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WASHINGTON,
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA ✪

Population Rank: U.S. ....  # 21
District of Columbia ......  # 1

Proportions:  7:12 (official)

Adopted:  15 October 1938 (official)

DESIGN:  The flag of Washington, DC, the nation’s capital, has a white
field with two horizontal red stripes below three red five-pointed stars
spaced evenly across the top of the field.  The placement of these ele-
ments was carefully detailed upon adoption:

The upper white portion is 3/10 of the hoist; the two horizontal bars are
each 2/10 of the hoist; the white space between bars is 1/10 of the hoist; and
the base, or lowest white space, is 2/10 of the hoist.  The three red five-
pointed stars have a diameter of 2/10 of the hoist and are spaced equidistant
in the fly or horizontal dimension of the flag.  So long as the proportions
herein prescribed are observed, the dimensions of the flag both in hoist and
fly may vary in accordance with the size of flag desired.
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SYMBOLISM:  The symbolism is described in a publication of the
District of Columbia (The Government of the District of Columbia, 1963,
p. 32):

The flag for the District of Columbia is based on the shield of the Washing-
ton family coat of arms, which is described as follows:  “Arms—Argent, two
bars, gules; in chief, three mullets of the second.  Crest—Out of a ducal
coronet or, a raven, wings endorsed, proper.”  This coat of arms was con-
firmed to Laurence Washington of Sulgrave, in the County of Northampton,
and his descendants, by Cook Clarenceux, King of Arms, in 1592.

In lay terms, “Argent” is silver or white, “Gules” is red, “chief” is the
upper part, and “mullets” are five-pointed stars deriving from the row-
els of spurs.

HOW SELECTED:  On 16 June 1938, the Congress of the United
States (which oversees the District of Columbia) passed an act creating
a commission to procure a design for a flag.  Commission members
included Melvin C. Hazen, president of the Board of Commissioners
for the District of Columbia, chairman; Harry H. Woodring, secretary
of war, represented by Captain A. D. Hopping, Office of the Quarter-
master General; Claude A. Swanson, secretary of the navy, represented
by Lieutenant J. W. Murphy, Jr., Office of Naval Communications; A.
E. DuBois, Heraldic Section, Quartermaster Corps; and G. M. Thornett,
secretary to the board of commissioners.  The commission also received
advice from the Commission on Fine Arts.

DESIGNER:  Not stated.  During the previous five years, designs had
been submitted from various unidentified sources, anticipating the work
of the yet-to-be-named commission, but no designer was ultimately
identified.

MORE ABOUT THE FLAG:  There are 14 paragraphs detailing
how the flag of the District should be displayed, accompanied by 20
illustrations.  There are also 18 “cautions” detailing how the flag should
not be displayed or handled.  These regulations are among the most
detailed of any civic flag in the United States
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FORMER FLAGS:  The District of Columbia apparently had at least
two former flags, both unofficial, and both designed to fulfill a ceremo-
nial need in the military.  The more recent is depicted in The National
Geographic Magazine, LXVI, No. 3 (September 1934):  367.  The text
accompanying it is brief:

In the absence of any official flag
for the District of Columbia, the
District Militia devised the one re-
produced here, and until such time
as it shall be replaced by law, it will
be the flag of the District of Co-
lumbia, just as formerly the one with
the hatchet had that status. (p. 361).

The flag has a dark blue field.
Horizontally across the center third of the flag is a heraldic wreath of six
alternating stripes, red and white.  Above the wreath is the white dome
of the U.S. Capitol, superimposed on a sunburst in gold emanating
from either side.  Below the wreath is a short white heraldic ribbon,
arched, with HEADQUARTERS across it in blue.  Below that ribbon
is another, curved in opposition to the arched one, and folded into
three sections.  On the center, and longest, section is DISTRICT OF
COLUMBIA MILITIA, also in blue.  The flag has proportions of 3 by
4.5, and is fringed in gold.

The earlier flag appears in The
National Geographic Magazine,
XXXII, No. 4 (October 1917):
335, with a short description on
p. 340:

The flag of the National Guard
of the District of Columbia has a
rectangular field, the fly end of

which is swallow-tailed.  Centered thereon is a small hatchet, whose alleged
manipulation in connection with an apocryphal cherry tree is reputed to
have put the Father of His Country to a very trying test in the matter of
veracity.  The designation of the forces appear on scrolls above and below the
hatchet.



370 American City Flags

JP 

The field of the flag is dark blue, with a gold fringe.  The hatchet, in
brown, has the blade facing down and toward the hoist, the handle
slanting from upper hoist to lower fly.  The heraldic ribbons are similar
to those on the later flag, but in red with gold lettering and with the
hatchet between them.  The wry reference to the cherry tree relates to
the oft-told legend that when Washington was a boy, he chopped down
his father’s cherry tree with a small hatchet.  When confronted by his
father, the tale goes that he said he could not tell a lie, and confessed to
the deed, thus becoming a role model for generations of American school-
children.


