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Benny Benson and lhe Alaska Flag

John Ben (Benny) Benson, designer of the Alaska flag, was bom on October 12,
1913, at Chignik, Alaska. His mother was of Aleut-Russian descent and his
father was a Swedish fisherman. 1In 1916, at the age of three, Benny came to
the Jesse Lee Home, following his mother*s death from pneumonia. He lived at
Jesse Lee, first in Unalaska, and later in Seward, until 1932.

Benny®s opportunity to design the flag came following Governor Parks®™ visit to
Washington, D.C. Th”o, the Governor discovered Alaska was the sole territory
or state without a flag. On his return home, the Governor met with several
organizations to remedy the situation. The resulting contest to find a
suitable territorial flag, sponsored by the American Legion, was held in the
Spring of 1927. Benny"s simple but elegant design, the unanimous choice of
all judges, won Tfirst place, and was later adopted as official state flag.
When a telegram arrived at school announcing the news, Benny, who never did
get used to being in the limelight, was speechless and unable to utter a word.
Modesty remained one of Benny®"s most notable traits,.

Benny®s described his flag as follows: "lhe blue is for Alaska®"s sky and the
forget-me-not, an Alaskan flower. [Ihe North Star stands for Alaska, which
someday will be the most northerly star in our Country®s flag. [lhe Dipper is
for the Great Bear-, signifying strength.”

Seme years later, Benny met Marie Drake, who wrote Alaska®"s Flag Song to
explain Benny"s design to school children. Marie Drake described Benny"s
design as "beautiful, simple, and meaningful." Her words were subsequently
set to music and became the state song,

Alaska®s Flag, Wards by Marie Drake

Eight stars of gold on a field of blue -
Alaska®s flag, May it mean to you
Ihe blue of the sea, the evening sky
Ihe mountain lakes, and the flow"rs nearby;
Ilhe gold of the early sourdough®s dreams,
Ihe precious gold of the hills and streams?
The brilliant stars in the northern sky
Ilhe "Bear"™ - the "Dipper"™ - and,

shining high,
Ilhe great North Star with its steady light.
Over land and sea a beacon bright,
Alaska®s flag - to Alaskans dear,
The simple flag of a last frontier.

Benny was awarded a gold watch, with his winning flag design reproduced on the
case. Benny later received a $1,000 scholarship to attend Henphill Diesel
School in Seattle, and $2,500 from the Alaska State Legislature.

lhe original flag, now displayed at the Alaska State Historical Museum in
Juneau along with Benny"s watch, was first unfurled and flown at the Jesse Lee
Hone Campus in Seward, on July 9, 1927. Benny had the honor of raising the
flag when it was flown at the dedication. On a number of occasions, Benny
served as an ambassador of goodwill for the State of Alaska.

ACS credits the following known authors (and same unknown) for their
assistance from pieces found in ACS historical files: The Anchorage Times;
Phyllis D. Carlson; Greater Anchorage Incorporated; Velma Moos Potter.



