
Seamstress of the Stars?  
 
Ah, Betsy Ross. A beloved and iconic figure in American history. The story of George Washington asking 
this Philadelphian to make a flag for the fledgling nation is told to, and repeated by, schoolchildren 
across the country. It’s inspiring, isn’t it? A young widow, struggling to run an upholstery shop without 
her husband, becomes one of the most revered figures in early American history – a woman, taking her 
place among the ranks of our Founding Fathers.  
 
But, is it really true?  
 
For nearly a century, Americans raised few questions regarding the origins of their nation’s flag. On 
March 14, 1870, William Canby announced to the Historical Society of Pennsylvania that his 
grandmother, Elizabeth Griscom Ross, at the request of the great General George Washington, sewed 
the first American flag.1  
 
Canby’s tale is the one we’ve grown up hearing. In June 1776, three men – General Washington; Robert 
Morris, whose fortune helped fund the Continental Army; and Congressman George Ross, Betsy’s 
deceased husband’s uncle – visited the Ross upholstery shop. The men sought Betsy’s help in designing 
a new flag for the Continental Army and the nation it served. Betsy approved of the design the men 
proposed, and, according to the story, suggested some improvements: the men’s 13 haphazardly placed 
six-pointed stars became five-pointed stars arranged in a circle.2  
 
So, what’s the problem with this story? Well, it can’t be proven.   
 
Family lore is cherished; it’s a point of pride for so many of us. Undoubtedly, William Canby and his 
relatives felt the same. Unfortunately, Canby’s only proof was a handful of sworn affidavits, all provided 
by immediate family members of Betsy Ross. Betsy was a well-known and liked resident of Philadelphia, 
she was a successful businesswoman, and personally knew Congressman Ross, and perhaps General 
Washington himself. However, none of Betsy’s records, which could prove the story, exist. Her 
descendants failed to keep any of her letters, business records, or journals. Further, no government 
records back up the story. There is no record of the men’s visit to Betsy, no receipts for the work to give 
credit to the flag’s maker.3 
 
But, if Betsy didn’t make the flag, who did? The most likely contender is Francis Hopkinson, a member of 
the Continental Congress. In 1780, Hopkinson requested payment from Congress for designs for not only 
the American Flag, but the Great Seal of the United States and the Continental currency. Hopkinson was 
not paid for his “’fancy work,’” though; Congress claimed they did not have enough documentation to 
support the charges and, interestingly, “’Hopkinson was not the only person consulted on those 
exhibitions of Fancy.’” Unfortunately, the report does not list, however, who these other consultants 
were.4 
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It seems we may never know exactly who did design and make the first American flag. The Betsy Ross 
story is a great example of how, if unchecked, public opinion and support can grow into fact – a valuable 
lesson not just for historians, but everyone. For more information on the growth of the Betsy Ross 
legend, I highly recommend Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s “How Betsy Ross Became Famous: Oral Tradition, 
Nationalism, and the Invention of History,” which can be found at  http://www.common-place.org/vol-
08/no-01/ulrich/.  
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