














flag committee—to a legislative commission. Its charge
was to adopt a state flag."

Section two of the bill specified: “The design so
adopted shall embody as nearly as may be the follow-
ing facts: There shall be a white ground with reverse
side of blue; the centre of the white ground shall be
occupied by a design substantially embodying the form
of the seal employed as the state seal of Minnesota at
the time of its admission into the Union and described
on page 313 of the Legislative Manual of 1891. The said
design of the state seal shall be surrounded by appropri-
ate representations of the moccasin flower indigenous
to Minnesota. Surrounding said central design and ap-
propriately arranged upon the said white ground shall
be nineteen stars emblematic of the fact that Minnesota
was the nineteenth state admitted into the Union after
its formation by the original thirteen states. There shall
also appear at the bottom of the flag in the white
ground . . . plainly visible the word Minnesota.”"

Both the Senate and House journals of 1893 confirm
that the bill did not go through a committee process but
was adopted immediately upon introduction in both
houses on March 30. That evening’s St. Paul Dispatch
commented, “The bill deseribes the flag which has al-
ready been decided upon. It was passed by a vote of 49
to 0. In the name of the delegation of ladies
present . . . Senator Donnelly returned thanks to the
senate for the courtesy extended.” Governor Nelson
signed the bill into law on April 15. Thereafter, the
legislation specified, “the said design shall be the only
authorized design of a flag for the state of Minnesota.”"

THUS, the new state flag, proudly displayed at the
World’s Columbian Exposition, was probably the con-
ventional Civil War regimental pattern, enhanced in
two ways. First of all, the obverse face was white—
probably so that the seal and floral wreath would stand

“Minneapolis Journal, Mar. 30, 1893; Minnesota, Gen-
eral Laws, 1893, 112.

"General Laws, 1893, 112. This description might have
echoed the language of the flag committee’s requirements, if
indeed any were part of the design contest. The listing of
elements omits several found in Center’s design—the three
dates, the great star pattern, and the North Star.

“Journal of the Senate (St. Paul, 1893), 643; Journal of
the House (St. Paul, 1893), 653-54; General Laws, 1893, 112.
At the end of the process, the Women's Auxiliary Board pro-
vided photographs of the flag to the secretary of the Board of
World's Fair Managers “for distribution among such mem-
bers of the Legislature as were prominent in work of passing
Bill dedicatory of this Flag as State emblem”; Mrs. L. P.
Hunt to Honorable Board of World’s Fair Managers, Feb. 13,
1894, Secretary of State, Exposition Papers.

“Boleslaw Mastai and Marie-Louise d'Otrange Mastai,
The Stars and The Stripes: The American Flag as Art and as
History (New York: Knopf, 1973).

out more clearly. A light-blue reverse replaced the usual
“Union blue” field. Secondly, several distinctive sym-
hols were added, while other elements in the regimen-
tal pattern were slightly adjusted. A wreath composed
of the state flower ringed the seal, and the traditional
seroll, which originally identified the regiment, be-
came a ribbon woven through the wreath. Adorning
this ribbon, which bore the motto L Etoile du Nord
(also found on the regimental flags), were three dates:
1858 (statehood), 1819 (the founding of Fort Snelling,
the first federal presence in the area), and 1893 (the
year of the fair and adoption of the {lag). The state’s
name was embroidered on the white field. Finally, the
nineteen stars arranged around the seal formed a great
star—a pattern common among American flags of an
earlier era.”” The topmost star, the largest of all, repre-
sented Minnesota as the North Star State.

It is quite likely that those who designed and se-
lected the first state flag sought to imitate Minnesota’s
Civil War regimental colors. The militia in nineteenth-
century Minnesota, as in any fledgling body politic,
was an acclaimed representative of the state ethos. The
Minnesotans who had fought and died for the Union
under regimental flags had hallowed the designs with
their blood. Indeed, such colors constituted the state’s
sole heritage of flags. Where else could the flag com-
mittee or would-be designers seek local models to guide
their work?

The question can be considered further in the con-
text of other states choosing flag designs. At least four-

Minnesota Building, World's Columbian
Exposition, 1893
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New state flag, flying over the capitol in St. Paul

teen eventually based their flags on regimental prece-
dents. Connecticut’s 1897 state flag followed the blue
militia colors dating from the Civil War, bearing the
state seal. Delaware’s did much the same in 1913. In
Idaho, the adjutant general ignored a design set by law
in 1907 and established a state flag conforming to the
colors carried by state military forces. Indiana in 1917
adopted a flag standardized according to the conven-
tions of its militia. Militia flags provided the basis for
an 1880 flag of the Kentucky State Guard, which in
turn was the basis for the state flag in 1918. Maine’s
militia colors became official as the state flag in 1909;
Michigan’s early militia colors were standardized in
1865 and provided the model for the state flag in 1911;
and the standard of the First Montana Infantry in 1898
was the basis of the 1905 state flag. In New Hampshire,
a heritage of regimental colors from as early as 1792
governed the design of the state flag adopted in 1909;
and New York’s Revolutionary War colors inspired the
design of its state flags in 1858, 1896, and 1901. North
Dakota’s militia flag, based on the U.S. Infantry regi-
mental color, became the state flag in 1911. Vermont’s
flag of 1923 and Oregon’s of 1925 were both based on
militia colors. And, lastly, Wisconsin’s state and militia
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flags were adopted in tandem in 1863, with only the
regimental name on the obverse to distinguish them. ™
Although most of these state flags were officially chosen
after Minnesota’s, the trend of following military pat-
terns seems clear.

In summary, the physical resemblance between the
seal-based regimental colors and the original Minne-
sota state flag is compelling and more than coinciden-
tal. The designs hallowed by the Civil War continued
to wield influence—both on regimental flag design and
the state ethos—after the adoption of an official state
flag in 1893. Changes and embellishments such as addi-
tional symbols and a white background better suited
the latter for exhibition at the 1893 World’s Columbian
Exposition.

THERE IS an interesting postscript to this theory of the
origins of the state flag. In 1955 the state legislature
established a special committee to resolve several func-
tional problems inherent in the flag’s design—in time
for the Minnesota statehood centennial in 1958. Being
of two layers of material (white on the front and blue
on the reverse), the flag was costly to produce. The
committee found, “Manufacturers are able to make
flags of the other states, size 3 x 5 of good quality, at
about $7.00 each; the Minnesota Flag costs almost five
times that amount if made according to the original
bill” In addition, its bulk made it too vulnerable for
display in heavy winds. Accordingly, the panel recom-
mended that the flag be of a single thickness, deep blue
on both sides, with the seal and stars appearing on a
circular white ground. The legislature adopted these
recommendations on March 18, 1957.%

In the end—though the outcome was uninten-
tional—the 1957 state flag with its new field of Union
blue resembled even more closely its predecessors: the
blue regimental colors of the Civil War.

"Smith, Flag Book, 119-21, 135, 139, 146, 148, 156, 163,
168, 175, 179, 186, 214, 223. For an analysis of historical
trends in state flag designs, see p. 90-95. Wisconsin's state
flag was modified in 1913, as was Kentucky’s in 1962.

“Minnesota, Session Laws, 1955, 968, 1957, 175-76; Min-
nesota, Legislative Manual 1957-1958, 10; Interim Commis-
sion on State Flag, “Report Relating to the Proposal for a
New Flag” [1957], 2-3, copy in MHS library. The language of
the law has been slightly revised over the years; see Minnesota
Statutes, 1986, 6-7. Also of interest is the fact that the legisla-
ture in 1983 adopted a standardized design for the state seal;
Minnesota, Session Laws 1983, 305-08.

The photos on p. 4 and 5 are courtesy the Minnesota National
Guard; all others are in MHS collections.
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