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DETROIT, MICHIGAN

Population Rank: U.S. ....  # 10
Michigan ......  # 1

Proportions:  3:5 (usage)

Adopted:  20 April 1948 (official); 1907 (unofficial)

DESIGN:  Detroit’s flag resembles an armorial banner, divided into
quarters with the city seal overlaying the flag’s center.  The first quarter
is blue with 13 white stars, placed horizontally in three rows of 5, 4, 4.
The second quarter is red with three gold lions, “passant guardant” (walk-
ing by with head to the viewer), one over the other, placed so that the
middle lion is in the center of the quarter’s field, the top lion slightly
toward the hoist, and the lower lion slightly toward the fly.  The third
quarter has a white field with five gold fleurs-de-lis, two centered above
three below.  The remaining quarter has 13 stripes, 7 red and 6 white,
running diagonally toward the lower fly.  A gold line separates the quar-
ters and outlines the seal.



102 American City Flags

The seal, with a white background and bordered in gold, is circular and
shows two female figures of classic Greek style, standing side by side
facing the hoist.  The hoist figure is dressed in a long red chiton.  A long
light blue drape covers her head, left shoulder, and right arm, and ex-
tends to the ground.  Her head is inclined, as if in sorrow, her right arm
points to her right, her left arm is stretched toward the ground.  The
second figure stands somewhat behind the first, with her right arm on
the left shoulder of the other, as if comforting her.  She is dressed in a
blue chiton, with a red outer drape, a himation, over her right shoulder
and tucked into her girdle under her left arm, which points behind her,
to her left.  Her head is uncovered, her brown hair swept up in classic
fashion.  Behind the women in the center are red flames; toward the
hoist, some buildings on fire with orange flames; toward the fly, build-
ings untouched.  Curved over the top half of the seal is THE CITY OF
DETROIT, in black.  Horizontally, below the female figures, is MICHI-
GAN, also in black.  In somewhat smaller black letters to either side of
the figures at about their knee-level are two Latin mottoes, each of two
words, one over the other.  The hoist motto is SPERAMVS MELIORA;
the fly motto, RESVRGET CINERIBVS, after the Roman fashion of
using “V” for the contemporary “U”.  The seal was officially adopted
26 March 1827.

SYMBOLISM:  The flag recalls Detroit’s early history.  The seal com-
memorates the great fire of 1805, which destroyed Detroit.  The hoist
figure weeps at the loss of the city, echoed by the motto, Speramus Meliora
(“We hope for better things”).  The other figure points toward the fu-
ture, symbolized by the motto, Resurget Cineribus (“It shall rise again
from the ashes”).  The first and fourth quarters of the flag represent
Detroit governed by the United States (1796-1812 and 1813 to the
present) using components of the United States flag.  The second quarter
symbolizes the British control of the city (1760-1796 and 1812-1813)
using the English symbol of three lions (ultimately deriving from Rich-
ard Lion-Heart). The third quarter indicates the French founding of
Detroit (1701-1760) using the fleur-de-lis symbols of the French mon-
archy.

HOW SELECTED:  Presented to the city by the designer in 1907.
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DESIGNER:  David E. Heineman.  The seal was designed by a Native
American artist, J. O. Lewis.

MORE ABOUT THE
FLAG:  Soon after the flag was
designed in 1907, the city had
a flag made.  The original pro-
portions were 21:31.  It was first
flown on 12 June 1908 for
“Pennant Day”, in honor of the
Detroit Baseball Club.  For
years, most people assumed

that the flag was official, since it was used by the city at civic functions.
However, as a result of a 1948 inquiry from an advertising firm re-
questing a copy of the official flag, the city determined that the flag had
never been adopted by ordinance, so the common council made the
flag official on 20 April 1948.

Heineman’s original design shows the seal in an oval shape without the
name of the city and state, and the mottoes in black on white heraldic
ribbons, SPERAMUS MELIORA curved above and RESERGET
CINERIBUS curved below.  The female figures are shown slightly dif-
ferently; the hoist figure has her right arm to her brow, and does not
wear the drape; the other figure has her right arm about her companion’s
waist.  A gold band surrounds the oval.  The circular seal replaced the
oval rendition about 1974, and has continued in use.


