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The "Fort Washington Flag
Queen City Heritage

Donald W. Hoist

Until recently, very little has been discovered
regarding the actual history of what has become known in
Cincinnati as the "Fort Washington Flag." In 1926 it was
presented to the City of Cincinnati by Mr. Josiah Harmar,
grandson and namesake of Brigadier General Josiah Harmar.
It was placed under glass and kept in the office of the mayor
for the next fifty years or so where it suffered some damage
due to direct exposure to sunlight. In 1976 it was transferred
to the Cincinnati Historical Society where it remains on
indefinite loan.1

Mr. Harmar, a resident of Trenton, New
Jersey, claimed that his grandfather had raised this standard
over Fort Washington on either one of two dates. The first
of these special occasions was on December 28, 1789, when
he became lieutenant colonel commandant of the First
Regiment, United States Infantry.2 The First Infantry
Regiment had until then been known as the First American
Regiment, Continental Army. The First American Regiment
had originally been raised in 1784 and was known by this title
until the formation of the federal government in 1789. At this
time both the Continental Army and its governing body, the
Continental Congress, ceased to exist, and the United States
Army was born. This occasion is also supposed to have
coincided with Harmar's arrival at Fort Washington.

The other possible date is January 5,1790, when
Governor Arthur St. Clair issued a proclamation regarding
the Northwest Territory and the City of Cincinnati.3 These
suppositions, however, appear to be no more than one of those
romantic fantasies with which so many early American flags
and colors, both civil and military, have unfortunately become
endowed. Most of these usually have their beginning as a
misinterpretation of a simple statement made by an elderly
family member. Such statements usually acquire more
embroidery with each telling, and then gradually become
entrenched as family tradition. Any outsider risks severe
censure should he challenge such long established dogma.

As we shall see, the Harmar color was in actual
fact a Pennsylvania regimental standard carried during the
early part of the American Revolution. It is highly unlikely
that it was ever carried farther west than York County,
Pennsylvania, prior to its arrival in Cincinnati in 1926. There

are some who will no doubt find this repudiation of a long
established tradition quite disturbing if not totally offensive,
but historical evidence cannot be denied. These traditions may
serve as attractive and romantic anecdotes, but they must be
abandoned in favor of history.

There would have been no reason why Colonel
Harmar would have carried a long retired regimental standard
of the period of the Revolution out to the frontier. He would
surely have had more than enough baggage to take with him
without adding something as unnecessary as an old regimental
color to his transportation problems. Surely, another woolen
waistcoat or a linen shirt would have been of far more use
to him than this sentimental relic of the past. It is more likely
that it had been stored in an attic trunk for so long that he
had forgotten its existence, and it did not come to light again
until after his death. Some may even argue that it might have
been used by Harmar as the standard of his First American
Regiment, but this is invalid.

A new silk regimental standard was issued to
the regiment at Philadelphia on September 29,1784, just seven
weeks after the regiment had been raised.4 It was made by
Rebecca Young,5 and painted by a carriage and sign painter
named John Henderson,6 at a total cost of 42 12/90 dollars.
This regimental standard, presently on display at the
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Pemberton House Museum in Philadelphia, would have been
the one raised at Fort Washington if any such were actually
exhibited at that place on the dates mentioned above. It is more
logical that it was a garrison flag that was hoisted in the
celebration of these remarkable occurrences. Admittedly, no
record has yet been located which suggests that any such
garrison flag had been issued to Harmar's regiment or to any
of the western garrisons. The possibility of this Revolutionary
War standard having been carried to the western frontier and
put to such use by the then Lieutenant Colonel Josiah Harmar
is quite unlikely.

Josiah Harmar began his military career as a
captain in Colonel John Philip De Haas' First Pennsylvania
Battalion. He served in this capacity from January 27, 1776,
until he was promoted to the rank of major in the Third
Battalion on October 1, 1776.7 He apparently never served
with the Third Battalion but remained with the First
Pennsylvania until it was disbanded in December.

The physical appearance and condition of this
standard gives a strong indication of its early history as well
as the probable time of manufacture. Several years ago Mrs.
Grace Cooper, a former curator of the Division of Textiles
in the Museum of American History, Washington, D.C.,
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made an analysis of the materials of which this standard is
made. Reference to the results of this analysis will be made
further on in this writing as various elements of the standard
are discussed.

In spite of a small amount of deterioration, this
item is in a surprisingly good condition; especially when one
considers its age. The various heraldic design elements of this
standard are of particular interest because they are some of
the earlier symbols for the then United Colonies. The use of
thirteen arrows bound together with a ribbon or held by a
hand as symbols of the thirteen colonies was quite common
during the early years of the war. The following observation
was made in a report to the Comte de Guines which was sent
from Philadelphia on December 28, 1775, by a gentleman
named Benvouloir:

They have abandoned the English flag and have
taken as arms a rattlesnake that has thirteen rattles, as well as an
arm armed with arrows, also thirteen, which represent the thirteen
United Colonies of the Continent*

An excellent example of this arrow device is to
be found on the five pound note issued by the Province of
South Carolina on June 1, 1775. In this particular instance
there are but twelve arrows which are bound by a ribbon,
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together with the motto, Auspicium Salutis, or "an omen for
good." The reason why there are only twelve arrows in this
vignette is because Georgia had not yet voted to send delegates
to the Second Continental Congress. This situation was
corrected when Georgia finally sent duly accredited delegates
to Philadelphia early in the month of July 1775.9

The Province of North Carolina also used the
arrow device on their $2 note which was issued on April 2,
1776. In this case, however, there are thirteen arrows which
are grasped by a hand. The motto with this vignette is Vis
Unitatis, or "the power of unity." One unusual aspect insofar
as the Harmar standard is concerned is that the arrows are
depicted upside-down; contrary to the normal custom of
placing the arrow head at the upper end of the shaft.

Another outstanding feature of this standard is
the American Union in the upper canton of the field which
consists of thirteen white and red stripes. A close examination
of this area has revealed that there is a considerable amount
of patching around the union. The textile analysis mentioned
above indicates that the stitching in this area has been
accomplished with a thread which is different from that used
to sew the original seams and hem of the field. The only
possible reason for all this patchwork and different colored
thread around the union is that there was a drastic alteration
made in this area sometime in the standard's history. The
primary reason for such an alteration being made in a
regimental color during the early part of the war is obvious,
and it appears to have been a rather common practice in the
Continental Army. It was only natural for the early American
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regimental colors to have borne the British Union in the upper
canton. The original provinces were certainly British, and
rebellion or no rebellion, their allegiance to the Crown would
have been manifest in such an heraldic device. Once
independence had been decided upon and actually declared,
however, the Americans could no longer make use of British
symbols and it became necessary to replace the old British
Union with the new American Union of thirteen stripes.

In the case of the Harmar standard this
alteration had to have been accomplished in the field where
materials were in extremely limited supply if not impossible
to obtain, rather than in a garrison. As part of the Army of
the Northern Department the First Pennsylvania Battalion
eventually retreated to Fort Ticonderoga. They arrived there
on or about July 10, 1776.10 Ten days later the battalion was
assigned to the fourth brigade,11 and it was probably at this
time that the alteration in the union of this regimental
standard was accomplished. The entire area of the upper
canton has been patched and pieced together from materials
which appear to have been cannibalized from the standard
itself with the result that the present American Union is
somewhat smaller than what it replaced. This naturally
resulted in a certain void between the new union and the field
of the standard which it then became necessary to fill. The
textile analysis confirmed the fact that those pieces used to
fill this void were of the same material as the rest of the field;
so it was obvious that these pieces must have been taken from
the standard itself. The only possible source for the blue silk
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would have been the sleeve used to mount the flag on its staff.
The sleeve of a regimental color was simply a tube, usually
made of the same material as the field, which was slipped onto
the staff and then secured to it at two or more points. The
new American Union was probably moved toward the center
line of the field in order to allow enough of the original blue
ground to make a new sleeve. In this particular case the sleeve
was either never completed or this portion of the standard was
to be wrapped around the staff nailed to it in the German
manner of mounting colors. This latter supposition is not
unreasonable when one considers the strong German heritage
in Pennsylvania at that time. Many of those who had
immigrated to that province had served in various German
armies during the Seven Years War, and very likely brought
such special military customs with them. In all probability the
vicissitudes of that unfortunate campaign rendered it
impossible to remount this standard on its staff. It was this
situation which must thereby have been inadvertently
responsible for its survival in such good condition.

It is still necessary to determine if this piece is
to be classified as a standard or a color. On February 20,1776,
the following General Order was issued.

As it is necessary that every Regiment should be
furnished with Colours, and that those Colours should, if it can
be done, bear some kind of similitude to the Uniform of the Regiment
to which they belong; the Colonels with their respective Brigadiers
and the Q? Mr Gen! may fixt upon such as are proper, and, can
be procured — There must be to each Regiment, the Standard (or
Regimental Colours) and Colours for each Grand Division, the
whole to be small and light — The Number of the Regiment is
to be marked on the Colours, and such a Motto, as the Colonel may
choose, in fixing upon which, the General advises a Consultation
amongst them —

The Colonels are to delay no time, in getting this
matter fix% that the Q? Mr. Gen! may provide the Colours as soon
as possible, they are also to consider what Camp Equipage may be
further necessary, that no time may be lost in providing it, as the
season is fast approaching for taking the field.12

Even though most American military traditions
were understandably based on those of the British Army, this
did not seem to apply insofar as regimental colors were
concerned. This could have been the result of earlier colonial
practices whereby American Provincial Regiments appear to
have carried but one color each. At the outset of the
Revolution the Continental Army adopted a system in which
each regiment carried one large rather ornate regimental
standard and four smaller grand division colors instead of the
two colors as in the British manner. A grand division consisted
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of two companies acting under the command of a single
officer. In a regiment of eight companies, therefore, there
would be four grand divisions each of which had its own color
stationed between the two companies of which it was
composed. None of the flank companies were reckoned
among the grand divisions as they would be detached from
their regiments and brigaded together to form independent
battalions.13 The regimental standard was usually quite large
in comparison and ornamented with various devices and
mottoes. This ornamentation often took the form of the arms
of the state in which the regiment was raised, while others
sometimes had complicated allegorical scenes, devices, and
mottoes painted on them. It was also quite common to use
popular political devices such as the thirteen arrows, pine
trees, and rattlesnakes; at least during the early years of the
war. Grand division colors, on the other hand, were smaller
in size and never as richly ornamented. More often than not,
these smaller, subordinate colors consisted of a plain field with
an American or a British Union in the upper canton; each field
being of a different color within an individual regiment. The
absence of any regimental designation on the field of the
Harmar standard still leaves us with the question on whether
it is a regimental standard or a grand division color. The rather
ornate field of this piece indicates the probability of its being
the former. This concept for the American system of
regimental colors is also laid out in an undated paper written
in Philadelphia, and which is one of several papers collected
under the title of "Rough Heads of Military Plans."

The Companies when properly officered to be formed
into Battalions consisting of eight Companies in the Battalion &
a Light Infantry Company annexed. Each Battalion to consist of
four Grand Divisions of two Companies each. Each Battalion to
have a Grand regimental Colour (& if they choose to put themselves
in Uniform, their facings to be of this colour,) & four Grand
Division Colour Flags of different Colours from each other. The
Grand regimental Colour to be more Shewy than the others & to
be bourne by the Ensign-in-Chief whose rank shall be that of the
Eldest Lieutenant.14

Although undated, this extract is a part of a
group of papers dating from the latter half of 1775. The
similarity between this item and the General Order of
February 20, 1776, is readily apparent, and the former could
possibly have served as the model for the latter.

The strongest indication of the identity of this
standard is the fact that it remained in the possession of the
Harmar family for such as long time. As was stated above,
when the First Pennsylvania Battalion was raised on October
27, 1775, Josiah Harmar was commissioned as one of its
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company commanders. On October 1,1776, he was promoted
to the rank of major in the Third Pennsylvania Battalion, but
there is no evidence that he ever served in the latter battalion.
This was primarily due to the fact that while the First Battalion
served in the disastrous Canadian Campaign, the Third was
taking part in the equally unfortunate operations in and about
the City of New York. This duty continued until November
13, 1776, when the battalion was relieved of duty at Fort
Ticonderoga. On the following day it embarked for Fort
George on the first leg of its journey back to Pennsylvania
and home.15 The enlistment period of the men of the First
Battalion had expired on October 27, 1776, but the men had
agreed to remain another three weeks. The battalion was
finally disbanded at Germantown, New Jersey, on December
8, 1776, and Josiah Harmar was still in command of his
company. Since he had achieved the rank of major, it is
possible that he may have commanded the entire remnant of
the battalion at the time it was disbanded. If this was so, it
is logical that he would have taken the regimental standard
home with him.16 It is most likely that he had been carrying
this standard all about until he reached home and unpacked.

On June 6, 1777, Josiah Harmar received the
commission of lieutenant colonel in the Sixth Pennsylvania
Regiment, a position he held until August 9, 1780, when he
became the lieutenant colonel commandant of the Eleventh
Pennsylvania Regiment.17 While the First Pennsylvania
Battalion existed for less than a full year, the Sixth and
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Eleventh Pennsylvania regiments remained active for a good
part of the war. The two latter regiments would have made
use of their colors during their entire existence, and any colors
that they carried would have reflected later designs and forms.
Evidence suggests that the Harmar standard was indeed that
of the First Battalion and would not have been used after the
battalion disbanded. There is little doubt that Josiah Harmar
served with the First Pennsylvania Battalion during the entire
period of its existence; so this piece is undoubtedly the
standard of that battalion.

One of the more enterprising Philadelphia
businessmen was an upholsterer with the unlikely name of
Plunket Fleeson. Fleeson was not a man to let a business
opportunity slip past him; so in wartime he supplemented his
upholstery business by dealing in military paraphernalia such
as regimental colors and drums.18 It is known that Mr. Fleeson
supplied such items to the First Pennsylvania Battalion,
because the records of the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety
acknowledged a debt for such items and authorized payment
for them on February 29,1776.

Upon application of Plunket Fleeson for the
payment of Drums, &c. for use of Capt. Dorsey}s Comp'y of the
1st Penn}a Bafn, and for the Drums, &ca., for Colo. William
Irvine's Battalion, By order of the Board, an order was drawn on
Messrs. Mease & Caldwellfor £24, in favour of said Fleeson, being
the amount of said accounts.19

The term "Drums, &c." may appear to be
somewhat ambiguous, but the "&c." normally referred to fifes
and/or colors. In this case it may have been a grand division
color.

This side business evidently became so
profitable that it was necessary for Fleeson to occasionally
engage in sub-contracting some of this military work. One
such sub-contractor was a gentleman who has thus far been
identified only as "Colonel Waine," and even he would have
remained anonymous had it not been that two invoices for
work that he had done for Fleeson have fortunately survived.
One of these, dated August 26, 1775, reads:
Col0 Waine

To Plunket Fleeson Dr

To a Battan Taffaty Colour, Staff, Spear, Tassels 8 . . . 5 . . . 0
To a Division Colour Compleat 4 . . . 7. . . 0

12. . . 12. . . 020

This leaves little doubt that the regimental
standards must have been larger and more ornate than the
grand division colors; the former costing almost twice as
much as the latter. Of even greater interest in this instance
is a second invoice which is dated June 3, 1775, and which
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Waine also submitted to Plunket Fleeson.
Col":

To Plunket Fleeson Dr

To 1 best Drum & Sticks
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To a blue silk Color with Union
Staff and Spear and Tassells _

5:2.0

Painting with Arrows & Motto - 2.0.0

Rec Contents Sepf: 8th: 1775.

7. .
f.W

')
2

0
0

Plunf: Fleeson21

There is an overwhelming temptation to
associate the color described in this invoice with the Harmar
standard, but without more direct evidence of the connection
of the two, their similarity must be considered a happy
coincidence. The information found in these two invoices, as
well as the size of the Harmar flag (72% by 76 inches in its
present form) will allow us to conclude that this is indeed a
regimental standard rather than a grand division color. One
may perhaps argue that the colors made in Philadelphia at such
an early date may have been intended for use by one of the
battalions of the Associators of the City and Liberties of
Philadelphia, but Josiah Harmar is not known to have been
associated with the militia brigade of that city.

The lack of any regimental designation may be
somewhat disconcerting, but this appears to have been a rather
common practice insofar as American regimental standards
of that period was concerned. For example, one may consider

the standard of Colonel Samuel B. Webb's Additional
Continental Regiment. Its center design is a fanciful allegory
representing America vanquishing Britain; above it is a scroll
bearing the motto IN MERIDIEM PROGRES ETC. The
regimental standard which is popularly known as the
"Headman color" is another fine example of a standard with
no regimental designation.22 On October 6, 1776, Samuel
Patterson, Colonel of the Third Battalion of the militia of New
Castle County, Delaware, wrote Caesar Rodney suggesting
that he could sell the drums and colors belonging to that
battalion if it was thought necessary.23 After all, the campaign
was almost ended, and they would not be needed until the
following campaign — if at all. The fledgling American army
had not yet grasped the concept of the almost sacred attitude
that European soldiers had toward their regimental colors.
This was no doubt because the Americans could in no way
be considered to be soldiers; nor would they be able to
consider themselves such until very late in the war. The rather
casual attitude of the American soldier regarding such things
changed gradually, and he eventually assumed the reverence
towards regimental colors exhibited by his European
counterpart. The Delaware colors mentioned above could
hardly have been offered for re-sale had there been a
regimental designation painted on them. This would have
required that a new designation be painted over the old which
would tend to make the silk too stiff an brittle, possibly
causing the color to crack and tear at that point. One alteration
might succeed, but any more often than that would lead to

The military presence at Fort
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the probability of damaging the colors.
It is probable that this standard remained in

Josiah Harmar's possession from the time of its alteration
until the last remnants of the First Pennsylvania Battalion
disbanded in December 1776. Under the circumstances
Harmar probably knew of no commissary to whom he could
return the standard so he simply kept it in his baggage and
took it home. It is also probable that it was soon forgotten
and thus remained in storage in the Harmar home until Josiah
died in 1813. It may be that it was then that it was discovered
and passed on to his son who in turn passed it on to Harmar's
grandson.

At some time in its history someone unfortu-
nately added the panel with the date 1776 to the upper part
of the field. In all probability this was done by some well-
meaning but misguided person at the time of the 1876
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centennial celebration when it may have been on display or
used in a parade. While this was an unfortunate mishandling
of the standard, at least it was not so bad as that made to the
Headman color. In this latter instance the date 1776 was
painted directly onto the field in two places with black paint.
The panel on the Harmar color was fortunately removed
during the preservation process which it recently underwent,
with the result that the appearance was greatly enhanced.

The irony of all this is that in spite of the fact
that this standard was never carried to Fort Washington by
Josiah Harmar, it will undoubtedly continue to be identified
with the name of that place. Even though it can no longer
be considered to bear the close historical association with the
City of Cincinnati as it was once thought, it is certainly a most
valuable and interesting relic of the early months of the
American War for Independence.

The author's reconstruction of
the Harmar Standard shows
its appearance prior to the
alteration in the union occa-
sioned by the Declaration of
Independence. It is possible
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have been made from the
materials taken from the Bri-
tish Union.



Fall 1991 The "Fort Washington Flag" 37

1. Information furnished by The Cincinnati Historical Society in the form
of two old, undated, and otherwise unidentified newspaper clippings.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Extract of a return of military stores issued to the Continental Regiment,
Philadelphia, September 29,1784 Journal of'Military Stores, Mar., 1781-Sept.,
1784, Vol. CXXII, P. 467, Record Group 93, U.S. National Archives. This
as well as a number of other items was issued to Lieutenant Thomas Doyle,
the regimental quartermaster.
5. Record of MoneyReceived and Disbursements, Oct. 1781-Oct. 1788,Voi.XCVl,
p. 333, Record Group 93, U.S. National Archives. On October 6, 1784,
Rebecca Young was paid 14 36/90 dollars "for a Silk Colour for Col
Harmars Reg!" Rebecca Young was the mother of Mary Pickersgill, the
women who made the Fort McHenry garrison flag which is now
erroneously identified as "The Star Spangled Banner." This flag is on display
in the U.S. National Museum of American History.
6. Record of Money, p. 281. In accounting of payment for work performed
for the army at Philadelphia, on October 20,1784, John Henderson of that
city was paid ten Pounds for painting the above standard.
7. Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register of the Officers of the Continental
Army (Washington, 1914), p. 274.
8. Henri Donoi, Histoire de la participation de la France 'a Pe'stablissement des
E'tats-Unis d'Amerique (Paris, 1886), Vol. I, pp. 291-292. The text of this letter
was naturally published in French; so what appears is the author's
translation.
9. The Georgia Delegates to Peyton Randolph, Savannah, April 6, 1775,
Letters of Delegates to Congress, 1774-1789, Paul H. Smith, ed. (Washington,
1976), Vol. I, pp. 326-328. Also: American Archives, Peter Force, ed.
(Washington, October 1839), Ser. 4, Vol. II, pp. 1547-1549.
10. Deputy Adjutant General's Orderly Book, Ticonderoga, 1776, The
Bulletin of the Fort Ticonderoga Museum, Vol., Ill, No. 1 (January 1933), p.
30.
11. Ibid., p. 35.
12. The George Washington Papers, Ser. 3G, Vol. L, p. 185, Manuscripts
Division, Library of Congress.
13. For further information on grand division and other colors see: Donald
W. Hoist & Marko Zlatich, "A Return of Some Continental Army
Regimental Colors of 1778," Military Color & Historian, Vol. XIX, No. 4
(Winter, 1967), pp. 109-115. This article deals with a return of thirteen sets
of regimental colors which has become known as the Gostelow Return.
Donald W. Hoist, "Regimental Colors of the Continental Army," Military
Collector & Historian, Vol. XX, No. 3 (Fall, 1968), pp. 69-73.
14. "Papers Relating to the War of the Revolution," Pennsylvania Archives,
John B. Linn & William H. Egle, eds., (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1896),
Ser. 2, Vol. I, p. 620.
15. Fort Ticonderoga Bulletin, Vol. Ill, No. 3 (January 1934), p. 158.
16. Pennsylvania in the War of the Revolution, Battalions and Line, John B.
Linn & William H. Egle, eds. (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1880), Vol. I.,
pp. 52-53.
17. Heitman, p. 274.
18. The Pennsylvania Gazette, August 7, 1755, No. 1389, p. 3; and, January
18. 1775, No. 2404, p. 3. These two items were newspaper advertisements
which also appeared in other issues of this paper.
19. The Colonial Records of Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1852),
Vol. X, p. 499.
20. The Sol Feinstein Collection of the American Revolution, Item No. 1659,
The David Library of the American Revolution.
21. Ibid., Item No. 1658.
22. Military Collector & Historian, Vol. XIX, op. cit. pp. 109-115.
23. Letters to and From Caesar Rodney, George H. Ryden, ed., (Philadelphia,
1933), p. 136.




