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AMONG the many attractive byways of heraldry 
1\. there are few more delightful and instructive 
than that which we must needs follow in our search 
for coats of arms that contain puns upon the name 
of their bearers. If the heraldry of our own land 
yields fewer examples of such coats than are to be 
found in that of Germany, where redende Wappen 
have always been held in high favour, the reason is 
probably to be found in the fact that English family 
names are less often the names of things than are 
German patronymics ; and it must be confessed that 
our people often let slip opportunities of devising 
canting arms which a German herald would eagerly 
have seized. Nevertheless, a glance through any 
English roll of arms or any Visitation will reveal a 
substantial number of the heraldic puns in which our 
forefathers delighted.

The Visitation of Cheshire, made by Robert 
Glover in 15So,1 contains an unusual number of 
such evidences of playful humour; and before we 
speak of them in detail it will perhaps be useful to 
formulate some sort of arrangement of these canting 
coats into groups, according to the greater or less 
obviousness of the puns which they contain.

In the first group let us place then those coats of

1 Harl. Soc., vol. xviii., edited by J. Paul Rylands ; a model in 
its scholarly and accurate editing of what a heraldry book should be.



LUPUS DELVES MILLINGTON

CALVELEY DOWNES PRAERS

BIRD BIRCHES GRIFFIN
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arms whose charges speak of the whole name of the 
bearers. Such, for instance, are the famous arms 
attributed to Hugh Lupus. For though we may be 
sure that the blue shield with the silver wolfs head 
that symbolises the great Domesday earl was not 
really heraldic in the sense in which we understand 
the term, that ancient and dignified shield must be 
allowed to stand in the very forefront of Cheshire 
armory.

In our second group might be put those coats in 
which charges whose names are the whole names of 
the bearers are combined with other charges. Delves 
of Doddington, who thrust a cheveron of the Audley 
colours between the three black delves in his silver 
shield, carried arms of this class, making at once the 
play on his name and proclaiming his kinship with 
that Staffordshire squire whom James Audley de­ 
lighted to honour for his valorous work at Poitiers.

The third group would contain shields of arms 
in which part only of the names of the owners is 
indicated by the charges. Of this type are coats 
like that of Millington of Millington, who placed 
three silver millstones in his blue shield.

A fourth group might consist of shields whose 
charges are objects, the name whereof is part only 
of the bearer's name, combined with an ordinary. 
Calveley of the Lea, for instance, would take his 
place in this class, with his arms of three black calves 
in a silver field having a red fesse between them, 
while his crest of a black calfs head razed and 
collared with a golden crown is equally an example 
of canting heraldry.

Into the fifth group we should collect the arms 
of families whose names merely suggest something 
which the charge is or does. The humour, it will 
be observed, is growing more subtle as we proceed 
with our classification; but there is an obvious 
appropriateness, for example, in the silver hart
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lying down which Downes of Downes painted on his 
black shield.

In our last group we shall find the humour beaten 
still thinner when the name of the bearer only hints 
delicately at something which the charge in the 
shield has to do with. Praers with his silver scythe 
on red carries an object which seems to have but 
little suggestion of gentlehood until we remember 
that he too is oi the band of punsters, and that the 
charge in his knightly shield is the tool wherewith 
his meadows were mown. Snelston of Snelston, who 
bears the same arms but differently coloured a 
black scythe on silver makes his arms pun more 
closely on his name ; for the first three letters of it 
are a hint at the word sneyd, which is the term for 
the handle of a scythe.

It will be seen from this attempt at some system 
of classification that all examples of canting arms do 
not stand on exactly the same plane of simplicity and 
obviousness. Some names do not lend themselves 
so readily as others to this treatment, and of course 
this form of humour may not have appealed with 
equal force to every man whose name might have 
suggested the devising of a canting coat. Never­ 
theless we shall find in Cheshire many families, in 
addition to those already mentioned, who either with 
arms or crest played upon their names.

Thus in our first group we must set Bird of 
Yowley, whose parted shield of silver and gold is 
charged with a black eagle. Birches of Birches 
parted his shield cheveron-wise, colouring it gold in 
the chief and green in the foot, and placed therein 
three sprigs of a birch tree countercoloured. Griffin 
of Cattenhall charged his silver shield with a black 
griffin; and Harthill placed a red hart on a green 
hill in his shield of silver. The black ass's head 
which Hocknell of Hocknell bore on silver is not a 
very obvious pun until we remember that the humble



HARTHILL HOCKNELL NEWTON

STARKEY BONBURY BIRD

COTTON CORONA TOFT
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ass might quite reasonably be regarded as a little 
hackney. Newton of Pownall got his pun more 
easily when he displayed a fine new tun of gold in 
his green scutcheon ; while the Starkeys of Stretton 
and the various branches that came off the parent 
house had nought to do but to show the bird of their 
name in black on silver. The crest of Brooke of 
Leighton, which naturally is a brock, may also be 
placed in this group.

To the arms of Delves, mentioned above as a 
characteristic example of those arms which com­ 
bine other charges with objects of the same name 
as the family, we may add those of Bonbury of 
Stanney, in whose silver chess-rooks we see three 
good castles. Bird of Clopton carried in silver a 
cross paty between four martlets all coloured red, 
with a canton differently coloured for each branch 
of this family. Cotton of Cotton placed a silver 
cheveron between the three hanks of cotton that 
indicate his name ; and Corona of Adlington, instead 
of showing a single crown as a German would have 
done, bore a golden cheveron and three golden 
crowns in a blue field. The Tofts of Toft, a very 
ancient Cheshire house, charged their silver shield 
with a black cheveron and three text T's of the 
same, the T oft repeated being an exact representa­ 
tion of their name. Shalcross of Stowshaw, a cadet 
of Shalcross of Shalcross in Derbyshire, made his 
pun less easily ; nevertheless his saltire cross between 
four golden rings in red is a fair example of the 
humour which the medieval armorists did not dis­ 
dain. To this group we must add the crests of 
Leche of Garden and Leche of Nantwich, who 
differenced, the one with a crescent on a crescent, 
the other with a ring, the old family crest of an arm 
coming out of a crown, the hand grasping the ser­ 
pent of ^sculapius, patron of all leeches.

The third group, wherein part of the bearer's
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name is shown by the charges, contains the ancient 
coat of the three black bulls' heads of Bulkeley, 
the fretted trout of Troutbeck, and the daws that 
Dawson of Nantwich painted on an engrailed bend 
of silver. The arms of Spurstow of Spurstow, who 
carried in his green shield three pierced molets of 
gold, must also be included, for his charges are spur- 
rowels. It is possible that Bostock makes similar 
play with his silver fesse having its ends cut off, for 
this is no true fesse, but may be designed to suggest a 
conventionalised stock of a tree. The crest of a silver 
ass's head which Aston of Aston displayed is an­ 
other example belonging to this group; and it is 
conceivable that the tree which is part of the crest 
of Birchell of Birchell is not an oak but is really 
intended for a birch tree.

In the fourth section of our classification we place 
arms in which charges representing part of the 
bearers' names are combined with ordinaries. There 
we will place such coats as the bend and bees of 
Beeston, the cheveron and ravens' heads of Ravens- 
croft, the cheveron and moorhens of Henshaw, the 
cheveron and Katherine-wheels of Wheelock, and 
the cheveron and cocks' heads of Alcock of the 
Ridge. It is, by the way, a little curious that in 
each of these shields the field is silver and the 
charges are all black, with the exception of Alcock's 
cocks' heads, which are red.

Coming now to the fifth group, in which the 
names of the bearers suggest some quality of the 
charges, the allusiveness of the arms is naturally 
less immediately obvious, though the pun becomes 
apparent with a little thought. Thus the charges 
which Swettenham placed on a green bend are 
spades wherewith a man tills the field in the sweat 
of his brow. Leversage of Wheelock divided with 
a cheveron three black ploughshares, which hint at 
their capacity to lever up the soil. And surely



SHALCROSS BULKELEY TROUTBECK

DAWSON SPURSTOW BOSTOCK

BEESTON RAVENSCROFT HENSHAW
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it is not taxing credulity too far when Wood of 
Badersley in Stafford (whose arms were quartered 
by a Cheshire house) asks us to take his black lion 
for a " wood " beast, angry and raging in the old sense 
of that obsolete word, or when Savage shows six 
little black lions as the emblem of his fierce name.

Davenport's crest of a man's head with a rope 
round his neck is similarly a pun on " Damport," 
the ancient pronunciation of his name, for this is the 
head of a "damned" man, one who is condemned 
to a felon's death. And perhaps in the horseshoe 
which the ostrich of Smith's crest holds in his beak 
a reference is intended to the smith's handicraft.

We come at last to the group of coats which 
make a still more refined allusion to their owners' 
names. Mere of Mere carried in his silver shield 
the charge of a black ship, and his crest was a mer­ 
maid, objects, both of them, having to do with the 
sea. The nine golden rings interlinked in threes 
which Hawberk showed on a red bend are pieces of 
the hawberk of linked mail which the knight himself 
wore and took his name from. Manley of Pulton 
considered a right hand enough of a man's figure 
to symbolise his name, and as has been pointed 
out to me, the sound of the word for this charge in 
the old French blazon is quite near enough to that of 
his name to suggest such a piece of medieval play­ 
fulness. Silvester placed a single green tree in his 
silver shield as sufficient emblem of his name and 
of the manor which Earl Randle gave him in the 
forest of Wirral.

Long ago, "one who," as a good judge has said 
of him, " in his knowledge of heraldry stands to-day 
supreme" told us, " Almost every out-of-the-way 
charge conceals your pun." Here in our list are 
puns not a few, although the charges in these coats 
of Cheshire gentlemen are some of them familiar 
enough. We offer these notes in the hope that
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those readers who are heraldically minded may be 
induced to keep an open eye for such curiosities of 
armory, though we cannot promise that they will 
find so many examples of canting arms in the 
heraldry of every English county.



WHEELOCK ALCOCK SWETTENHAM

LEVERSAGE WOOD MEER

HAWBERK MAN LEY SILVESTER


