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Even though the Texas state flag is recognized around the world, there i still
great controversy and scholarly debate surrounding just who designed this famous icon.
BY CHARLES A. SPAIN JR. - IMAGE ABOVE COURTESY OF THE TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION
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The Lone Star Flag, adopted by the
Republic of Texas in 1839, is the state’s
most revered symbol. Perhaps unique
among United States state flags, it is rec-
ognized around the world. It is natural,
then, to wonder who designed this great
flag.

For the flag’s 150th anniversary in 1989,
the Legislature, by concurrent resolution
of both the Senate and House of Repre-
sentatives, said, “This beautiful symbol of
our state was designed by Dr. Charles B.
Stewart, the second signer of the Texas
Declaration of Independence; the design
was first approved by a committee of promi-
nent Texans including Lorenzo de Zavala,
William B. Scates, Thomas Barnett, Ster-
ling C. Robertson, Thomas J. Gazley, and
Richard Ellis; and . . . the Lone Star Flag
was officially adopted by the Third Con-
gress of the Republic of Texas in Houston
on January 25, 1839.” However, in 1992
the Legislature changed its mind and de-
clared in another concurrent resolution
that because “subsequent historical re-
search has revealed that the actual designer
of the Lone Star Flag is unknown,” they
would instead “recognize Senator William
H. Wharton and Senator Oliver Jones for
their efforts in adopting this abiding sym-
bol of our state’s unity.” Finally, in 1997,
the House of Representatives passed a
simple resolution recognizing Dr. Stewart
as the flag’s designer and declaring Mont-
gomery County as “the birthplace of the
Lone Star Flag.”

While there are certainly many unan-
swered questions about the flag’s origins,
there is a great deal of information that is
known.

The Dodson Flag

The first—and one of the best re-
searched—histories of Texas flags was writ-
ten by Adele Looscan and published in the
1898 book “A Comprehensive History of
Texas 1685 to 1897.” In the section The
History and Evolution of the Texas Flag,
Looscan describes a flag made by Sarah
Dodson at Harrisburg in September 1835.

Texas Flag and Seal Design by Peter Krag.
Original color design sketch by Peter Krag of
flag and seal for the Republic of Texas,
approved January 25, 1839; signed by Lamar,
Hansford, and Burnet. From the Texas State
Library and Archives Commission.
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The flag consisted of three horizontal
“squares” of the colors blue, white, and red,
with a white lone star centered in the blue
square (see top image). The flag’s shape was
similar to the Mexican green-white-red tri-
color, and the white star allegedly symbol-
ized that Texas was the only Mexican state
in which the star of liberty was rising.
Looscan believed that the stripes were truly
square, although this certainly made for an
oddly shaped flag. In any event, the
Dodson flag and the Lone Star Flag are
obviously very similar, with only the rear-
rangement of the white and red squares or
stripes into a white stripe over a red stripe.

The March 1836 Flag from the Gezeral Convention
al Washington-on-the-Brazos

The first discussion of a national flag for
Texas occurred at the March 1836 general
convention at Washington-on-the-Brazos.
The convention’s journals, which are ad-
mittedly incomplete, show that a flag com-
mittee was appointed on March 3, 1836,
to “devise & report to this Convention a
suitable flag for the Republic of Texas”.
The committee members were Lorenzo de
Zavala, William B. Scates, Thomas
Barnett, Sterling C. Robertson, Thomas J.
Gazley, and Richard Ellis. But here is where
the story starts to get complicated. The
March 12, 1836, convention journal states,
“On motion of Mr. Scates, the Rainbow
and star of five points above the western
horizon; and the star of six points sinking
below, was added to the flag of Mr. Zavala
accepted on Friday last”. But what was
Zavala’s design? The answer is simply not
known. The journals for Friday, March 4
and 11 are silent, and the convention hast-
ily adjourned on March 17 after learning
of the approaching Mexican army.

So there is an unknown flag design, to
which was added a rainbow and two stars.
Making matters worse, Charles Taylor in-
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Top image: The Dodson Flag. Blue, white,
and red squares; white star on blue square.
Made by Sarah (Bradley) Dodson in
September 1835 for use by her husband
Archelaus Bynum Dodson’s company of
soldiers. Bottom: 1836 National Standard/
“David G. Burnet’s Flag”. Gold star on azure
field; national flag December 10, 1836, to
January 25, 1839. © 1975 Whitney Smith.
Used by permission.

troduced another resolution on March 12,
1836: “Resolved that the word ‘Texas’ be
placed, one letter between each point of
the star on the national flag.” The jour-
nals do not say whether Taylor’s resolu-
tion passed, and it is not even clear that
the convention ever adopted a final flag
design. Although it is known that the con-
vention discussed the idea of a national
flag, it is possible that the arrival of news
of the March 6 fall of the Alamo foreclosed

further debate on the flag issue. '

The National Standard of Texas

The first official national flag was the
“National Standard of Texas” or “David G.
Burnet’s flag.” President ad interim Burnet
proposed this design in an October 11,
1836, letter to Congress, and Senator Wil-
liam H. Wharton sponsored the bill to
adopt it. The flag consisted of an azure
(blue) ground with a large gold star in the
center (see bottom image above); it served
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as the national flag from December 10,
1836, to the adoption of the Lone Star Flag
on January 25, 1839. The Texas naval
ensign was also adopted as a part of the
same bill. The ensign was the same design
as the United States flag, except it had only
one star in the blue union (see image on
page 20).

The Lone Star Flag

The Lone Star Flag was adopted by the
Texas Congress in 1839, replacing both the
David G. Burnett flag and the naval en-
sign: “[Tlhe national flag of Texas shall
consist of a blue perpendicular stripe of the
width of one third of the whole length of
the flag, with a white star of five points in
the centre thereof, and two horizontal
stripes of equal breadth, the upper stripe
white, the lower red, of the length of two
thirds of the whole length of the flag”.(see
image on page 16). Senator Wharton intro-
duced a bill on December 28, 1838, con-
taining the flag’s design, and the bill was
referred to a committee consisting of Sena-
tor Oliver Jones and two unnamed sena-
tors. This committee reported a substitute
bill containing the same flag design intro-
duced by Wharton. Congress passed the
substitute bill on January 21, 1839, and
President Mirabeau B. Lamar approved it
on January 25, 1839. The bill also modi-
fied the Texas seal into its present form, a
lone star encircled by olive and live oak
branches. Official art for the Lone Star
Flag and seal was drawn by Peter Krag, and
this art was approved and signed (upside
down) on January 25, 1839, by President
Lamar; John M. Hansford, speaker of the
House of Representatives; and David G.
Burnett, president of the Senate. It is note-
worthy that Krag's flag and seal art were
approved and signed with the same legis-
lative formality as the text of the bill.

The Stewart (laim

So how does this relate to the claim that
Charles B. Stewart designed the Lone Star
Flag? Stewart came to Texas in 1830 and
was actively involved in Texas politics.
Among other things, he was a delegate to
the 1836 convention, signed the Texas
Declaration of Independence, practiced
medicine in the town of Montgomery, and
served three terms as a member of the
House of Representatives after statehood.
Stewart clearly was an influential man with
friends in high office, but none of this links
him to the Lone Star Flag.



1836 National Flag for the Naval Service.
White star on blue union, alternating red and
white stripes. April 9, 1836, to December
10, 1836 (adopted by president); December
10, 1836, to January 25, 1839 (adopted by
Congress). © 1975 Whitney Smith. Used by

permission.

In her 1898 article, Looscan is clearly
skeptical that the 1836 convention
adopted a flag, and she does not mention
Stewart at all in connection with the Lone
Star Flag. The Stewart claim appears to
have originated in the 1920s, when one of
Stewart’s sons, Edmund B. Stewart, began
publically displaying what he claimed was
his father’s original drawing of the 1839
Lone Star Flag and the seal.

In a letter of July 7, 1922, Stewart’s son
claims his father and Lorenzo de Zavala
were appointed by President Lamar to a
committee of three to design the Texas flag.
Zavala, however, died in November 1836,
two years before Lamar became president.
Furthermore, the committee of three is
doubtless the 1838-1839 Senate commit-
tee of which Senator Oliver Jones was the
chair. Lamar, as president, would have had
no role in appointing a Senate committee,
and it would have been highly unusual for
Stewart to serve on the committee since he
was DOt a Senator Of even a congressmarn.

The chief source of the Stewart claim is
in Mamie Wynne Cox’s 1936 book, “The
Romantic Flags of Texas.” Cox, relyingon
information from Stewart’s granddaughter,
Elizabeth Stewart Fling, identifies the three
members of the 1838-1839 Senate commit-
tee as Senator William H. Wharton, Sena-
tor Oliver Jones, and Stewart. Cox states
that Stewart personally designed the flag
and drew the original art for both the flag
and seal on linen, which was signed by
President Lamar on January 25, 1839, the
day Lamar approved the flag bill.

Although Stewart’s papers were avail-
able, Cox does not cite to any of Stewart’s

letters or journals to support the claim that
he designed the flag. The Stewart art for
the 1839 flag and seal is reproduced as the
frontispiece to Cox’s book. This art shows
the flag and seal in almost identical form
to the Krag art. The approval of President
Lamar is also almost identical to the Krag
art, including the fact that Lamar’s writing
is upside down. One significant difference
is that the signatures of Representative
Hansford and Senator Burnett are absent
from the Stewart art. In their place is the
legend, “Original Flag—Republic of Texas.”

In addition to promoting the Stewart
claim, Cox also began the legend that the
1836 convention actually adopted a spe-
cific flag design. Cox illustrates this “Zavala
flag” as a blue field with a five-pointed
white star containing the letters “T-E-X-
A-S” between each star point (see image
below). This “Zavala flag” runs contrary to
the convention journals, but instead ap-
pears to come from elements of a flag car-
ried by Captain George H. Burroughs’ com-
pany of cavalry that arrived from Ohio in
September 1836.

The Stewart claim next appears in
Charles E. Gilbert jr.’s 1964 book, “A Con-
cise History of Early Texas 1519 to 1861.”
Gilbert relies largely on Cox for his re-
search but adds the claim that Stewart’s
design for the Lone Star Flag was approved
by a committee consisting of Lorenzo de
Zavala, William B. Scates, Thomas
Barnett, Sterling C. Robertson, Thomas J.
Gazley, and Richard Ellis. This committee,
of course, was the 1836 flag committee
present at Washington-on-the-Brazos.
Although Stewart was a member of the
1836 convention, Gilbert does not suggest
that Stewart was an active participant in
the flag debates. Gilbert’s book was the
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“Zavala Flag,” White star and white letters
on blue field; design first appeared in 1930s;
neither design or claim that it was adopted as
first national flag is supported by historical
record. © Whitney Smith. Used by

permission.
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source of the historically inaccurate infor-
mation contained in the Legislature’s 1989
concurrent resolution. This book was re-
published in 1989 under the title “Flags of
Texas,” and it remains in print.

Due to the influence of Cox’s and
Gilbert's books, several other works have
mentioned the Stewart claim. A recent ref-
erence to the claim is made in Stewart’s bib-
liographic entry in the 1996 “New Hand-
book of Texas,” written by Virginia Stewart
Lindley Ford. Stewart’s original entry in the
1952 “Handbook of Texas” did not refer to
his designing the Lone Star Flag.

Conclusion

Did Charles Stewart design the Lone
Star Flag? Though it cannot be said that
he did not, the evidence presented so far
to support this claim is certainly not per-
suasive. It is hard to believe that the Texas
Senate would appoint a nonmember to
serve on a Senate committee. It is also hard
to believe that the art pictured in Cox’s
book was actually signed by President
Lamar on January 25, 1839. First, why was
Peter Krag paid to draw art for the 1839
flag and seal if Stewart actually designed
and drew the flag? Second, why would
Lamar approve and sign two similar docu-
ments on the same day (and, curiously,
both upside down)? Third, why would
Lamar sign a document bearing the legend,
“Original Flag—Republic of Texas,” when
that was obviously incorrect? The 1839 flag
bill was expressly intended to amend the
1836 flag bill by replacing the original na-
tional flags of Texas—the Burnet flag and
naval ensign—with the Lone Star Flag.

What is lacking in support of the
Stewart claim is documentary evidence
from Stewart himself or other sources. His
personal papers are stored in the Montgom-
ery County Heritage Museum in Conroe,
but to date no one has found any reference
in those papers to the Lone Star Flag. The
same is also true for other key figures in
the story of the flag: Zavala, Burnet,
Wharton, and Jones. Until the historical
research is done through the papers of these
men and others, no one can provide a de-
finitive answer. It is possible that the iden-
tity of the flag designer may remain a mys-
tery -- assurning it was just one person. But
the Legislature had the right idea in 1992
by recognizing Senator Wharton and Sena-
tor Jones, two men we know were influen-
tial in getting the flag adopted.

We can still safely speculate about the
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inspiration for the Lone Star Flag. It was
probably based on Dodson’s flag, which it-
self was based on the Mexican flag, a ban-
ner in turn based on the French revolu-
tionary tricolor of blue, white, and red. The
Dodson flag was created at a time when
many people in Texas still wanted Texas
to remain part of Mexico, but only as part
of a federal state loyal to the 1824 Mexi-
can constitution. Certainly by the fall of
the Alamo on March 6, 1836, the possi-
bility of Texas remaining part of Mexico
was gone. The Lone Star Flag was never-
theless able to use the basic Dodson ele-
ments by rearranging them into a variant
of the U.S. flag in its most basic form: one
red stripe, one white stripe, and one white
star on a blue field. The Lone Star Flag is
not only beautiful in its simplicity but el-
egant in the way that it bridges the Mexi-
can and American heritage of Texas.

The question of who designed the Lone
Star Flag apparently was not a concern in
the 19th century. It now seems like a simple
question that must have a simple answer.

Hopefully this desire for certainty will con-
structively channel itself into further re-
search about the history of Texas flags.
With so many old newspapers and collec-
tions of personal papers unread by flag his-
torians, the definitive story of Texas and
her flags is far from complete.

Charles A. Spain Jr. is a Houston attorney
whose hobby is vexillology, the study of flags.
He is secretary-general of the International
Federation of Vexillological Associations and
past president of the North American
Vexllological Association.
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