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Red Flag With Union Jack

The Enduring Legacy
of the Red Flag With
Union Jack

Few symbols in vexillology are as instantly
recognizable or as steeped in maritime
history as the red flag with the Union Jack.
Often referred to formally as the Red Ensign
or affectionately as the "Red Duster," this
banner is far more than a simple piece of
fabric. It is a powerful emblem of British
maritime heritage, a symbol of national
identity for several Commonwealth nations,
and a historical marker of the British
Empire's global reach. While the Union Jack
itself is a complex combination of the
crosses of St. George, St. Andrew, and St.
Patrick, placing it on a red field creates a
distinct and meaningful flag with a story that
spans centuries. This article delves deep into
the origins, variations, and enduring
significance of the red flag with the Union
Jack, exploring its role in history, its
modern-day usage, and why it continues to
fly proudly across the globe.

The Birth of the Red
Ensign: A Maritime
Foundation

The story of the red flag with the Union Jack
begins not on land, but at sea. During the
17th century, the Royal Navy and British
merchant fleet were expanding rapidly, and a
clear system of identification was needed. In

1674, King Charles II issued a royal
proclamation that established the Red Ensign
as the official flag for British merchant ships.
At that time, the flag featured a plain red
field with a small Union Jack (then the flag
of the Kingdom of Great Britain) in the
canton, the upper left corner. This simple
but effective design allowed ships to be
easily identified from a distance, reducing
the risk of friendly fire and enabling port
authorities to quickly distinguish British
vessels from those of other nations.

The term "Ensign" itself is a naval term
referring to a flag flown at the stern of a ship
to indicate its nationality. The Red Ensign
was not alone; it was part of a three-tier
system of naval flags that included the White
Ensign (white field with a red St. George's
Cross and the Union Jack in the canton),
which was reserved for the Royal Navy, and
the Blue Ensign (blue field with the Union
Jack in the canton), which was used by a
variety of government vessels and, later, by
ships commanded by officers of the Royal
Naval Reserve. The Red Ensign, however,
was the people's flag—the flag of commerce,
trade, and the vast network of merchant
vessels that formed the backbone of the
British economy and the British Empire.

The Evolution of the Design

As the political makeup of the British Isles
changed, so too did the Union Jack in the
canton. The original Union Jack, introduced
in 1606 after the Union of the Crowns,
combined the red cross of St. George



(England) with the white saltire of St.
Andrew (Scotland). After the union with
Ireland in 1801, the red saltire of St. Patrick
was added, creating the modern Union Jack.
Consequently, the red flag with the Union
Jack seen today is a direct descendant of this
1801 design. The flag's field itself has also
seen slight variations in shade, from a deep
crimson to a slightly brighter red, but its core
identity has remained remarkably stable for
over two centuries.

Symbolism and
Meaning in the Red
Field

The red flag with the Union Jack carries a
wealth of symbolic meaning. The red field
has been interpreted in several ways
throughout history. Most commonly, it is
seen as representing the courage, sacrifice,
and blood shed by British sailors and soldiers
in the service of their country and empire.
For the merchant navy, the red field also
symbolizes the vitality of commerce and the
bustling trade routes that connected Britain
to its colonies and to the world. It is a strong
and bold color that commands attention on
the open sea. The Union Jack in the canton,
of course, represents the unity of the nations
of the United Kingdom and the sovereign
authority of the British Crown. Together, the
red field and the Union Jack create a flag that
is both a national symbol and a professional
identifier, a badge of honour for those who
have served under it.

Beyond the Merchant
Navy: The Red Flag in
the Commonwealth

The influence of the red flag with the Union

Jack extends far beyond the coast of Britain.
The British Empire's expansion saw the
adoption of the Red Ensign (and the Blue
Ensign) as the basis for the flags of many
colonies and dominions. A tradition
developed where a colony would take the
appropriate ensign (often the red or blue)
and deface it with its own unique badge or
coat of arms. This created a family of flags
that were visually linked but distinct,
allowing each territory to maintain its own
identity while acknowledging its connection
to the British Crown.

Flags of Former and Current
British Territories

Several current and former British territories
have or had a red flag with a Union Jack in
the canton and their own distinctive emblem.
Some prominent examples include:

Bermuda: Bermuda is one of the
most well-known current examples.
Its flag features a red field (a Red
Ensign) with the Union Jack in the
canton and the coat of arms of
Bermuda (a red lion holding a shield)
on the fly side. This is unusual as most
British Overseas Territories use a
Blue Ensign.
Canada (Historically): Before the
adoption of the Maple Leaf flag in
1965, Canada used a version of the
Red Ensign with the Canadian coat of
arms. This flag, known as the
Canadian Red Ensign, was a powerful
symbol of Canadian identity for
decades and is still used today by
some traditionalists and heritage
organizations.
Australia and New Zealand: Both
nations had their origins in flags based
on the British Ensigns. While both
now have their own distinct national
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flags (which feature a blue field), the
Red Ensigns of Australia and New
Zealand exist as official flags for
merchant vessels registered in those
countries. The Australian Red Ensign
features the Southern Cross and the
Commonwealth Star, while the New
Zealand Red Ensign features the
Southern Cross in red stars outlined in
white.
Union of South Africa
(1910–1928): The Union of South
Africa used a Red Ensign with the
shield of the South African coat of
arms as its de facto national flag until
1928.
Various Caribbean and Pacific
Islands: Many other territories, such
as the Leeward Islands, the Windward
Islands, and the Gilbert and Ellice
Islands, also used versions of the red
flag with the Union Jack at various
points in their history.

The Modern Usage and
Legal Status of the Red
Flag

Today, the red flag with the Union Jack
remains a legally recognised and actively
used flag, though its role has shifted
somewhat. In the United Kingdom, it is still
the official civil ensign. British merchant
vessels, as well as yachts registered in the
UK, are required or entitled to fly the Red
Ensign. It is a daily sight in ports and
marinas around the country and in many
Commonwealth nations. The flag is not a
national flag for general land use in the UK
(the Union Jack holds that status), but it is a
highly respected symbol of the maritime
community.

Flags for Specific Purposes

There are also several specialised variations
of the red flag with the Union Jack. For
example, the Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA)
uses a Blue Ensign defaced with a gold
anchor. Some organisations and clubs have
been granted a warrant to use a defaced Red
or Blue Ensign as their special ensign. These
are unique privileges and are a mark of high
standing within the maritime world. The
continued legal protection and use of the
Red Ensign demonstrate the enduring
importance of maritime tradition in British
culture.

Contrast with Other
British Ensigns

To fully appreciate the red flag with the
Union Jack, it is helpful to understand its
place within the family of British ensigns.
The three main categories are:

Red Ensign (The Red Duster): For1.
British merchant ships and yachts.
The most widely used ensign.
White Ensign: For ships and shore2.
establishments of the Royal Navy.
Features a white field with a red St.
George's Cross and the Union Jack in
the canton. It is a flag of the highest
prestige and is flown exclusively by
the Navy.
Blue Ensign: For government vessels3.
and those commanded by officers of
the Royal Naval Reserve, as well as
for certain yacht clubs and
organisations granted a warrant. It has
a blue field.

Each of these flags has its own distinct role
and protocol, and flying the wrong ensign
was historically a serious breach of maritime



law. The red flag with the Union Jack is the
most democratic and widely flown of the
three.

The Red Flag in
Popular Culture and
National Identity

The "Red Duster" has also secured a place in
popular culture, particularly in the United
Kingdom. It is often used to evoke a sense of
nostalgia for the age of sail, the British
Empire, and the heroism of the Merchant
Navy during both World Wars. The flag is
closely associated with the concept of "Rule
Britannia" and the romanticised image of
British seafaring adventure. During the
Falklands War (1982), the Merchant Navy
played a vital role in transporting troops and
supplies, and the Red Ensign became a
symbol of that contribution and sacrifice. It
is a flag that carries deep emotional
resonance, especially in port cities and
coastal communities.

Debates and Controversy

Like many historical flags, the red flag with
the  Union  Jack  i s  no t  w i thou t  i t s
controversies. For some, its association with
the British Empire and colonialism makes it
a symbol of oppression and exploitation. The
Canadian Red Ensign, for example, was a
source of debate during the flag debates of
the 1960s, with some seeing it as a colonial
relic and others as a cherished part of
Canadian heritage. In the UK, while the Red
Ensign is generally viewed positively, some
people may associate all flags containing the
Union Jack with certain political ideologies.
However, the red flag with the Union Jack

also has a strong working-class and trade
union connection, particularly within the
maritime industry, which complicates its
political symbolism.

How to Display the Red
Flag With Union Jack

There are established protocols for flying the
red flag with the Union Jack, particularly on
vessels. The flag should be hoisted at sunrise
and lowered at sunset unless illuminated at
night. It should be flown from the stern gaff
when the vessel is underway, or from the
ensign staff at the stern when in port. While
any UK citizen can fly the Red Ensign on
their property, it is traditionally a maritime
flag, and some may consider its use on land
inappropriate if it is the only flag flown.
However, it is commonly seen at nautical-
themed events, maritime museums, and in
coastal towns. When flown alongside the
Union Jack, the Union Jack should be in a
position of precedence (on the observer's left
or higher).

Crafting Your Own Red
Flag: A Note on
Authenticity and
Design

For those interested in owning a red flag with
the Union Jack, it is important to seek out
accurate and well-made flags. The
proportions of the Union Jack within the
canton are crucial, as is the specific shade of
red. A poorly designed flag can look
unauthentic and may not accurately
represent the flag's heritage. Most reputable
flag manufacturers will produce a Red


