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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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English Naval Flags 

It is generally accepted that the cross as a military emblem first came into use in the 
crusades, although the Bayeux tapestry shows William's ship carrying at the main-
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mast a flag with a cross of gold on a blue field.4 It is uncertain when the red cross 
became associated with England and the white cross with France but in any event by 
the time of Richard the First's crusading (1189) this arrangement was recognised. 
And certainly by the middle of the 14th century and during the Hundred Years War the 
St George's Cross was distinctly marked on English Ships and recognised as the 
badge of English nationality.5 (fig 13) A copy of 'articles of war' from the time of 
Richard the Second (1377-1399) recognises the cross of St George as the mark of the 
English: 

"Every man of what estate or condition, or nation he may be of, so that he be of 
our party, shall wear a sign of the arms of St George, large both before and 
behind, upon peril that i f he be slain or wounded to death, he that has done so 
to him shall not be put to death, for default of the cross that he lacketh. And 
no enemy whether prisoner or not, shall wear the said sign of St George upon 
pain of death" 6 

Although a number of other flags were flown at sea, for example the Tudor colours 
worn in the 26th century (fig 25) and the Stuart flags of the 17th century (fig 26) and a 
flag bearing the red cross and blue white and yellow bars was used for a short time. 
In 1606, by order of James the First (also James the Sixth of Scotland) the flag was 
changed to the first of the 'union' flags, (fig 12) On 12th April 1606 it was ordered: 

"Henceforth all our subjects of this isle and Kingdom of Great Britain and the 
members thereof shall bear in their maintop the red cross, commonly called St 
George's cross, and the white cross commonly called St Andrew's cross, joined 
together in a form made by our heralds and sent by us to our Admiral, to be 
published to our said subjects. And in their fore-top our subjects of South 
Britain shall wear the red cross only as they were wont; and our subjects of 
North Britain, in their fore-top the white cross only as they were accustomed."7 

The blazon for this flag is given as azure, a saltire argent, surmounted of a cross 
gules, fimbriated. Heraldically a fimbriation is a narrow border to prevent the un¬
pleasing effect of metal on metal or colour on colour, and it should be as narrow as 
possible to mark the contrast, (figs 12, 28) 

The Admiralty flag (fig 10-11), more properly called the flag of the Lord High Admi­
ral, became known as the admiralty flag because from 1710 the office was put into 
commission and remained so, with a brief intermission when the Duke of Clarence 
was created Lord High Admiral in 1827, until the Board of Admiralty was abolished 
1964. The title of Lord High Admiral reverted to the crown and the Queen became 
her own Lord High Admiral.8 In 2011 the title of Lord High Admiral was granted to 
the Duke of Edinburgh on his 90th Birthday.9 

The flag was flown in the form shown in Fig 2, that is horizontally, except during the 
reign of James II (1685-1688) when he assumed the office himself and flew the flag 
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in the form shown in fig 11. After the Glorious revolution in 1689, it reverted to its 
old form. 

During the 17th century the tactical necessities of large fleets led to their divisions and 
subdivisions being distinguished by a separate flag. The fleet was divided into three 
squadrons, centre (red), the van (blue) and the rear (white) commanded by an Admi­
ral, Vice-Admiral and a Rear-Admiral, each flying the appropriate flag, (figs 14-16) 
However, as the commander of the red squadron was also the commander of the fleet 
he flew, not the red flag but the union flag. The Royal standard was originally flown 
as the flag of command when the Lord High Admiral personally commanded the 
fleet, but this is now only flown by the Sovereign in person. 

In order to more fully distinguish the squadrons (and to prevent confusion with enemy 
vessels, the French flew both white and blue flags) a further change in the flags was 
made; these were to be in the colours mentioned, but with the upper corner next to the 
staff was a white canton charged with St Georges cross. Early evidence of this prac­
tice was shown by the capture by the French of no fewer than forty flags, paraded 
before the people and then deposited in Notre Dame10 (figs 29-31) following the dis­
astrous expedition in 1627 by the Duke of Buckingham against the Isle of Rhé, near 
St Rochelle. 

With the execution of Charles the First in 1649 and the start of Parliamentary rule the 
flying of the union flag was discontinued, one reason being that Parliament professed 
to rule England and Ireland only and the saltire was removed from the flag, The na­
tional and naval flag became: 

"the arms of England and Ireland in two escutcheons, on a red flag, within a com­
partment or" (fig 18) 

Pepys, when Secretary of the Admiralty, described this flag as encircled by a laurel 
wreath for the Admiral, but plain for the Vice and rear Admirals, (fig 17)11 

At the restoration the union flag was re-introduced, and as early as May 11 t h 1660, 
Pepys was noting that: 

"we began to pull down all the states arms in the fleet — having first sent to Dover for 
painters and others to set up the King's," 12 

On the political and constitutional union with Scotland in 1707 the union flag ceased 
to be used as a flag of command and was worn on a flag-staff and not at the mast head 
or topsail. Also as naval tactics developed, large fleets of 90-100 ships were no 
longer gathered together, and the colours red, white and blue ceased to have any 
meaning other than marking degrees of seniority. 

In 1800 the union with Ireland brought another change to the flag. On 1 s t January 
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1801 the union flag was altered to include a red cross, often called the cross of St Pat­
rick. St Patrick never had a cross, and the cross saltire in so far as it belongs to any 
saint, belongs to St Andrew. The cross may have come from the arms of the Fitzger-
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alds, who came to Ireland with the Norman invaders. The Fitzgerald arms are ar­
gent, a cross saltire gules. There is some evidence that these arms were used as the 
flag of Ireland in the early 18th century13 and this was felt to be sufficient usage for 
the cross to be included in the union flag and combined with the saltire already in the 
union. The two saltires are counter-changed, the white representing the senior mem­
ber of the union uppermost in the first quarter and the red edged with white as a fim¬
briation. 

There was still a measure of confusion about which flags Admirals of the various 
grades should fly and the matter was finally resolved by Admiralty Order of 9 t h July 
1864: 

"Admirals, Vice-Admirals and Rear-Admirals shall in future wear respectively a 
white flag with the St Georges therein at the main, fore, or mizen top-gallant mast­
head. 
All Her Majesty's ships of war in commission shall bear a white ensign with a red St 
George's cross, and the union in the upper canton."14 

Since then ships and vessels employed in the public service fly the blue ensign, ships 
commanded by members of the Royal Naval Reserve and having one third of their 
crew of the Reserve may also fly it. Yachts and other vessels under special authority 
may fly distinguishing flags, but all other British ships are to fly the red ensign. 

One last note, fig 21 shows the flag as flown by Rear-Admirals now, a Vice-Admiral 
flies the flag with a red ball in the third canton and an Admiral the plain cross of St 
George. 
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A SURVEY OF HERALDRY IN CANNINGTON CHURCH 

We are making a visit to Cannington in July, 
and so I went there to see the church, with its 
heraldry. It seems worthwhile to give a foretaste 
of what you can see, as I was able to take some 
photographs, and members may like to read 
around the history of the place. 

Cannington was the centre of a Hundred, which 
was the basic unit for administration and taxa­
tion of land in the Saxon period. After the con­
quest the Hundreds were retained, although as 
the County administration, initially under the 
sheriff, grew in importance, the Hundred be­
came commensurately less significant. Never­
theless they survived well into the eighteenth 
century, although I do not know when they were 
formally abolished. 

Cannington Hundred was the area to the west of 
Bridgwater, and it has been suggested that the 
name incorporates the stem "can-", which is 
the same as in Kent, meaning a roughly circular 
area. This is probably analogous to the word 
cantref used at the same early period in Wales 
for a unit similar to the hundred. The buildings 
of Cannington Court, next to the church were 
originally those of a Priory, but after the disso­
lution of the monasteries, they were held by the 
lord of the hundred and were, until the end of 
the nineteenth century at least, owned by the 
Clifford of Chudleigh family, who built the 
eighteenth century additions to what was then 
called Cannington Court. 

In the church there is an interesting collection of 
hassocks, or kneelers, with heraldic motifs. 
These were obviously made in the twentieth 
century and one is for the Queen's Jubilee of 
1977. Perhaps another is already in the making 
for her 2012 Jubilee. There is little point in 

describing each of these, but they merit attention during the visit, and as scattered 
around the church, mainly in or near the chancel. 
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In the north aisle is a memorial to the 535 Anti-Aircraft Battalion of the US Army, 
which shows a rather small but interesting coat of arms, parted per pale nebuly Gules 
and Or fretty Sable, a pile engrailed issuing from sinister charged with a lion passant 
Gules. Piles and nebuly partitions are certainly common in US Anti-Aircraft heraldry, 
but this design is so particular and fussy that I do wonder whether it was in fact 
granted by the US Army Institute of Heraldry, or perhaps was just designed and 
adopted informally by the men of the battalion. SECURITAS PER VIGILAM is re­
corded as their motto by the Institute website, but no arms. 
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