think Washington was flawless. He was not. I

chose it because he made a radical decision twice. First, he led a ragtag army with more grit than gear.

Second, once victory was won, he resigned his commission and went home. When later elected president,

he served and then stepped down. For a country baptizing itself in liberty, that quiet surrender of power was

a revelation.



Thomas Jefferson does not hang from my pole as a portrait, but he is there in the ideas that hover around

my porch conversations. He wrote a declaration that said governments derive their just powers from the

consent of the governed. He also owned other human beings. When I talk about Jefferson with my kids, I do

not sand down the contradiction. I use it to teach them that our inheritance is complicated. The ideals were

fierce and universal. The people who first claimed them failed to apply them universally. The remedy did not

come from tearing out the ideals, but from insisting they were meant for everyone.

Honoring my ancestry and heritage means stepping into that complexity without fear or self-righteousness.

My great-grandfather worked a machine shop in Pennsylvania and shipped off to France at nineteen. My

grandmother welded in a shipyard during World War II. No one in my line was a president or a general. They

were citizens, and they belonged to both the mistakes and the repairs.

Flags, Meaning, and Misunderstandings

A piece of cloth can carry so many meanings that two neighbors can stare at it and see opposite signals.

The Betsy Ross flag shows up on sneakers and bunting, at parades and at protests. The Gadsden has flown

over ships and campsites and statehouses. A historic flag does not come with a fixed caption. It is a symbol

with history attached, rewritten by every generation.

I have learned to pair my flying with an open door. When the person who left that note stopped by, we sat

and traded context. She had seen the Gadsden used online by groups she disliked. I told her about its use

by Marines in the Revolution and by ordinary civil libertarians. We agreed that symbols can be co-opted and

that co-option does not erase an object’s previous chapters. We did not fully agree on what the flag meant

that day, but we agreed to judge one another by our actions on our own street. The Constitution asks for

nothing less. It assumes friction and channels it into talk.

One practical tip: if you put up a flag, be ready to explain your choice plainly and without jargon. If your

explanation takes a half hour and a legal treatise, you may be using a symbol as a code word rather than an

invitation. I have made that mistake and corrected it.

Honoring Those Who Paid the Highest Price

Gratitude is not the opposite of grief. On Memorial Day and Veterans Day, I fly the modern Stars and Stripes

and add a black ribbon to the pole. Names come to mind, some from my family, more from my town. If you

walk the rows at a national cemetery, the sweep of the cost sets in. More than 600,000 Americans died in

the Civil War, a number that still staggers. The twentieth century added its own toll, from the beaches of

Normandy and Iwo Jima to the frozen march out of the Chosin Reservoir. The post-2001 conflicts claimed

thousands of American lives and left many more carrying invisible injuries. Numbers summarize. Stories

humanize.

Ceremony helps bridge the gap between the personal and the national. The United States Flag Code

suggests respectful handling, but it does not carry criminal penalties for most private conduct. That, in its

way, reflects our priorities. We try to teach respect as culture rather than impose it as law. When I show my

kids how to fold a flag into a triangle and tuck the blue field outward, I tell them why we do it that way. It is a

quiet ritual that reminds us this is not just fabric, it is a layered story.



Your Right To Fly, And The Limits That Test It

The freedom to express yourself with any flag you choose, at least in America you are protected by the First

Amendment, is not a slogan. It is a constitutional holding backed by a line of Supreme Court cases. The

most famous is Texas v. Johnson, decided in 1989, which protected even the desecration of the United

States flag as expressive conduct. A year later, in United States v. Eichman, the Court struck down a federal

law trying to criminalize that act. The principle was not that burning a flag is noble. It was that the

government does not get to pick favored messages.

The Court has been consistent on compelled expression as well. In 1943, in West Virginia State Board of

Education v. Barnette, the justices ruled that students could not be forced to salute the flag or recite the

Pledge. The line that has echoed ever since says no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be

orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, or other matters of opinion. That line reverberates through later

cases like Wooley v. Maynard, which held that a state could not force citizens to display a motto on their

license plates.

Of course, rights work in a world full of other rules. I have had more practical conversations about flags with

homeowners associations than with police. Private property owners can set policies on their land. Employers

can place limits on employee expression in the workplace, especially if it affects operations or customers.

Schools can restrain student speech that materially disrupts class. Cities can pass time, place, and manner

restrictions that are content neutral and leave open ample alternative channels. You can fly a flag from your

porch. You probably cannot block the sidewalk with a billboard at midnight blasting a strobe-lit logo.

Edge cases get messy. A condo board may prohibit all exterior displays to keep a uniform facade. That is not

censorship. It is private governance that you consent to when you sign in. Public universities, on the other

hand, cannot punish a student group for flying a controversial banner if they allow other groups to do the

same. Once the government opens a forum, it must treat speakers neutrally. If you find yourself in one of

those gray zones, ask two questions. Is this government action, or private? Is the rule tied to the message,

or to the logistics? The answers usually point you toward the right remedy, whether that is a vote at the next

board meeting or a letter to the city attorney.

Responsibility Rides With Liberty

Because symbols speak loudly, they can inflame, confuse, or inspire. I do not treat that as a reason to

retreat. I treat it as a reason to carry myself with care. When I fly a historic flag, I try to do a few simple

things that keep the conversation constructive.

Learn the timeline and uses of the symbol, not just the chapter you like.

Make your intent explicit and calm when asked, then listen to what others have seen.

Keep the flag clean and in good repair so the gesture reads as respect, not provocation.

Avoid turning the flag into a cudgel online. If your goal is to taunt, choose another hobby.

Be willing to rotate. A single symbol, flown forever, hardens into a label.

None of that waters down the right to display what you choose. It just recognizes that our rights live in

neighborhoods, not laboratories.



The Constitution and Defending Our Freedoms

We talk about rights most loudly when they feel threatened. The deeper truth is that the Constitution

defends liberties most days through boring routines. Judges sign warrants. Clerks docket cases. Senators

hold hearings. Officers take oaths to a charter, not a person. That oath binds even when the officeholder

dislikes the result. Civilian control of the military keeps guns out of politics. The Posse Comitatus Act

restricts use of the Army for domestic law enforcement without authorization. These are not heroic gestures.

They are habits of restraint.

Judicial review sits at the center of that restraint. Marbury v. Madison in 1803 is the famous case, but the

power has been exercised countless times since. When a law crosses a constitutional line, courts can strike

it. The power cuts in all directions. It has protected civil rights marchers against hostile sheriffs. It has also

limited Congress and the President when they overreached on national security. Our history carries chapters

that we would not repeat. The Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 punished political speech. Lincoln suspended

habeas corpus in parts of the country during the Civil War. The Espionage Act of 1917 and its enforcement

during World War I led to convictions for antiwar leafleting. Later decisions narrowed those precedents. By

1969, in Brandenburg v. Ohio, the Court drew a line against punishing abstract advocacy unless it is directed

to inciting imminent lawless action and likely to produce it.

Trade-offs remain. Technology complicates lines. A private platform can remove speech that a city could not

touch. Foreign adversaries can flood our feeds with forgeries. But the guardrails hold when we remember

what they are made for. They do not protect us from feeling offended or exposed. They protect our ability to

argue, to persuade, and to change course without bloodshed.

Heritage Without Hostility

We have a way in this country of arguing about symbols as if choosing one is an act of war. That temptation

is strongest when the symbol carries the weight of generations. I try to resist it by treating heritage as a

source of stories, not status. My ancestry includes immigrants from Ireland and Germany, farmhands and a

few small shopkeepers. No one in the family ledger confers virtue on me. The point of honoring my ancestry

and heritage is not to claim superiority, but to give thanks for the grit that brought me here. When I fly a

historic flag, I am tipping my cap to the fact that none of us arrives unassisted. We inherit both debts and

dividends.

There are lines I will not cross. I do not fly symbols designed to demean neighbors or deny their equal

standing. That is not squeamishness. It is fidelity to the creed I claim to celebrate. George Washington’s

example of relinquishing power belongs in that creed. So does Jefferson’s insistence that rights are not

grants from rulers, but claims inherent in people. The best way I know betsy ross flag to honor them is to

apply their stated principles without their blinders.

Disagreeing Without Tearing the Fabric

I sit on a local civic board that meets in a room with two flags at the front, the United States flag on the

right-hand side as the observer faces forward, the state flag on the left. We have debated cuts to a youth

program, zoning maps that affect taxes, and a resolution on free speech at the public library. Tempers rise,

and they fall. What keeps us from breaking is an agreement, sometimes unspoken and sometimes read

aloud, on how to proceed. You can adopt the same habits on your block when a flag in the next yard sets

your teeth on edge.

https://sites.google.com/view/ultimate-flags-fl/home


Start with curiosity. Ask what the symbol means to the person who chose it.

Keep your critique tied to actions, not identity. People change their minds. Labels do not.

Offer your story, not a lecture. Narratives carry farther than doctrines.

Aim for shared ground, even if small. Agreement on process is a powerful start.

Know when to end the exchange kindly. Not every difference can be solved in a sitting.

The Constitution does not require us to like one another. It requires us to leave one another room to breathe,

argue, and try again tomorrow.

Teaching The Next Generation What The Flag Can Hold

When my kids and I pass a display of historic banners at the county fair, we play a game. They point, I name.

Then I tell a two-sentence story. That is the Sons of Liberty flag. It flew over protests against taxes that

colonists had no say in. That swirl of pine, that is the Appeal to Heaven flag. It borrowed a phrase from John

Locke, which is another way of saying ideas cross oceans. The point is not to cram trivia. The point is to

show that liberty is not a single monument. It is a quilt.

I also tell them the simplest rule I know for navigating a free country: your rights come with responsibilities,

and the responsibilities are not a tax. They are the way you make space for other people to enjoy their rights

too. You can chant at the rally. Someone else can pray in the pew. Another neighbor can sit quietly on the

porch and read a book that you think is wrong. Our Constitution protects each of those choices and ties

them into a society that can renew itself without violence.

Why The Guardrails Still Work

From time to time, friends ask whether the system can hold, given the heat of our debates. I tell them I am

not in the prediction business. I am in the practice business. Every day that a school board listens to

criticism without punishing parents, the First Amendment works. Every time a court throws out a case

because police cut corners on a warrant, the Fourth Amendment holds. Every time a losing candidate

concedes rather than stoke chaos, the peaceful transfer of power continues, and George Washington’s quiet

example is echoed.

Flying a historic flag on a small pole in a small town is not a revolution. It is a ritual. It is my way of keeping a

conversation going between the ideals and the lives we actually lead. The fabric can carry sharp

disagreements. The Constitution can carry more. That is the gift. And also the task.


