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an appeal to heaven flag history traces back to a distinctive and symbolic banner that emerged during

a critical period in American history. This flag, known as the "Appeal to Heaven" flag, carries deep

historical and philosophical significance dating to the 18th century. It became a symbol of resistance

and moral justification during the American Revolutionary War, reflecting the colonists’ belief in divine

justice and natural rights. Understanding the origins, symbolism, and legacy of the Appeal to Heaven

flag provides valuable insight into early American patriotism and the ideological foundations of the

United States. This article explores the flag’s inception, its use during pivotal moments in history, and

its ongoing cultural relevance. The following sections will delve into the flag’s creation, its symbolism,

prominent historical appearances, and its place in modern contexts.
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Origins of the Appeal to Heaven Flag

The history of the Appeal to Heaven flag begins with its creation by American colonial patriot Captain

James Turner in 1775. Turner was a naval officer from Massachusetts, and his flag was designed as a

call for righteous rebellion against British tyranny. The phrase "An Appeal to Heaven" itself is derived



from the political philosophy of John Locke, who argued that when all earthly options are exhausted,

individuals have the right to appeal to a higher authority—heaven—for justice. The flag was initially

flown on Turner’s ship during naval engagements early in the Revolutionary War, symbolizing a moral

and spiritual justification for the colonists’ fight for independence.

John Locke’s Influence and Political Philosophy

John Locke’s treatises on government deeply influenced the American revolutionaries. Locke asserted

that governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed and that people have the

right to overthrow unjust rulers. The Appeal to Heaven flag embodies these ideas by explicitly

acknowledging a higher divine authority as the ultimate judge of justice. This appeal to a transcendent

moral order distinguished the American cause from mere rebellion, framing it as a principled stand for

natural rights and liberty.

Creation by Captain James Turner

Captain James Turner’s design was straightforward yet powerful. The flag features a pine tree on a

white field with the motto "An Appeal to Heaven" inscribed below. The pine tree was a well-known

symbol in New England, representing resilience, liberty, and natural strength. Turner’s choice of this

emblem underscored the connection between the colonists and their homeland, while the motto

declared their reliance on divine justice rather than human institutions.

Symbolism and Design Elements

The Appeal to Heaven flag combines iconic imagery and a compelling motto to convey its message.

Each element was carefully chosen to reflect the ideological and cultural values of the American

colonists during the 18th century. Understanding the symbolism embedded in the flag helps explain

why it resonated so strongly during the formative years of the United States.



The Pine Tree Symbol

The pine tree featured on the flag is a central symbol of American colonial identity, especially in New

England. Pine trees were abundant in the region and had practical importance for shipbuilding and

commerce. Beyond practicality, the pine tree symbolized endurance, freedom, and a connection to the

natural world. It was also used by other colonial flags, such as the well-known Pine Tree Flag,

indicating unity and shared values among the colonies.

The White Field

The white background of the flag represents purity, innocence, and the moral high ground claimed by

the American colonists. White as a color is often associated with peace and sincerity, reinforcing the

idea that the colonists’ appeal was just and honorable. The simplicity of the design ensured that the

flag’s message was clear and unmistakable during naval confrontations and public displays.

The Motto: “An Appeal to Heaven”

The motto is the defining feature of the flag. It explicitly states the colonists’ justification for rebellion:

having exhausted all earthly remedies, they turn to a higher power for justice. This phrase

encapsulates the philosophical and religious rationale behind the American Revolution and

distinguishes the flag from other contemporary banners that focused solely on political or military

symbolism.

Historical Usage During the American Revolution

The Appeal to Heaven flag was flown during several significant moments in the early stages of the

American Revolutionary War. Its use was primarily naval but extended symbolically to other spheres of

resistance. The flag’s presence on ships and in battle served as a morale booster and a statement of

ideological purpose for the revolutionaries.



Naval Engagements and Maritime Significance

Captain James Turner raised the Appeal to Heaven flag aboard his ship, the brigantine named the

“Liberty,” during naval operations against British vessels. The flag signaled the crew’s commitment to

fighting under the banner of divine justice rather than merely political rebellion. It became a symbol for

privateers and naval forces aligned with the revolutionary cause, representing the colonists’ resolve to

defend their rights by force if necessary.

Adoption by Other Colonial Militias

Beyond its naval use, the flag was adopted by various colonial militias and revolutionary groups as a

symbol of righteous resistance. The pine tree and the motto resonated with many colonists who saw

their struggle as sanctioned by natural law and divine will. While not as widely known as the Stars and

Stripes, the Appeal to Heaven flag held a special place in the hearts of those who valued its spiritual

message.

Role in Early Revolutionary Iconography

During the early years of the revolution, flags played a vital role in rallying support and conveying

ideological messages. The Appeal to Heaven flag stood alongside other banners such as the Gadsden

flag and the Liberty flag, each representing different facets of colonial resistance. Its appeal to divine

authority distinguished it as a banner of moral legitimacy and hope.

Notable Figures Associated with the Flag

Throughout its history, the Appeal to Heaven flag has been linked to several prominent figures who

embodied its principles. These individuals helped popularize the flag’s symbolism and ensured its

place in revolutionary lore.



Captain James Turner

As the creator and first user of the flag, Captain Turner’s legacy is inseparable from the Appeal to

Heaven banner. His leadership in naval engagements and his choice to adopt this flag reflected his

commitment to the revolutionary cause and its higher moral justification. Turner’s actions helped set a

precedent for using symbolism to inspire and unify colonial forces.

Colonial Leaders and Philosophers

Although not directly associated with designing the flag, many colonial leaders such as Samuel Adams

and Thomas Jefferson shared the philosophical beliefs embodied in the Appeal to Heaven motto.

These men cited John Locke’s principles and often referred to the idea of divine justice in their writings

and speeches, reinforcing the flag’s ideological significance.

Modern Advocates and Historical Preservationists

In more recent times, historians and patriots have revived interest in the Appeal to Heaven flag as a

symbol of American heritage and constitutional principles. Various groups have used the flag to

emphasize themes of liberty, justice, and moral governance, ensuring that its message continues to

resonate in contemporary discourse.

Modern Interpretations and Legacy

The Appeal to Heaven flag remains a potent symbol in American cultural and political life. Its historical

significance and rich symbolism have led to renewed interest in its meaning and application in modern

contexts.



Use in Contemporary Political and Social Movements

Various modern groups advocating for limited government, individual rights, and constitutional

adherence have adopted the Appeal to Heaven flag as a symbol of their cause. The flag’s message of

appealing to a higher authority resonates with those who emphasize moral foundations in governance

and law. Its use today often reflects a connection to historic American values and a call for justice

beyond human institutions.

Historical Preservation and Education

Museums, historians, and educators have worked to preserve the legacy of the Appeal to Heaven flag

by highlighting its role in the American Revolution. Exhibits and educational programs often feature the

flag to illustrate the ideological diversity of revolutionary symbolism and the philosophical roots of

American independence.

The Flag’s Symbolic Role in American Identity

The Appeal to Heaven flag’s enduring presence underscores its importance as a symbol of American

identity, especially regarding the nation’s founding principles. It represents a unique blend of political

philosophy, religious conviction, and patriotic fervor that helped shape the United States. Its history

offers valuable lessons about the intersection of morality and politics in the quest for freedom.

Key Elements of the Appeal to Heaven Flag History

Created by Captain James Turner in 1775 during the American Revolution

Inspired by John Locke’s political philosophy on natural rights and divine justice

Features a pine tree symbolizing resilience and liberty on a white background



Motto “An Appeal to Heaven” reflects the colonists’ moral justification for rebellion

Used primarily in naval engagements and by colonial militias

Connected to prominent revolutionary figures and modern advocates

Maintains cultural and political relevance in contemporary America

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the Appeal to Heaven flag?

The Appeal to Heaven flag, also known as the Pine Tree Flag, originated during the American

Revolutionary War. It was first used in 1775 by the Massachusetts Navy and featured a pine tree with

the motto 'An Appeal to Heaven.'

What does the phrase 'An Appeal to Heaven' on the flag mean?

The phrase 'An Appeal to Heaven' refers to a justification for revolution, implying that when all earthly

options are exhausted, people can appeal to a higher moral authority or divine justice for support.

Why was the pine tree chosen as the symbol on the Appeal to Heaven

flag?

The pine tree was a symbol of New England's natural resources and independence. It also

represented liberty and resistance against British rule, as pine trees were valuable for ship masts and

protected by colonial laws.



How was the Appeal to Heaven flag used during the American

Revolution?

The flag was used by American naval vessels, particularly those of the Massachusetts Navy, as a

symbol of their fight for independence and their moral justification for rebellion against British rule.

Is the Appeal to Heaven flag still used or recognized today?

Yes, the Appeal to Heaven flag has been adopted by various groups and movements as a symbol of

liberty and resistance. It is often seen in historical contexts and sometimes used by modern activists

advocating for freedom and justice.

How does the Appeal to Heaven flag differ from other revolutionary

flags like the Gadsden flag?

While both flags feature a pine tree and symbolize resistance, the Appeal to Heaven flag includes the

specific phrase 'An Appeal to Heaven,' emphasizing moral justification for rebellion, whereas the

Gadsden flag features a rattlesnake and the motto 'Don't Tread on Me,' highlighting a warning against

oppression.

Additional Resources

1. "The Appeal to Heaven Flag: Symbol of American Revolution"

This book explores the origins and historical significance of the Appeal to Heaven flag during the

American Revolutionary War. It delves into the flag’s design, its use by naval vessels, and its symbolic

appeal to divine justice. Readers gain insight into how this emblem represented the colonists' plea for

liberty and moral righteousness against British rule.

2. "Banners of Freedom: The Story Behind the Appeal to Heaven Flag"

Focusing on the visual and cultural history, this book traces the Appeal to Heaven flag’s journey from

a maritime ensign to a potent symbol of American independence. It examines the flag’s adoption by



various revolutionary groups and its enduring legacy in American iconography. Detailed illustrations

and archival documents enrich the narrative.

3. "Appeal to Heaven: The Flag that Inspired a Nation"

This volume presents a comprehensive account of the Appeal to Heaven flag’s role in shaping early

American identity. It covers the philosophical and religious influences that informed its creation,

particularly the concept of appealing to divine authority in times of political struggle. The book also

discusses modern interpretations and revivals of the flag.

4. "Flags of Rebellion: Revolutionary Symbols and Their Stories"

Highlighting various banners used during the American Revolution, this book dedicates a chapter to

the Appeal to Heaven flag, placing it within the broader context of revolutionary symbolism. It explores

the significance of flags in rallying support and boosting morale among patriots. The book offers a

comparative analysis of different flags and their historical impact.

5. "The Pine Tree Flag and the Appeal to Heaven: Maritime Symbols of Revolution"

This study focuses on the maritime history of the Appeal to Heaven flag and its close relative, the Pine

Tree flag. It details their use by privateers and the Continental Navy, emphasizing their roles in naval

warfare and colonial resistance. The book sheds light on the strategic and symbolic importance of

these flags at sea.

6. "Divine Right and Revolution: The Appeal to Heaven in American History"

Examining the ideological underpinnings of the Appeal to Heaven flag, this book investigates the

interplay between religion and politics during the Revolutionary era. It discusses how concepts of

divine justice and natural rights influenced revolutionary leaders and their symbols. The narrative

connects the flag’s message to broader themes of liberty and governance.

7. "Revolutionary Flags: Emblems of Courage and Conviction"

This illustrated guide presents a collection of flags from the American Revolution, including the Appeal

to Heaven flag. Each flag’s history, symbolism, and usage are detailed, providing readers with a visual

and textual understanding of their importance. The Appeal to Heaven flag is highlighted for its unique



message and enduring appeal.

8. "The Appeal to Heaven Flag in Modern America: History and Resurgence"

Focusing on the 20th and 21st centuries, this book examines the resurgence of the Appeal to Heaven

flag in contemporary political and cultural movements. It discusses the flag’s adoption by various

groups and the debates surrounding its symbolism. The book provides context for the flag’s historical

origins alongside its modern interpretations.

9. "From Pine Trees to Stars: The Evolution of Revolutionary Flags"

This work traces the evolution of early American flags, starting from simple designs like the Pine Tree

and Appeal to Heaven flags to the more complex stars and stripes. It highlights how these flags

reflected the growing unity and identity of the colonies. The Appeal to Heaven flag is presented as a

crucial stepping stone in this transformation.
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