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NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Population Rank: U.S. ......  # 1
New York ......  # 1

Proportions:  2:3 or 3:5 (usage)

Adopted:  27 April 1915 (official),
modified 9 January 1975

DESIGN:  The Administrative Code of the City of New York describes the
city’s flag:

A flag combining the colors, orange, white and blue, arranged in perpen-
dicular bars of equal dimensions (the blue being nearest to the flag-staff )
with the standard design of the seal of the city in blue upon the middle, or
white bar, omitting the legend ‘Sigillum Civitatis Novi Eboraci’, which
colors shall be the same as those of the flag of the United Netherlands in use
in the year sixteen hundred twenty-six.

The seal in the center of the flag (the same as the official city seal with-
out the inscription, which means “Seal of the City of New York”, encir-
cling the lower half of the seal) is surrounded by a laurel wreath, open
very slightly at the top.  Across the center of the seal is a uniquely
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shaped shield with supporters.  The shield’s shape somewhat resembles
a police badge.  It bears a windmill’s arms in an “X” shape, each sail
showing two horizontal rows of five squares each.  Where the arms
meet is a four-pointed star with a small circle in the center, suggesting a
flower.  Between the sails on the hoist and fly sides is a flour barrel, and
at the top and bottom, a beaver, facing the hoist.  The supporters stand
on a laurel bar.  The dexter supporter is a Dutch sailor, his left arm
holding the shield; his right arm slightly upraised holding a sounding
line, or plummet.  Angled beside him toward the hoist is a “cross-staff ”,
a navigating instrument suggesting Henry Hudson, who reputedly de-
termined the latitude of New York harbor with it.  The sinister sup-
porter is a Native American of the Manhattan tribe, holding a bow in
his left hand, and supporting the shield with his right.  Both supporters
wear their native dress.  Centered above the shield in the crest position
is an eagle with outspread wings, perched on a hemisphere, and facing
the hoist.  Centered below the laurel bar is • 1625 •.

SYMBOLISM:  The colors of the flag derive from the early flag of the
Netherlands, the country that first settled the area in 1625 and named
it New Amsterdam in 1626.  The windmill sails and the Dutch sailor
are further references to the first settlers.  The Manhattan supporter
symbolizes the tribe of Native Americans, a branch of the Algonquins,
which was indigenous to the area and gave its name to the city’s central
island.  The flour barrels and beavers suggest the flour and fur indus-
tries so important to the original settlers.  The beaver also commemo-
rates the Dutch East India Company, the first such enterprise in the
area.  The eagle, representing New York State, closely resembles the
eagle on the state’s flag and seal.  John B. Pine, chairman of a special
committee appointed by the arts commission associates to recommend
a flag design, added a significant comment to his report to the Alder-
men:

This flag is no mere decoration.  It is a page of history and its colors perpetu-
ate a great tradition.  It stands for liberty and law.  It represents the basic
idea of civil government which the founders brought to us and which is our
priceless heritage.  (Seal and Flag of the City of New York, 1665-1915,
John B. Pine, ed. [G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1915]:  85-86.)



New York, New York 237

HOW SELECTED:  In 1915, the mayor appointed a committee to
design a civic coat of arms, and flag with those arms, that would be
historically significant as part of the city’s celebration of the 250th anni-
versary of municipal government in the city.  The flag was officially
adopted 27 April 1915 by the board of aldermen, and signed into law
by the mayor 1 May 1915.

DESIGNER:  The flag committee of the arts commission associates.

MORE ABOUT THE FLAG:  The
seal and flag first used the date 1664
to recall the year that the English first
captured the city and changed its
name to New York.  The earlier date
of 1625 was substituted by the city
council in Local Law 3 of 1975,

signed by the mayor on 8 January 1975. However, the seal itself was
altered only by the adoption of Local Law 98 on 13 December 1977,
and approved by the mayor on 30 December 1977.  Since the seal change,
it has not been uncommon to see the entire seal, including the inscrip-
tion SIGILLUM CIVITATIS NOVI EBORACI, on the city flag, in

spite of the statement included in the
1977 legislation which reads:  How-
ever, the legend ‘Sigillum Civitatis
Novi Eboraci’ may be omitted when
the design is used on the city flag or for
architectural or ornamental purposes.

The change from the original legis-
lation of “omitting the legend” to “may be omitted” appears to allow
both designs to be used.

The mayor’s flag is the same as the
city flag, except that above the seal
(“and below the crest” according to
the ordinance, although this is not
how the flag is made) are five blue
five-pointed stars arranged in a semi-
circle to symbolize the five boroughs



238 American City Flags

of the city.  The flag is officially 33 by 44 inches.  The city council’s flag,
again, is the same as the city flag, but has COUNCIL centered above
the seal below the crest.  It is made like the Mayor’s flag, with the word
COUNCIL placed in a straight line above the seal.

The flag hangs in the Guild Hall in York, England, commemorating
the historic ties of name and tradition between the two cities.

FORMER FLAG:  The earlier flag of New York City dates to about
1825, likely making it the oldest U.S.
civic flag to be put in use—at least,
the only early civic flag for which
documentation can be established.  A
lithographed illustration, which ap-
peared as part of the celebration of
the completion of the Erie Canal,
shows a large New York City flag fly-

ing from the bow of a ship in New York Harbor.1  The flag is white
with the city’s arms in the center, probably in blue (the lithograph is in
black and white).  A similar flag is shown in a later illustration (also in
black and white) of the New York city hall during the period of na-
tional mourning after President Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865,
with both the national and city flags at half staff.  The city flag has a
black border for mourning.  In 1910 an advertisement by Annin &
Company, at the time flag manufacturers in New York, showed the city
flag as the city’s arms on white in proportions of 5:8, and available
either with the arms “painted and shaded” in full color, or all blue on
white.

John B. Pine’s 1915 book on the flag and seal (op. cit., page 82), says:

Up to the present time the City of New York has never possessed an official flag in
any true sense of the term.  The flag which has been displayed on the City Hall,
consisting of a white field bearing the seal of the City, was never formally adopted by

1. Lithograph entitled “Grand Canal Celebration:  View of the Fleet Preparing to
Form in Line,” Memoir, Prepared at the request of a Committee of the Common Council
of the City of New York...at the Celebration of the Completion of the New York Canals,
Cadwallader D. Colen (New York:  Corporation of New York [City], 1825):  185.
(Information about this illustration, the one at Lincoln’s mourning [1865], and the
1910 Annin advertisment are courtesy of the Flag Research Center.)
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the City authorities…

Two points in this statement are worthy of comment.  First, Pine notes
that no flag before 1915 was official, although one was apparently in
use for a number of years, since the aldermen from time to time pro-
vided funds for the flag’s replacement.  There is no definite information
as to what its proportions may have been or who may have designed it.
Second, Pine speaks of “a white field bearing the seal of the City,” but
no illustration of a flag with the seal rather than the arms is available.
Dr. Whitney Smith of the Flag Research Center believes that “seal” is
used here to mean “arms,” an understandable allusion since the seal’s
primary element is the city’s arms, and those illustrations that do sur-
vive of previous city flags lend support to Dr. Smith’s opinion.

The pre-1915 arms, including those of the seal, are an adaptation of
those adopted in 1784 after the evacuation of the city by the British.
They differ from the 1915 version chiefly in artistic interpretation of
the various elements.  (It was, in fact, the many varied artistic interpre-
tations of the city seal which prompted the adoption of a standardized
seal in 1915, which reverts more closely to the artistic rendition of the
first seal of 1686.)  There is no cross-staff behind the dexter supporter,
for example, and the sinister supporter holds a double bow that was
not historically accurate for the Manhattan tribe, which used a single,
larger bow.  The eagle in the crest faces the fly rather than the hoist, and
the arms rest on a wooden platform rather than a laurel bed.

OTHER FLAGS:  New York City is divided administratively into five
boroughs:  The Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens, and Staten Is-
land.  Each is more populous than many U.S. cities, so it is perhaps not
surprising that some of the boroughs have adopted distinctive flags.
These borough flags seem to have a more formal status and usage than
sub-municipal flags elsewhere in the United States, as in Cleveland,
Tampa, or Portland, Oregon.

THE BRONX
The name of the borough is a contraction of “The Bronck’s Land”, in
reference to the first settler, Jonas Bronck, a Dane who was granted a
patent by the Dutch West India Company in 1639.  The flag of The
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Bronx echoes the 17th-century
Dutch flag of three horizontal stripes
of orange, white, and blue.  In the
center of the flag, on a large white
disk surrounded by a green laurel
wreath, are the Bronck family arms,
a red-bordered shield bearing a gold

sun with seven rays on a black field rising from a blue sea with black
highlights that occupies the lower half of the shield.  In the crest posi-
tion is a green hemisphere on which a brown eagle is perched, facing
the fly, with outstretched wings.  Below the shield is a heraldic ribbon in
gold with the Latin motto Ne Cede Malis (“Yield Not to Evils”) in
red letters.2

The laurel wreath represents honor and fame.  The eagle faces eastward
to suggest the hope of the New World while not forgetting the Old.
The rising sun signifies the coming of peace and liberty, as well as the
importance of commerce.  The flag’s proportions are approximately 5
by 8 units; the central disk about 3.5 units in diameter, extending well
into the upper and lower stripes.

BROOKLYN
Brooklyn was an independent city
before New York City annexed it in
1898.  The name comes from
Breukelen, the name of the original
Dutch town there.  The borough flag
is white with a large light blue oval

2. The flag described above corresponds to a description by Gerhard Grahl, a New
York resident who doubtlessly viewed the flag personally, but the colors shown on the
flag at the borough’s website (at <http://ww2.nypl.org/home/branch/bronx/
governlment.cfm>) currently depict the shield with an orange border emblazoned by
a golden sun with seven rays on a white field rising from a blue sea that occupies the
lower half of the shield.  In the crest position is a gray and white hemisphere on which
a brown eagle is perched, facing the fly, with outstretched wings.  Variations of color
and detail seem to exist in other artistic renderings of the seal since there is apparently
no officially prescribed version. (See Gerhard Grahl, “New York City”, The Flag Bul-
letin II, No. 4 [Summer, 1963]:  43-47.  Much of the information here on borough
flags is based on his article.)



New York, New York 241

disk in the center.  Around the edge of the oval is a darker blue ring,
edged in gold.  Arched over the top half in gold letters that resemble
Old English font is the Dutch motto, Een Draght Mackt Maght, “In
Unity There Is Strength”.  In the center of the oval stands the allegori-
cal Justice, a woman in profile facing the hoist, dressed in a long gold
gown, and holding a fasces and protruding axe over her left shoulder.
She stands on a gray field with scattered greenery.  No information is
available about when the flag was designed, or by whom. The Borough
of Brooklyn is coterminous with Kings County, which has a flag of its
own.

MANHATTAN
The flag of Manhattan differs only
slightly from the New York City flag,
and is apparently used only for cer-
emonial purposes; otherwise the city
flag is used.  The difference between
the two flags is entirely in the seal:

on the borough’s flag, the wreath around the city seal is replaced by the
legend PRESIDENT OF THE BOROUGH OF MANHATTAN,
running clockwise around most of the seal, and N. Y. C., below and
centered.  Two five-pointed stars in outline with a space between them,
replace the 1625 of the city seal.

QUEENS
At the suggestion of the chamber of
commerce of the Borough of
Queens in 1913, Borough President
Maurice E. Connolly assigned Rod-
man J. Pearson, a draftsman in the
Bureau of Sewers, to prepare some

sketches of a flag for the chamber’s approval.  A special committee
consisting of Commissioner of Highways G. Howland Leavitt, Louis
Windemuller, and Charles G. Meyer met to confer with E. Hageman
Hall, president of the New-York Historical Society and secretary of
the American Scenic and Historical Preservation Society, to authenti-
cate various elements of the design.  Mr. Hall suggested some changes
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that were incorporated into the design, and on 3 June 1913 the cham-
ber of commerce adopted the final design.  The flag first flew officially
at a celebration inaugurating the construction of the dual rapid transit
system in Queens, but not until 14 October 1929 was it first raised over
the borough hall.

The Queens flag is a horizontal tribar of equal light blue, white, and
light blue stripes.  In the upper hoist is a crown in gold over QUEENS
BOROUGH 1898, also in gold and written in three horizontal lines,
all within the top blue stripe.  On the center of the flag is a large circle
of gold beads with small spaces between each bead.  On a field of 2 by
3 units, the beaded circle has a diameter of 1.33 units, and so overlaps
the blue stripes.  Within the circle are the crossed flowers, with green
leaves and stems, of a yellow tulip on the hoist side over a double En-
glish rose, red surrounding a white center, on the fly side.

The flag’s elements recapitulate the borough’s history.  The light blue
and white stripes come from the shield of William Kieft, an early set-
tler, who bought some of the present-day Queens from the Native
Americans, symbolized by the circle of beads, or wampum, used as cur-
rency by the indigenous peoples.  The beads also suggest the native
name for Long Island (where Queens is situated), Seawanhaka, a syn-
onym for wampum.  The tulip represents the Dutch settlers, and the
combined white and red rose (to show the unity of the Houses of York
and Lancaster after years of strife) symbolizes the English colonists.
The crown represents Queen Catherine of Braganza, for whom the
borough is named.  New York City annexed Queens in 1898.

STATEN ISLAND
The Borough of Staten Island was
known as the Borough of Richmond
until 1975.  Its name, Staaten Eylandt
in Dutch, is said to have been given
by Henry Hudson.  The name Rich-
mond survives in the name of the

county, which is coextensive with the borough.

The Staten Island flag was adopted in the spring of 2002, but it dates to
1971, the result of a contest that may have been held to find a replace-
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ment for the Richmond flag.  The newly adopted flag has a white field
on which is centered a large oval with a narrow gold border.  The field
of the oval is divided into three elements.  A central white horizontal
stripe has STATEN ISLAND across it in gold.   Below the stripe are ten
wavy lines alternating blue and white, suggesting the ocean on all sides.
Above the center stripe is an elevation of the island in green with a
white skyline at its base.  Over the green is a blue sky, in which two
white seagulls are in flight near the hoist.  The green symbolizes the
countryside, the white, the residential areas.  The flag has a narrow gold
fringe on all sides except the hoist.

As the Borough of Richmond, the
island flew a flag with a blue field and
the then-current seal in orange and
white in the center.  The seal has a
beveled border around a double ring,
the outer one a little more than twice
as wide as the inner one.  On the
outer ring, centered over the top part

is RICHMOND, in orange letters, and below, in similar fashion, BOR-
OUGH.  The words are preceded and followed by small stars.  On the
hoist side of the ring is 1683, written vertically in white numerals, and
similarly on the fly side is 1898.  The center of the seal shows two
seagulls facing each other bill to bill.  Between them is a letter S, and
below them, just above the narrow inner ring, the abbreviation N YORK.
The “S” stands for Staaten (a Dutch word for legislature).  Richmond
County was created in 1683, and the island was incorporated into New
York City in 1898.  The designers of the flag were Ferdinand Fingado
and Loring McMillen, acting on the request of the borough president,
Cornelius A. Hall.  The flag was adopted in 1948. JP 


