Hidden Treasures

A Rare 37-Star Flag
By Ben Salata, Curator of Collections

The spring of 2015 marks the sesquicentennial of the
end of the American Civil War and the beginning of Reconstruction.

As part of the planning for an exhibition on the subject, curatorial staff is closely reexamining the Historical Society of Palm
Beach County’s collections pertaining to that era. The findings are impressive, and one in particular stands out: a handmade
United States 37-star flag. It was our Nation’s flag from 1867-1877, flown during Reconstruction and the Centennial of the
United States.
It is known as a “Medallion” Centennial Flag because of the
“Betsy Ross” circle of thirteen stars in the inner ring signifying
the original thirteen colonies which are surrounded by an outer
circle of twenty-four stars marking the states that had joined the
Union up till that time. This flag pattern is rare for two reasons:
the sheer number of flags manufactured during the Civil War
(so no one needed new ones) and the anticipated addition of
Colorado as the thirty-eighth state (politics held up Colorado’s
statehood until 1876) so manufacturers produced 38-star flags
rather than 37-star flags in anticipation of Colorado’s statehood
before the Centennial celebration.
The artifact was donated in 1978 by Alan Day of Singer
Island. It was handmade by his maternal grandmother Angeline Lowery
Stewart (1840–1930) of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The flag’s construction is
significant for the time period. The cotton stars are double-appliquéd, meaning
that they were applied to both sides of the canton. The stripes are red and white
linen joined with treadle stitching from a pedal-powered sewing machine. It is
in great shape for its age, and the homespun repairs add to the character of this
emblem that is reflective of a Nation that was “on the mend.”
The Curatorial team has determined that to display the flag for the length
of time for the exhibition it will need special conservation and mounting. We
need your support and “adoption” to pay for the professional services of an
experienced conservator. Our first step is to send it to a textile
specialist for assessment and estimate. Please help us display
this unique “Old Glory” once again!
Trivia:
Q: Who were the three presidents who served betwen 18671877 when the 37-star flag was in use?

A: Andrew Johnson (1865-1869); Ulysses S. Grant (1869-1877);
and Rutherford B. Hayes (1877-1881).
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