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NEW ARMS FOR MR SPEAKER BERCOW 

We learned recently that John Bercow, Speaker of the House of Commons, has com
missioned an official portrait and a Coat of Arms. These were unveiled on Monday 28 
November and they were said to have cost £37,000, of which £22,000 was for the por
trait by Brendan Kelly. Later it transpired that this excluded some bills, but there is a 
little confusion over these, which are stated to have been £5,400 for the grant of arms 
and another £1,600 for preparation of the panelled area, in the Palace of Westminster, 
for the display of the arms. What the precise cost of the arms was is therefore some
what unclear. One must wonder whether all this amount would in the past have been 
allowed as surely a grant of arms is a personal expense. 

The arms have 
the following 
explanation, that 
blue and red are 
the colours of the 
main political 
parties, represent
ing John Ber¬
cow's own jour
ney. The ladder 
(regressing right 
to left) represents 
his ascent from 
humble begin
nings to one of 
the highest of
fices of state. The 
balls represent 
his fondness for 
tennis: they are 
four to represent 
the constituent 
countries of the 
United Kingdom 
- England, Scot
land, Wales 
(contd on back) 



H E R A L D R Y OF T H E SEA Ron Gadd 
Introduction 

This work is based upon an article published in the RUSI journal in 1880 by J K 
Laughton who was considered the first historian to specialize in naval history and 
who taught Naval History at the Royal Naval College. Where appropriate other 
sources have been used and are noted. This article discusses flags used by British 
ships only. 

There is evidence of the use of flags on land as early as 330BC, although the earliest 
use of flags at sea seems to have been merely as signals; by moving coloured pieces 
of cloth up or down or left or right instructions or intentions could be signalled. The 
Greeks were said to have used the red flag as the signal for battle and seeing a red flag 
flying was the excuse the Cinque port vessels gave for attacking Norman ships in 
1293.1 

The device signalling leadership or power was a carved figure in wood or metal car
ried on a staff or pole, for example the well known Roman Eagle. In time it was real
ised that a device on a flag was recognised from greater distances and was much more 
flexible. The earliest flags used were in China, from about 1500BC flags bearing 
symbols including, dragons, hawks, snakes and tigers.2 The Roman Eagle was later 
accompanied by a flag which because of its being better seen from distance, began to 
supersede the solid figure of the eagle. 

The modern use of flags emerges from the dark ages following the break up of the 
Roman Empire. They were adopted by kings and leaders as personal distinctions and 
used by their followers as both livery and flags. In early feudal military organisa
tions each lord or knight had his own distinguishing mark flag which he would use 
when serving on land or sea. I f on a ship each knight would show his own banner, 
which would usually be a version of his arms. 

From medieval times until the late 17th century ships and seamen would more often 
identify with a port rather than with a country. Accordingly, up until the revolution 
French ships flew the flag of their port of origin, Marseilles ships: white with a blue 
cross; Dunkirk: Barry of six white and blue. The Baltic states had in the same way a 
flag for each port as did the Dutch and the free towns of Germany.3 

The earliest form of national flag was usually the device of the king, such as the white 
horse of the Saxons or the Raven of the Danes. Later the Normans used the lions or 
leopards, first William Rufus and then in the form we know Richard I . Edward II I , on 
laying claim to the French crown quartered the lilies of France with the three lions, 
with the lilies in the first quarter and of course different Kings and Queens have quar
tered or impaled the arms of husbands or wives on a temporary basis, (figs 1-8) The 
present Royal standard as flown at sea is that of the United Kingdom, (fig 9) 
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