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YOUR COAT OF ARMS???  
By The Late Chevalier Leonard J. Suligowski

       (Transcribed by his son, Rik Sulima-Suligowski Fox)
 “My Name is Jones, what Coat of Arms is there for me?” 

Or, put another way, some firm has an advertisement in the local news paper (or magazine, these days, even renaissance-crowd related publications) saying they have a Coat of Arms for my name by looking it up in a computer. Currently you can walk into a large shopping mall and tucked away in some corner of a gift shop or a greeting card store or even, apparently, at various renaissance faires across the country now, and find an individual stall decorated with various color and black & white renditions of Coats-of-Arms, and perhaps one or two very large and imposing books, proclaiming that they can find a Coat-of-Arms for you, for a “small fee.”
   You say to yourself, “Hey! Let’s see what they can find for my name - maybe I’m someone famous…”  Well, time to wake up and smell that reality coffee.  The bottom line is, sadly, this - your family probably has no Coat-of-Arms.  A large portion of the populace doesn’t.  To actually find out if your family does indeed have such a Coat-of-Arms usually takes an enormous amount of time, money and anxiety and any other problems you would face along the way during your searching, sometimes coming up inconclusive.
   This never-ending, back-breaking, bloodshot-eye research is best handled by a professional who knows all the ramifications of such research, and he is a qualified Genealogist.  Anyone who can claim to be able to locate your Coat-of-Arms by checking into a book or a database is either very stupid, is out-and-out lying, or, these days, out to make a fast buck off an unknowing and uneducated (in the ways of Heraldry) crowd.  To be more specific, there is no such thing as the “Arms of Jones,” or “Smith,” or “Brown.”
   True Arms are associated with family lineages.  A Coat-of-Arms achievement is usually or traditionally inherited by offspring from his parent, and it can be either in its original form or with some modificational variation(s) usually through marriage(s) or such mixtures of other noble or Royal Houses.  Any other individual who claims to display an historical Coat-of-Arms as his own would rest entirely on proofs and patents of a direct blood linkage of the original bearer of those arms.  There are thousands of unrelated families that share the same surname, but sharing this same surname gives no right to share the Arms of the original bearer of these arms. 
  On the other hand, there too, (for example, with some Polish or other Coats-of-Arms), are families with different surnames yet have the same Coat-of-Arms. 
   A small percentage of society, comparatively speaking, ever used Coats-of-Arms at any time.  And those who did were usually from only the top portion of society, with no “in-between.”  Most American families descend from mid to lower-class immigrants, so statistically-speaking, the chances that your immigrant ancestor had a Coat-of-Arms is very highly unlikely.  There is no one individual or commercial enterprise that can lay claim to having “a complete record of all Coats-of-Arms used or granted throughout history.” 

So, if your name is Smith, Jones, Gray or whatever, and some person in a mall or booth somewhere shows you a Coat-of-Arms with your name under it, doesn’t prove a thing.  You’ve got about as much chance of as being related to one of the original Mayflower colony or some famous historical scientist or even be related to the Kennedy clan, or maybe to none of them.  The individual with his access to the database is nothing more than those who sold snake oil or other panaceas to cure every kind of illness you ever had.  The database is by no means complete or accurate, and they’re just as well trying to sell you the rights to the Brooklyn Bridge, buying a pig-in-a-poke, or any other trite cliché you can think of. 

   Look carefully - that database being used to search for Coats-of-Arms does not contain the necessary pedigree charts for the name found that happens to match yours.  An enormous hard drive would be needed just to hold a portion of family historical lineages.  The sales pitch (and that’s what it really is, just a sales pitch) is only aimed at trying to show similarity to your name and what is actually in the database, which, in reality isn’t much. 
   To verify that you actually have a Coat-of-Arms, your name alone is not sufficient, as you would need your pedigree traced back (again, by a qualified professional) to someone who originally used the Arms.  If you are of Scottish descent and wish to register Arms with the Scottish Herald, you should be prepared to be able to produce irrefutable pedigree charts that would cover at least 200 years.  However, if you just merely want to use the Arms for yourself, in the USA, then it is just a matter of self-satisfaction and self-gratification.  An ego-boost if you will, or trying to impress your friends, since there are no official regulations covering the use of such Arms in the USA.
   As to the Genealogical research, to avoid any amateur endeavors of your own, it’s always best to rely on the professionals who are obviously, better-trained in these fields.  Here in the U.S., you can choose any Arms you wish and call them your own, even if you’re not entitled to bear them (as often is the case with some).  You can have them made up to satisfy any whim, but just remember they are only for entertainment and amusement purposes, personal gratification, or decoration, and have no historical or famous significance.  It is actually considered in very bad taste to use existing Arms (or attempt to), if you cannot prove your descent from the actual family that is entitled to them.  That would be classified as “usurpation.”  And as the rules for Heraldry go, you cannot go through the Matriarchal bloodline, only the Patriarchal bloodline.  That is, for example, one cannot bend the rules and use a Coat-of-Arms from the Mother’s side of the family just because that is what her father used.  Let’s face it, some families just don’t have any nobility attached to their ancestry, and that’s that (But that won’t stop them from trying to find ways around it, and attempt to fool their friends who don’t know the difference).
The subject of what significance, if anything, the markings (charges) on a shield mean:
  In olden days, the charge on the shield had some historical meaning regarding an event or canting (or allusion to the name of the individual who owned them).  But, there is no set system of interpretation as to their meaning. The same goes for the tinctures (colors).  “Most shields contain some charges other than mere geometrical divisions of the field, and the number of possible charges is never-ending.  Glossaries such as James Parker and Co.’s A Glossary of Terms used in Heraldry (1984) provide detailed catalogues of heraldic charges. Very broadly, charges can be divided into beasts, birds, other creatures, divine and human beings, monsters, natural objects, inanimate objects and parts thereof.  And in the case of Polish Heraldry which did not subscribe to the same rules of Western European Heraldry, for our purposes, ancient Tamga or family marking or hunting or branding markings, which eventually evolved, and in some cases, merged or incorporated western heraldic symbology as the practice spread amongst knighthood and gentry. Except in De Heraudie, the obsession with symbolism appears throughout the early treatises, but as the Tractatus, the second oldest English treatise of Arms, is comparatively late, dating from a year or two before 1400, one hundred and fifty years after the first Roll-of-Arms, its symbolism can have no effect on the early development of heraldry.”*
   However, there is always an exception to the rule, as crosses have been connected with Christianity, Eagles and Lions usually were associated with Royalty and nobility. If you wanted to go further, you would need to really and more deeply research the person who bore the Arms and the reasoning by which he received or adopted them.  This is where most average individuals would give up, but the most curious or scholarly would persist.  This will sometimes indicate some clue as to the motivation behind the design. Another example will show that the Arms are a variation of Arms held by a related family.  This is called “cadency,” which was an accepted practice in medieval times.
   Similarly, the term “Feudal Cadency” is where a minor nobleman would adopt the Arms using a charge from the Arms of his overlord (this practice was used to some extent in Poland).  The term “Burgher Arms” was the system used by merchants and craftsmen to indicate their trade, which today, we know as “Trademark.”  Quite often a family name of the original progenitor may have a similar-sounding name as what appears on his shield.  We made mention of this earlier as “Canting” or “Allusionary” Arms, where the charge alludes to the name of the owner, such as a Fox of “Fuchs,” a Bull for “Le Boueff,” or a Lion for “Lyons,” etc.  A cant can involve more than one language.  There is an English family named “Harrison” which depicts the charge on their shield as a “herrison” or hedgehog, this, from the middle-French.  Names such as Johnson, Williamson, and Morrison stem from early medieval times - when surnames became more prominent, they told everyone that Johnson was the son of John, Morrison was the son of Morris and so on.
   A Coat-of-Arms was, and still is, the mark of identification when it began being used as such after the Battle of Hastings in 1066, when friend and foe alike learned the bitter lesson that they were killing their own because everyone was dressed alike and the helmet covered their faces so they could not be easily recognized on the field of battle.  Heraldry, or, the science of Coats-of-Arms, (not Crests as it’s often mistakenly referred to by the average person who continually insists on using the improper term), began with the use of a banner or ensign, where opposing forces could rally around, the markings were then transferred to the knight’s shield and surcoat (hence, a Coat, of Arms), and from that he was more easily recognized, since people of all types and classes could not read or write, but they could distinguish pictorial representations. 
   As mentioned, many out there, even in these modern times, who are not educated in the proper use of Heraldic terms (and that is a LOT of people), often mistakenly create a faux-pas by erroneously referring to a Coat-of-Arms as a “Crest,” which is an achievement which, if a Coat-of-Arms had one (and some didn’t), sat above and attached to, the shield itself. The sad part about this is, that even when the onlooker or person trying to describe the C-o-A is gently corrected in which term to properly use, they continue to defer back to using the improper term of “Crest” again, and resist using the proper term, usually trying to excuse themselves and justify it by saying “Well, you know what I mean,” which is still unacceptable and lazy.
   They say “We’re all descended from kings,” and possibly, that may be true to some degree, but not all descendants were classified as noble.  Somebody had to till the fields, milk the cows and do other menial jobs.  The warriors of the “knightly class” who fought for a right to bear those Arms were the only ones entitled to carry a Coat-of-Arms on their shield, as a mark of bravery and valor in battle.  This was the unarguable legacy left to their progeny and to display their Coat-of-Arms is truly honorable, and not something you can buy over the counter in some Mall or through a mail order catalogue.  That said, one should be very leery of well-advertised or flamboyant-looking come-ons who claim to be able to easily locate and supply you with your family Coat-of-Arms.  It’s not really that easy folks.  While some people actually have verified ancestral and/or noble bloodlines and ties, sometimes is the case, that some just don’t. And faking it just appears to make one look competitive and foolish. 

Transcriber’s note: Transcribed from the Suligowski Heraldic Research Files. The actual Bibliography sources for this article were not supplied , save *,  which is: The Oxford Guide to Heraldry by Thomas Woodcock & John Martin Robinson, Oxford University Press, © 1988. 

Chevalier Leonard J. Suligowski was the former Director of the College of Heraldry for an organization known as The Polish Nobility Association Foundation from the early 1970’s until about 2004-5. After overhauling and bringing success to the Organization,  he was ‘replaced’ as editor of the Organizations newsletter journal ‘The White Eagle’, by the then, incoming President who felt that he could do a better job. Due to failing eyesight conditions Chevalier Suligowski began to slow his pace of painting the Polish Heraldic Coats-of-Arms for so many clients (some famous),  that he was known for. Chevalier Suligowski also had earned more post-nomials than one could shake a stick at.
As well, he rightly felt that the PNA(F), which he so selflessly supported over many years,  had changed attitudes and did him some unjust dishonors. The PNA(F) will no doubt, attempt to hide this fact from the world, but the facts were  revealed by Chevalier Suligowski, to his son, Rik. 

Just before his untimely passing in June of 2008, Chevalier Suligowski privately withdrew his offer to donate his Suligowski Heraldic Research Library to the PNA(F), and considered it in better hands, in that of his son, where it now rests. This will result no doubt, in some severe fallout and flak from the PNA(F) in an attempt to save face, yet have taken to posting inflammatory emails about Chevalier Suligowski’s son across the internet at not receiving the Heraldic Library. 

Simply put, the Suligowski Heraldic Research Library, it has been decided, and logic dictates, to serve common sense, seems well out of place to reside in a library of an International cooking school in Baltimore as it’s final resting place. Further, there is no guarantee that once disbursed to the PNA(F), that it would not be divided up among various members of this Organization and wind up in some personal libraries. Chevalier Suligowski was without a doubt, one of the world’s foremost authorities on the subject of Heraldry, specializing in Polish Heraldry. It appears that he had no peers in that area, since, when he began, there was virtually no one else living who was an expert on the subject, at least in the USA. For the most part, Chevalier Suligowski’s researched work was usually considered irrefutable by other self-considered ‘experts’ in the same field.
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