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HERALDRY ñ & ITS BEAUTIFUL LANGUAGE  
As you wander around Cambridge & look up at the Colleges, or take a glance at the 

stained glass windows & furnishings of our beautiful church at Hildersham, or even look at 

the badge on your childõs school blazer - you are bound to have seen a brightly coloured 

shield, often portraying mystical beasts, strange shapes & a Latin text or motto.  Most of 

you would quite rightly describe these as a Coat of Arms; but how many of you know the 

origin of the coat of arms or the ins & outs of the beautiful language of Heraldry. 

For instance, if you walked into Hildersham Church, you will observe 

many coats of arms, one of them has a red shield containing three 

Ducal gold crowns, with a Bishopõs mitre on the top.  The reason that 

you see this symbol in most of our local churches is because it is the 

Bishop of Elyõs Coat of Arms or more correctly the See of Ely.  

Yet, the same description or Blazon in the world of Heraldry, details 

the same relatively straight forward coat of arms as: 

Gules three ducal crowns Or, the shield surmounted by a Bishopõs Mitre 
Straight away, you see that in Heraldry  - Red becomes Gules & Gold  becomes Or.   

The left hand side of the shield is called the Dexter Side , the right hand side the Sinister 

side, the top the Chief , the bottom the Base  & the middle the Fess Point.  Quite 

complicated I think you will be beginning to agree? 

So lets take a look: Why was there a need for these coats of arms in the first place?  

D uring the Middle Ages, armour became increasingly more sophisticated & the medieval 

warrior as can be seen from the front cover, found himself encased in iron from head to toe, 

including a fully closed helmet, so much so that the individual became completely anonymous 

to his compatriots. 

As the medieval battlefield was a very dangerous place to be, it was absolutely essential 

to know exactly who your friends & more importantly who your enemies were ð it soon 

became apparent that some form of clear & easy identification system was desperately 

needed.  As the shield was the Knightõs main form of defence & because its shape & size 

provided a relatively large & blank canvas on which to paint, it became the focal point for a 

system of identification & the term Heraldry entered the English language. 

I suppose if todayõs modern technology was beamed back to the ancient battlefield, your 

Knight of the Realm, would have had a microchip inserted into his neck at birth; so that any 

self respecting 13th Century warrior knight would come to the battlefield armed with a 

complicated i-club & a WiFi or Bluetooth connected scanner.  During the fight, he would 

carefully lift up the back of the helmet of the man in front of him - discreetly scan his neck, 

 



before deciding whether he was friend or foe & hence whether to bash him over the head 

with his Mace or his Big Pointy Thumping Stick. 

The reason that we are looking at this at this time is two fold, firstly Hildersham has over 30 

Coats of Arms in the Church & it is just one of my many passions, but secondly because at 

the January meeting of the Linton Historical Society we had an excellent talk on the 

subject by David Broomfield.  It was during this talk that we learnt the following Earth 

Shattering News that a F AIRY T ALE S CANDA L IS F INALLY E XPOSED : 

Cinderella Didnõt Have Glass Slippers After All 
They Were Actually Made of Grey Squirrel Fur 

Yes, I know it is hard to believe, but Cinderella did not have Glass slippers, they were 

actually made of Grey Squirrel Fur.  Whilst this would undoubtedly have made them far 

more comfortable, it puts a completely different & far less mysterious & romantic twist on the 

fairy tale.  Perhaps, the handsome prince had put them in front of the fire to warm, inserted 

some soft & sweet smelling insoles, before trying them on the dainty toes of his future bride. 

Yet, how do you ask, did this sorry tale of deception occur?  Well it is all down to the 

seemingly complicated language of Heraldry, where most of the words used are roughly 

based in old French.  To explain, you need to know some of the elementary principles of 

Heraldic design; the background area, which as described before may be quartered, is 

painted with design elements called C OLOURS , M ETALS , & F URS .  The main rule being 

you never put a metal on a metal, or a colour on a colour, road signs today still follow this 

fundamental principle.  Whilst, at first it might seem quite daunting, once you get the hang of 

it, it is quite simple.  Take for instance, the C OLOURS & M ETALS : 

COLOURS 

& METALS [M] 

HERALDIC 

NAME 

SYMBOLIC 

MEANING 

ASTROLOGICAL 

ASSOCIATION 

ASSOCIATED 

GEMSTONE 

Black Sable Prudence Saturn Diamond 

White/Silver[M] Argent Innocence Luna Pearl 

Red Gules Fortitude Dragonõs Tale Sardonyx 

Blue Azure Fidelity Jupiter Sapphire 

Green Vert Love Venus Emerald 

Yellow/Gold [M] Or Faith Sol Topaz 

Purple Purpure Temperance Mercury Amerthyst 

Tawny Tenney Joy Dragonõs Head Jacinth 

Blood-Red Sanguine Fortitude Dragonõs Tale Sardonyx 

Green was used very sparingly, as it was a very difficult colour to make & the bottom two 

colours in the table above & another one called Murrey  were never actually used in this 

country & were sometimes called S TAINS . 



 
Heraldic Yale 

Then finally, the F URS , again there are two principal types, as well as many other 

derivatives:  They ar e E RMINE  (a black & white pattern), a prized winter fur of the common 

stoat; the animalõs coat changes colour from chestnut brown to white, except for the tip of 

its tail in winter, which remains black.  The other fur was called V AIR  (a blue & white 

pattern), this is the blue-grey fur from the back of the grey squirrel, & the white or paler 

coloured fur from the animalõs underbelly.   

It is this word Vair, where like so many other twists in history arising through the 

mistranslation of one language to another, that the switch actually took place.  You see one 

early translator mistook the word VAIR  for the French word V ERRE , which you all will know 

is the French for G LASS  & whether it suited the Fairy Tale better or not, it has stuck, & 

Cinderellaõs infamous òGLASS SLIPPERõSó were created. 

We also heard all about, the numerous monsters & fabulous beasts that are used in 

Heraldry, such as the D RAGON , the G RIFFIN , the U NICORN  & the mythically wonderful 

Y ALE , which are the emblems of LADY MARGARET BEAUFO RT.   

La dy Margaret Beaufort, was the mother of King Henry 

VII, she had already founded Christõs College, Cambridge in 

roughly 1505.  Lady Margaret died in 1509, so she never 

actually saw her second college founded on the site of a 13th 

century hospital run by the monks of St John.  The charter of 

the College of St John the Evangelist, Cambridge was 

granted on 9th April 1511 & Lady Margaretõs Y ALE õS  can be 

seen on the front of the Gate tower at St Johnõs College.  

Yaleõs actually have goatõs heads, antelopesõ bodies & 

elephantsõ tails, & they have the unique mythical ability to swivel 

their hornõs independently.  Some of Lady Margaretõs other 

heraldic symbols are the Tudor Rose , the Beaufort Portcullis , Daisies (Marguerites for 

Margaret) & Forget -me-Notõs, symbolising her motto:  SOUVENT ME SOUVIENT  
The Heralds or officers who actually put these coats of arms together are based at the 

C OLLEGE OF A RMS  in London.  Amongst much pageantry & colour, they have their own 

hierarchy led by the G ARTER K ING OF A RMS , through to the H ERALDS , 

PURSUIVANTS , & E XTRAORDINARIES .  All these officers have their own individual 

symbols & badges of office.  You can see one of these badges locally, as the architect who 

carried out the Victorian Restoration work at Holy Trinity Church, Hildersham in the late 

19th century was CHARLES ALBAN  BUCKLER .  He was also the HERALD 

EXTRAORDINAIRE FOR S URREY.  His coat of arms & badge of office can be seen in 

the top tracery of the first north chancel window & it is a collar of silver Sõs with a badge 



 

 

 

displaying the Royal Emblem, with the Rose of England, 

the Thistle of Scotland , & the Shamrock of Ireland. 

There is though, so much more to how Heraldry can help 

you in tracing your Family Tree & how the Heralds  would 

use their humour in deciding what symbols to use in 

someoneõs Coat of Arms.  This was called PUNNING  or 

in England CANTING  & is where the origin of the word PUN meaning a joke comes from in 

the English language. 

Then, there was how did you distinguish the coat of arms of your various offspring.  This 

is called CADENCY  & depending on whether you were the first, second or third son or 

daughter you had to incorporate a special symbol. 

 
The childõs symbols were as seen above from left to right:  The eldest child - a LABEL , 

The second child - a CRESCENT , The third child - a MOLET  (star), The fourth child - a 
MARLET  (this is the mythical  SWIFT  ð it was thought that 

Swiftõs were permanently flying & therefore had no need for any 

feet, these were therefore sometimes used in Canting as a way 

of the Herald  showing someone as quite flighty or untrustworthy)  
The fifth child - a RING The sixth child - a FLEUR-DE-LIS; etc. 

This can again be seen at Hildersham where in one of the south-

west nave windowõs, you can clearly see the RING  shown & this is 

the coat of arms of Edward Goodwin, who was a Captain in the 

army & was the fifth son of the Rector, the Reverend Charles 

Goodwin.  Craftily, they have also used an image of Edward 

the Confessor in this window.  It was a common practice of the 

Victorianõs to put the image of a Saint in a window of the same 

name, as the person to whom the window was dedicated.  In this 

case there is the added bonus; as Saint Edward the 

Confessor, is shown as part of his symbolism giving a Ring to a 

poor pilgrim.  Heraldry is a truly fascinating subject, & anyone 

interested & working in the Local, Family & Social History 

world, cannot help but learn some of the intricacies & the 

absolute delights of its language. m  

What is the Name & Function of the following Type of Sentence? 
We promptly judged antique ivory buckles for the next prize m  



 
The painting left is called: 'The Frozen 

Thames', 1677.  The River Thames viewed, 

probably, from Old Swan Stairs looking east 

with old London Bridge in the middle distance, 

with the tower of St Olave's Tooley Street just 

visible, & Southwark Cathedral on the right. 

THE BRAVE LITTLE GOLDFINCH 
At the end of January, we were asked by the R.S.P.B. to register the birds in our 

gardens.  However, many of us will already have been thoroughly enjoying the 

splendour of the G oldfinches that are adorning our gardens this winter.  Yet, how 

many of you realised that they are actually connected with Christian symbolism & 

the ancient myths of days gone by.  

Goldfinches for all their vivid colours, delicate nature & exquisite beauty  were 

believed by our forefathers to live on a diet of Thistles & Spiny Plants, which 

Christians associated with Jesusõ Crown of Thorns & all the troubles of the world.  

Goldfinches therefore, can often be seen in the background of paintings of Jesus as 

a child; where they act as a stark reminder of his suffering upon the cross to come 

in later life & to fiercely cut across the artistõs 

portrayed image of the Innocence of Youth.  

One ancient myth connected the Goldfinch directly 

with the Crucifixion or Passi on, this is the story that a 

Goldfinch was said to have tried to pull a thorn from 

the crown of thorns, around Jesusõ forehead.  As the 

little bird was carrying out this act of supreme 

bravery he was splashed on the head with a drop of 

Jesusõ blood, which is why they still have the beautiful 

red mark on their heads today, bestowed on them by Jesusõ as a badge of honour 

m  
THE HISTORY OF ENGLANDĀS BITTERLY COLD WINTERS IN THE 1600s 

One of the Christmas presents I always look forwar d to is the  Forgotten English  

Diary.  From this comes the word  Belly -Bender  ï which is described as: òFloating 

pieces of ice, or weak ice, which bend under one as he passes from one cake to another.  Boys 

take great pleasure in this precarious amusementó & is taken from a 1940s Dictionary of 

American English.  With this recent 

bitter frosts & the predicted very harsh 

winter, it has inspired me to look back 

at winters from years gone by.  

It was generally thought as far back 

as 1205 that JANUARY 14TH  was 

gene rally thought to be the coldest 

day of the year  in England.  The claim 

was renewed during Elizabeth I reign 

when in 1564 she granted a charter for 

a Frost Fair to be held on the frozen 

Thames.  From a contemporary report 

of the day, John Stow  in his 

òSUMAR IE OF ENGLYSHE CHRONICLESó 

described the scene as ï òThe ice 

became firme & - then all sortes of men, 

women, & children went boldly upon the 

ice in most partes - People were many that set up booths & standings upon the ice, as well 

as Fruit Sellers, Victuallers that sold Beere & Wine, Shoemakers, & a Barberõs Tent.ó 

 



Prior to the rapid outbreak of bridge -building & the building of the Embankment 

that occurred in the 19th Century, the river was much slower moving, much 
shallower & far wider, this made it not uncommon for the River Thames to freeze 

over.  However, after the 19th century changes the river moved swifter & deeper & 

unlikely to freeze.  One of the earliest recorded occasions was in AD 250 when the 

river remained under ice for nine weeks.  During th e LITTLE ICE AGE , which is 

usually dated around 1500 to 1850 AD, the whole of Northern Europe experienced 

markedly cooler conditions & as a result, the Thames froze more frequently.  

We have a detailed record of every winter since 1616 & from this we can pi ck out 

certain winterôs as being particularly SEVERE.  In 1658, the snow lay on the ground 

continually from December to March; between 1662 ï1667 there were five very 

severe winters. In a report in 1664, it was recorded that it was the Coldest Day 

Ever .  Th ese records also highlight historyôs GREAT  STORMS; when the Wind 

wreaked its mayhem & caused widespread devastation.  The first recorded Great 

Storm in this particular set of records, is one that took place on the 3RD SEPTEMBER 

1658  & notably it is also re membered because  OLIVER CROMWELL gasped his last 

breath as the storm reached its crescendo; naturally the stories say that the storm 

abated just as the old tyrant passed away.  

Another story that links this storm with our recent past; is one recorded by Dr 

Howell's  in his ANCIENT &  PRESENT STATE OF ENGLAND  published in 1678, when 

he records that in 1658, yet another whale had been stranded in the Thames; he 

recorded: "Near about this time there came up the Thames as far as Greenwich a Whale of 

Very Great Length and Bigness,ó other contemporary reports state that it had been 

blown up the Thames by the great storm.  However, in those days there was little 

compassion or animal welfare groups & the whale was quickly dispatched & the meat 
taken away by the poor.  The legacy of this whale lived on though as a beer house at 

Chadwell Heath was called the Whalebone  right up to the 1870s & an arch of the 

whales jawbone was said to cross the carriageway in a ceremonial arch.  This 

incident is also mentioned in the writin gs & diaries of Daniel Defoe & Samuel Pepys.  

Again, in 1665, it was recorded that it was reputedly the Coldest Day Ever .  In 

the November, the lowest ever recorded DEEP DEPRESSION of 931 millibars was 

recorded in London, this still remains the record today .  Whilst in March 1674, a 13 -

day period of constant heavy snow is recorded in the records of the day as THE 

THIRTEEN DRIFTY DAYS .  Like so often in this hand to mouth existence, the livestock 

perished the crops failed & the population starved.  

The winter of 1684 was called THE BIG ONE  ï we now regard the winters of 1947 

& 1963 as being extremely severe; well 1684 put both of these into the shade.  In 

mid -December, THE  GREAT FROST  across Europe set in.  By early January, the 

frost claimed to be the longest on record & ice had reached London Bridge.  The 

Thames stayed frozen for over 3 months to a depth of 11ò.  In Manchester it was 

said that the frost penetrated to a depth of 27ò, whilst in Somerset it penetrated up 

to 4ft !!  This severe winter is featured in R.D. Blackmoreôs book LORNA DOONE. 

Then followed 15 years of very severe winters; just for a moment, envisage life 

without all the comfort & convenience of modern central heating & it is not very hard 

to visualize the bitterly cold scene in Christina Rossettiôs inspirational Victorian carol:  

IN THE BLEAK MIDWINTE R -  FROSTY WINDS MADE MO AN -  EARTH STOOD HARD AS IRON -  WATER LIKE A 

STONE - SNOW HAD FALLEN , SNOW ON SNOW , SNOW ON SNOW -  IN THE BLEAK MIDWINT ER, LONG AGO . 

With 1695, again being recorded as one o f the coldest years on record, the snow 

had set in, in the previous October & did not begin to thaw until the beginning of 

April.  Generally, the late 1600s were very cold & the population was affected very 



badly by this.  Once again, the ground was frozen  solid & the people starved.  Our TV 

screens show us the terrible pictures of the wafer thin children with bloated bellyôs in 
modern day Africa; what if that was a common scene here in Hildersham or the 

Abingtonôs?  People were not so much worried about global warming, but they were 

concerned with climate change!  They believed that a permanent Ice Sheet would 

soon cover England.  Yet, the winters of 1698 & 1699 were in fact much milder, but 

instead of snow, there was constant rain & again the waterlogged c rops failed.  

Next month we will move into the 1700s beginning with the GREAT STORM  of the 

26TH NOVEMBER 1703 , it wreaked absolute devastation, cows were blown for tens of 

miles ending up in the tops of trees & it killed over 8000 people locally.  

"No pen could describe it, nor tongue express it, nor thought conceive it unless by one in 

the extremity of it".  These were the writer Daniel Defoe's words after he had 

witnessed what was arguably the GREATEST STORM OF AL L.  òFrom midnight until 
dawn a 'perfect hurricane' raged across the south of England such that in the grey and 

feeble first light "nobody could believe the hundredth part they saw".m  

THE HILDERSHAM VILLAGE CHRISTMAS CARDS 
Thank you to the 16 families who participated & signed the two Hildersham 

Village Christmas Cards.  A total of £50 was raised & has been sent to the Asia 
Earthquake Relief project.  Please let me know if we should do a similar card 
for next Christmas.                                                      With thanks -  Kate Huntsman 

HILDERSHAM PARISH COUNCIL MEETING 11TH
 JANUARY 2006 

This is a very much-abridged report & a direct copy of the official minutes, as I missed 
most of the PC meeting as I attended the Public Meeting in Balsham about the 
proposed 13 Gigantic Wind Turbines at Wadlow Farm between Balsham & West 
Wratting ï more about this later. 

COUNTY COUNCILLOR REPORT ð COUNCILLOR J OHN BATCHELOR : 

Councillor Batchelor explained that the section 106 agreement for Granta Park phase 
2 has been revised; as it was felt unlikely, that matched funding would be available to 
build a cycleway to Cambridge.  The proposal is that the £350,000 be used firstly, to 
fund a right turn into Hildersham from the A1307.  Remaining funds could be used to 
complete the cycle route to Sawston, with any outstanding monies used to contribute 
to a cycle route to Cambridge. 

The A1307 interactive signs will be installed next month.  The two either side of the 
Hildersham junction will flash óSlow downô. 

The one-way system in Linton is to become permanent; the new entrance to the 
school will be installed at Easter and a light-controlled crossing at the top of the High 
Street. 

VILLAGE HALL REFURBISHMENT : 

Jenny Logan reported back on the Village Hall Committees first meeting.  The 
committee is made up of Ray Linsey (chairman), Jenny Logan (secretary) and Mark 
Huntsman (budgetary liaison between group and Parish Council), plus two 
parishioners.  Andrew Westwood-Bate who is looking into funding and has found the 
District Council may be able to fund 40% of the project, with up to £5,000 each being 
available from WREN and óAwards for allô.  Funding will also be requested from local 
businesses.  Statutory bodies can now apply for funding from the Lottery too.  The PC 



has suggested good fund-raising ideas, and all local work carried out on the hall can 
be calculated as community donations.  

 ANNUAL 

PARISH M EETING M INUTE BOOK,  

EIGHTY FIVE  years ago, on M ARCH 23RD 1921  at a gathering of the Annual 
Parish Meeting in the Old Church School Room: - M R GRIFFIN  proposed 
�´�W�K�D�W�� �D�� �+�X�W�� �E�H�� �S�X�U�F�K�D�V�H�G�µ����HARRY PEARSON  seconded the idea & the 
committee unanimously approved the suggestion.  LENNY DAY  moved that 
�´�W�K�H���+�X�W���E�H���S�O�D�F�H�G���R�Q���W�K�H���5�H�F�U�H�D�W�L�R�Q���*�U�R�X�Q�G�����V�R�X�W�K west side of the gate 
& that £40 of the balance on the Recreational Ground Account be used 
�W�R�Z�D�U�G�V�� �W�K�H�� �S�X�U�F�K�D�V�H�µ �² ALBERT DOCKERILL seconded the idea & the 
committee unanimously approved the suggestion.  A subscription list was 
opened in the room & everyone present promised a subscription.  The 
following persons were appointed to a Committee to Purchase the Hut & 
Superintend the Erection of the Same in the Recreation Ground: The REVD .  

P R PHILLIPS  (Rector & Parish Meeting Chairman), MR  S A TAYLOR , M R FRAN KLIN , 

M R FRENCH, &  M R CONDER.   
At the same time it was resolved that a committee of twelve should be 
appointed consisting of six men & six women to form a V ILLAGE HALL 

COMMITTEE  (The trustees of the Recreation Ground to be Ex Officio).  The following 
persons were appointed:  The Men: M R A JACOBS, M R L  DAY , M R L  GRIFFIN , 

M R S M ORRILL , M R E JORDAN &  M R H PEARSON  & The Women: M RS JORDAN , 

M RS FRENCH, M ISS PHILLIPS , M RS M  J CONDER , M RS JACOBS &  M RS FOSTER

 


