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INTRODUCING FLAGS



Flags have always had the power to stir the imagination, and poets and writers have been quick to capture this. In “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage”, the nineteenth-century English Romantic poet Lord Byron celebrates liberty: “Yet, Freedom! yet thy banner, torn, but flying / Streams like the thunderstorm against the wind”. Byron invests the flag of freedom with the power to fly against the wind, creating an almost mystic image. Another English poet, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, wrote of the flag as the image of dauntless resistance in “The Defence of Lucknow”, which recalls an incident in the Indian uprising of 1857–58: “Shot thro’ the mast or the halyard, but ever we raised thee anew / And ever from the topmost roof our banner of England blew”.


The “Star-Spangled Banner” became the official anthem of the United States only in 1931, yet stirring lyrics like “O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave/O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave?” resound through the consciousness of all Americans and ensure that they hold their flag in extremely high regard.
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FLYING THE FLAG
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Flags of participating nations on display during the 2002 Winter Olympic Games in Salt Lake City (USA).




The flags of independent nations are regarded as being of equal status. Where many national flags are displayed, as at the United Nations (UN) headquarters for instance, care is taken to ensure that no flag receives precedence. One way to accomplish this is to arrange the flagstaffs in a circle that has no beginning or end. The national flag always takes precedence over other flags, such as state or corporate flags. When two flags are flown on a podium, the national flag must be on the speaker’s right side (the audience’s left). In Europe, when three flags are displayed, the national flag is placed at the center. A line of more than five flags should have a national flag at each end. In many countries, the national flag takes precedence over military colors, the latter being positioned according to the seniority of the regiments represented.
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The best way to fly a flag is by using a proper flagpole and halyard.





Proper usage of national flags



International rules on the use of flags are necessarily a generalization, but following them should help to avoid giving offense. Many countries issue guidelines on how their national flag should be displayed, even if they have no laws concerning this. Military forces, in particular, follow strict protocol where their national and regimental flags are concerned.


Flags should not be put to inappropriate use. A flag should never drag on the floor or fall to the ground. A flag used to cover a commemorative plaque prior to its unveiling should not touch the ground when it falls away and, while it may be acceptable to trim a speaker’s table with the national flag, it should not be used as a tablecloth or seat cover. Rules may be broken for formal state funerals, but these ceremonies are usually carried out by those well versed in flag protocol, such as a special military squad.


The USA has detailed regulations for the display and handling of the Stars and Stripes, even specifying how it should be folded, and how old flags should be disposed of. Other countries that have legislated the use of their flags include Egypt, Bahrain, Romania, Monaco, and Finland. Curiously, the UK has not written into law any regulations concerning its own Union Flag (often called the Union Jack), which, even after the demise of the great British Empire, still flies in various forms around the world.


The central European custom of draping flags or hanging them vertically as an alternative to flying them from a staff contains potential for embarrassment. Hanging involves displaying a flag so the hoist becomes the upper edge, with the field and all its designs turned through ninety degrees from the masthead position.


Simple bicolors and tricolors can change their identity when draped. The flag of Poland, for instance, may be mistaken for that of Indonesia or Monaco, while the Dutch horizontal tricolor becomes the vertical tricolor of France. Because of the potential for confusion, some countries forbid the draping of their national flag, while others produce special versions of their flag that are designed to be draped or hung vertically.


When to fly a flag


Flags are generally flown from sunrise to sunset, although the hours may be specified according to the clock in those countries that lie in far northern and southern latitudes. (In Finland, the official hours for flying the national flag are between 8:00 a.m. and sunset, or not later than 9:00 p.m.)


In most countries, government departments fly the flag during office hours. No flag should be flown in the dark, so any flag flying after sunset must be illuminated.


Practicalities of flying a flag


When a flag is flown, it is considered to be free to be unfurled by the wind. This suggests outdoor use, but flags are also used indoors, where they may be displayed either draped or secured to show the full extent of the field.


The principal item for flying a flag is the flagpole, also referred to as a flagstaff (there are several towns in the world called Flagstaff) or a mast. (Strictly, masts belong aboard ship, and the expression “half-mast” dates from early shipboard use of flags.)


A flagstaff may be made of any rigid material resistant to the adverse conditions in which it might be placed, such as rust or rot. The staff may be embedded in the ground or attached to a base so that the staff can be pivoted and lowered for repairs and maintenance, such as replacing the halyard or the truck. Portable flagstaffs are usually attached to a base, such as a heavy timber X-frame with a socket in the center for receiving the staff, which is able to resist both wind and clumsy treatment.


Some countries decorate their flagstaffs. In Norway, for instance, the staff is usually white, while the finial (the ornament at the top of the staff) is often a simple knob or a spear point. Staffs from which Israel’s national flag is flown are often painted blue for one third of the height, and white for the remainder. Flagstaffs in Belarus are usually painted with a form of golden ochre.
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The size of flag to be flown in any circumstances may be specified by official instructions, but the most important consideration is that it should be impressive in its surroundings. For example, one would not fly a small flag in front of a very large building (unless it is a storm flag in windy conditions).


In a multinational display, flags are usually reduced to the same size, or at least to the same depth (vertical height at the hoist). This means that some flags will not be of the prescribed proportions, but at least it ensures that they are all of approximately the same size.


Flags flown in public should always be in good condition, not torn or faded. They should be easy to hoist and maintain. Some installations include double pulleys and halyards, but a single halyard should be sufficient if it is examined regularly for signs of wear. Most halyards are fitted with a toggle at one end and an eye splice or becket at the other. Some countries have clips on the halyards which attach to grommets in the heading of the flag. A length of rope sewn into the tube, or heading, on the flag’s hoist is similarly fitted so that it can be attached to the halyard only when the flag is the right way up. (A flag flown upside down, or in any way but the right way up, is presumed to be a signal of distress.)


Flags used in mourning


Flags are flown at half-mast (half-staff) in mourning for the death of a prominent person, or to indicate a national tragedy. National flags are half-masted only on instructions from the highest authority.


When a flag is to be flown at half-mast it is first raised to its full height and then slowly lowered to the prescribed position. Similarly, before being lowered and removed at the end of the day, a half-masted flag is slowly raised to full height.


At a state or military funeral, the coffin or casket is customarily covered with the deceased person’s national flag. The hoist is placed at the head and the top edge draped over the left side of the deceased. The flag is removed before the coffin is placed over the grave and, in the case of US citizens, is ceremonially folded and presented to the next of kin. In an official funeral parade, officers and soldiers generally salute the deceased by dipping their colors as they pass by the casket. The courtesy of carrying a soldier to his grave under his country’s flag is sometimes extended to enemy soldiers who die in captivity, or whose bodies are repatriated for burial at home.


There are some variations to half-masting. On days of national mourning in El Salvador, for instance, the flag is flown at half-mast and a length of black crepe is fixed to the top of the staff. In Morocco, to mark mourning on the death of King Hassan II in 1999, the national flag was raised, but was tied so that it could not unfurl. In Spain, mourning is indicated by attaching a piece of black material to the center of flags that are draped or displayed with the hoist horizontal at the top. A length of black material may be attached to the flagstaff, and the national flag hoisted to half-mast.


Saluting a flag


A flag may be saluted at any time. Uniformed personnel salute according to their unit instructions, while civilians salute according to national custom, by raising a hat, for instance, or standing to attention and facing the flag until it has been raised and broken. Organizations and corporations that fly private or “house” flags acknowledge them in accordance with their own customs.


Persons in the vicinity of a national flag that is being hoisted should halt and face the flag until it has been raised and broken. “Breaking” a flag involves hoisting it in a rolled-up state to full height. A tug on the halyard then causes the flag to unfurl or break.


By far the majority of flags are identical on both sides, but it is possible to have a different design on the obverse (the side that is more frequently seen) than the reverse (essentially the secondary side).


As generally depicted in publications, a flag is almost always assumed to have the hoist to the right (reader’s left), although some Arabic-speaking countries and other flags have the hoist to the right so that it visually reads right-left like the Arabic language.
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When a member of the US armed forces dies in service, the flag used to drape the coffin is ceremonially folded before being presented to the next of kin.







THE HISTORY OF FLAGS



[image: ]


Armor-clad knights used coats of arms to identify themselves to both friend and foe.




The origin of flags lies in the fundamental human need to communicate. When early man roamed the plains and steppes, the waving of a leafy branch could convey essential information if he was beyond voice range, or out of sight of ordinary arm signals. The branch would later have been replaced by a banner of woven reeds, and later still by plain, coarse cloth. Thus a relatively sophisticated system of signaling may have evolved over time.


Humans seek comfort in the company of others who share the same beliefs, and whose numbers offer protection. Ancient examples of rock art show complex associations not only between groups of humans, but with animals, suggesting that clans were known and identified by their totemic figures. Over time, these figures were represented on banners or shields—the forerunners of today’s flags.
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This herald’s tunic depicts the royal lions of England (gold on crimson), Scotland (red on gold), and the harp of Ireland.





Banners, emblems, and coats of arms



Early flags or banners were primarily concerned with identification, so they needed to be readily visible and easily recognized. We imagine that warriors would choose powerful and predatory animals with which to identify themselves, but this was not necessarily so. For instance, the emblem of the Vikings, which aroused terror in those who saw it, was a raven. The “fatal raven” was consecrated to Odin, the Danish god of war. Legend had it that if defeat lay ahead the raven would droop its wings, but if victory was certain, it adopted a soaring posture, urging its followers on.


Centuries before the Vikings, the Romans chose the eagle as their totem. Cast or sculpted totems, mounted on poles, were carried by the Roman legions that conquered the known world. Emblems and badges evolved more rapidly in military circumstances than in civilian life, because war carried the greater urgency to communicate. By 100 CE, the Roman infantry marched behind a vexillum, a banner-like flag that was hung from a horizontal rod attached to a long pole. Usually red or purple, it might have been fringed along its lower edge, and often bore the number and symbol of the unit that carried it. “Vexillology”, a word meaning “the study and collection of information about flags”, is derived from the Latin vexillum.
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On the battlefield, flags and banners indicated when soldiers were to advance or retreat.
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Detail from the flag of South Georgia and the South Sandwich islands.
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The flags of British-administered territories, and the states of some Commonwealth countries, may show badges or heraldic coats of arms. Top to bottom: South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands, Western Australia, and Saskatchewan (Canada).




The Romans introduced the dragon symbol into Britain (having adopted it from their central Asian enemies). A bronze dragon’s head would be fixed to a pole, from which streamed a flag that writhed and curled in the wind like the dragon’s tail (much like a modern windsock). Other early flags included the gonfalon with three or more tails, and triangular flags. By the time of the Norman invasion of Britain, most Western flag designs incorporated the Christian cross, although Harold, the Saxon king who was defeated in 1066, had a banner depicting a dragon, which he may have derived from Welsh tribes he had defeated. The Welsh war leader was traditionally known as Pendragon, or head dragon, and the dragon is still the heraldic symbol of Wales. Dragons also have Biblical associations with Satan (Revelation 12:9) and a great many Christian saints have achieved fame as dragon-slayers.


In the Middle Ages, various devices were used for identification. A knight (a member of the nobility or land-owning class) might choose an emblem by which he could be recognized in battle by his followers. This aid to recognition was needed because, once the visors of their helmets were closed, all knights looked pretty much alike.


Let’s suppose our knight chose a beaver’s head, which he fastened to the crown of his helmet. Let’s suppose, too, that he survived a few decades of battle and was able to ride to war with four sturdy sons. They would also wear the beaver’s head, but with additional emblems, say an oak leaf or a swan’s feather, to distinguish one from the other.


Over time, the emblems by which a knight could be identified on the battlefield were transferred to his shield, while his followers decorated their own shields with a depiction of the emblem which, eventually, became the crest on the knight’s coat of arms. It was called a “coat” of arms because it was displayed not only on the shield, but was also painted or embroidered on the short surcoat the knight wore over his armor. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, there might be just one or two charges to a shield but, over time, as families expanded through descent and marriage, it required careful study to distinguish one coat of arms from another.


Simplified versions of the coat of arms also began to appear on banners or flags, which had the advantage of being visible from a distance. Clear, bold patterns were essential for quick recognition in the confusion of battle, especially in windless conditions when the flag might droop, or in mist, twilight, or at any time that visibility was poor. Foot soldiers, especially, relied on banners and flags to indicate when they should advance or retreat, or where the main thrust of the action was as, unlike mounted knights, they were not able to get a perspective on the battle.


Flags and heraldry


Heraldry is a stylized and standardized way of telling the descent and achievements of an individual, a company, or a country. Coats of arms sometimes appear on flags, and flags on coats of arms. A coat of arms, correctly known as a heraldic achievement, may include a shield “held” on either side by a supporter (a human or animal figure) standing on a compartment, or base. Above the shield is a crest, usually depicted on top of a metal helmet. There may be one or more scrolls bearing a motto, often in Latin or Medieval French.


An object on the shield, such as a glove, is termed a charge, and the shield is said to be “charged with a glove”. A charge can be almost anything, including boars’ heads, salmon, ships, ears of rye, or even a snake tied into a reef knot. Every object shown is of significance in the history of the family or organization on whose arms it appears.


In heraldry, only a limited range of tinctures— made up of metals and colors—are generally used. The metals are gold (known as or) and silver (argent). When metals are used on flags, or is usually depicted as yellow, and argent as white. The colors of heraldry are red (gules), blue (azure), black (sable), green (vert), and purple (purpure). Purple is rarely used and green is uncommon. Conventional heraldry has no standard color charts to refer to when an achievement is being described, so gules, for example, may be carmine, vermilion, cerise, or maroon.


The same applies to the other tinctures. What matters is that the color depicted should be unmistakably what it is intended to represent. When a charge is depicted in its natural colors, it is described as proper. This is very different to the art of creating a modern flag, where the chosen colors are carefully described using international standards of precise shades.
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Beginning in 1096, crusaders from across Europe set off under the sign of the cross to wrest the Holy Land from the Saracens.




When it comes to flags, heraldic coats of arms or badges are most frequently seen in the flag family of British-administered territories and states. The British Antarctic Territory flag, for example, shows the embellished coat of arms of the Falkland Islands Dependencies—with compartment, mantling (the material draped from the helmet), crest, and supporters By contrast, the flag of Western Australia shows simply the state emblem, or badge, of a black swan on a yellow disc. The flag of the Canadian province of Saskatchewan shows, in addition to a coat of arms, a badge in the form of the western red lily, the province’s floral emblem (see here).


Crosses and crescents


With the First Crusade (1096–99), Christian leaders from across Europe ceased fighting among themselves for long enough to attempt to carry the cross to the Holy Land—quite literally, as most of them had a large cross painted or embroidered on their surcoat. Each crusading nation had its own color: red for France and Spain, white for England, blue for Italy, green for Flanders, while the Scots wore the saltire (X-shaped cross) of St. Andrew. Although the crusaders’ intentions were as varied as the outcome of their missions, a constant aim was to conquer Palestine from the Muslims (then referred to as Saracens or Moors), with whose flags, symbols, and emblems the people of Europe soon became thoroughly acquainted.


Islam prohibits the depiction of living beings, so Muslim imagery tends to feature inscriptions or geometric designs. The crescent was a frequent symbol, although it had been used in central Asia for centuries before the rise of Islam. Some Saracen flags carried an inscription in Arabic: either a religious verse, or a means of identifying a particular leader. The influence on Western heraldry is unclear, but it does appear that the pole with a laterally attached flag was an Arab influence on the West.


A call to arms


Around 1150, heraldry began to develop principles, which came to be applied to flags and coats of arms. The number of colors was limited to five and, to ensure optimal visibility at a distance, certain color combinations were avoided. The use of one color on another was prohibited unless the second color was fimbriated (outlined with one of the metals). Fantastic creatures of legend that found their way into heraldic arms included the dragon, griffin, wyvern, and unicorn, while newer motifs included crescents and Saracens’ heads, heraldically called Moors’ heads. There were several dozen versions of the cross, including the fylfot, the forerunner of the swastika. But designs that were satisfying on a rigid, painted shield did not always transfer successfully to flags.




EARLY EXAMPLES OF MODERN FLAGS
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Netherlands
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France





Persons who were armigerous (entitled to use a coat of arms) were sometimes also entitled to carry a heraldic or armorial banner. Whereas a knight’s coat of arms might be identical to his armorial banner, this was rarely the case with the arms of the more nobly born, or of rulers themselves. The royal standard or banner, which gradually evolved as a squarish flag of about 4:5 proportion, frequently had a short fringe in the king’s livery or national colors, with one or more decorative tasselled cords in the same colors. An armorial standard or banner could be carried only by the person whose arms were depicted, so other flags, showing personal devices, such as a crest alone, were devised to be carried by his sons or esquires (young men who hoped to become knights themselves).


The evolution of modern flags


By the Middle Ages, royal banners were becoming associated with particular territories, rather than a family or dynasty. Circumstances calling for their display were limited, however, until voyagers began traveling widely and required distinctive flags that could identify their ships. Many early ensigns were armorial (based on a coat of arms), while others featured national colors.


Many countries’ flag history begins with an emblem or symbol of their patron saint. England, for example, chose the red cross of St. George for a flag, reserving depictions of St. George slaying the dragon for other uses. In time, this latter image appeared on coins, medals and patronal banners, while the red cross on a white background remains the flag of England to this day.


The Dutch horizontal tricolor of the sixteenth century is credited with being the first “modern” flag, being simple in execution and easy to distinguish, with plain, uncomplicated stripes replacing intricate heraldic devices. It was not long before the orange, white, and blue colors were modified for use by the all-powerful Dutch East India Company, through the simple addition of the company’s VOC monogram in the white band.


In the late eighteenth century, two new flags came into being that would resonate as symbols of freedom throughout the western world: the newly independent United States of America and revolutionary France. The flag for revolutionary France used the same red, white, and blue colors, but chose three vertical stripes, a pattern that soon became known as the Le Tricolore.


Revolution revisited France in 1848. By that time, the idea of the nation-state, independent and free from the tyranny of monarchy, was igniting a powerful ripple across Europe and South America. Dispensing with the banners and heraldic standards that were the preserve of the elite and the oppressor, ordinary people readily accepted the concept of a national identity, embodied in a common flag.
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The French tricolored cockade was chosen on July 17, 1789, three days after the storming of the Bastille. Red and blue were the colors of Paris, and white represented the royal house of Bourbon. The first Tricolore was authorized on October 24, 1790.




The right psychological moment, coupled with shrewd stage management, raised one flag and emblem to unprecedented heights of public awareness in the 1930s. This was the flag of Nazi Germany, which revived the red, white, and black colors of the former Imperial flag, but arranged them in a crisply modern design. Use of the swastika emblem was actively encouraged on flags, badges, banners, and on the huge drapes that festooned buildings in every German town. The flag’s tenure was short, but its impact cannot be understated.


In South Africa, during the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902), a lighthearted moment occurred when, in the early phases, Britain suffered a string of humiliating reverses and surrenders. The jubilant Boers joked that the English flag was really a plain white cloth, which was carrying simplistic design too far. In their view, their own republican flags were modern. The Transvaal flew a four-colored flag comprising a horizontal red, white, and blue tricolor, with a vertical green band at the hoist. Their sister republic, the Orange Free State, placed the red, white, and blue tricolor in the chief canton, with a field of three orange and four white horizontal stripes.


Symbols of war and peace


Victory and conquest in war, or disapproval of an ousted regime, is sometimes expressed by banning an opponent’s flag. Likewise, the burning of a flag, even a representation of it, is frequently associated with conflict.


Throughout history, there have been times when it has been illegal to display, or even possess, certain flags. For instance, during the Nazi occupation of France during World War II, the discovery of a Free French flag with its cross of Lorraine would have had severe consequences. More recently, in the years before the African National Congress legitimately swept to power in South Africa, it was a criminal offense for its flag to be displayed.


Over time, various flags, shields, and banners have achieved either fame or notoriety, not so much for their designs or any intrinsic qualities they possessed, but for the events or ideologies with which they were associated. Some are remembered and revered as symbols of good, while others will forever be associated with war or conquest. Very often, the way a particular flag is regarded depends on the personal standpoint of the viewer.
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National pride, often embodied by the Stars and Stripes, was a strong motivating force for Americans during World War II.







INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
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Flags outside the European Union headquarters.




Historically, treaties signed between countries concerned trade concessions or pacts of non-aggression and were often sealed by a marriage between high-ranking partners from either side. Today, the visible seal of approval and acceptance, in place of the marriage, is the joint hoisting of both parties’ flags.


At the headquarters of international organizations or associations, it is common practice to fly the flag of the host organization in the senior position (first in a line, or at the twelve o’clock position in a circle), together with the national flags of the member states following in alphabetical sequence.
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