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Dear Mr Babb, 
 
I have now had an opportunity of following up your inquiry. 
 
I have looked the surname Babb up in the Oxford Dictionary of Family Names in Britain and 
Ireland. It would appear that the surname is neither especially rare nor especially widespread. It is 
there suggested that Babbs and Babe might both be variants of Babb. Two possible explanations 
for the name are given in that work. The first is that it is a metronymic name derived from the 
Middle English personal name Babbe, a pet form of the name Barbara. The second is that it is a 
nickname from the Middle English babe meaning infant or young child. At the 1881 census 811 
persons with the surname Babb were recorded in Britain. In 1881 the main concentrations of the 
name were in the South West of England and in Staffordshire.  
 
Prior to the 15th century arms could be and were generally just self-assumed.  
 
Arms belong to lines of descent and not surnames. It is very important to bear this in mind. In 
England, in order to be entitled to arms, one must either be the person to whom the arms were 
granted or a direct descendant in a legitimate male line of (i) such a man or (ii) someone whom the 
heralds had accepted was entitled to arms. The reference to “someone whom the heralds had 
accepted was entitled to arms” in practice is to someone who was recorded as entitled to arms at 
one of the heraldic visitations, which the heralds conducted of individual counties between about 
1530 and 1700. The visitations were designed to sort out who was and who was not entitled to 
arms. At the visitations it was possible to establish that one was entitled to arms on the basis of 
long open user by one’s ancestors. This is no longer the case. 
 
Two people with the same surname may have quite different arms, while others with the same 
surname may not be entitled to arms at all. Most people are not entitled to arms. 
 
Although it occasionally happens, no two families should have the same coat of arms or crest. 



 
At all times significant numbers of people have just assumed “arms” irregularly and without lawful 
authority. This may be a matter of regret to the Heralds but it is a fact of life. The Heralds have 
always had difficulty controlling the irregular use of arms. Such irregular use of arms is often of 
considerable historical interest. In practice where “arms” are just assumed it is not uncommon for 
a family to assume “arms” which are similar or even identical to the arms of another family with 
the same or a similar surname. 
 
Prior to the 18th century the spelling of names and places had not become standardised. 
 
I have looked in our indexes and found no references to anyone called Babb being granted arms 
or being recorded as entitled to arms at a visitation. 
 
From now on, save in the last paragraph of this report, I propose to use the expressions, arms, 
coat of arms and crest as including devices which have just been assumed informally and which 
are thus not genuine arms. As I have already said, the irregular use of arms is often of considerable 
historical interest. The coat of arms is that which goes on the shield. The crest is that which goes 
on top of the helmet. 
 
From where did you get the arms of which you have sent me an illustration? I imagine that it has 
come whether directly or indirectly from a book called Burke’s General Armory. This is a not 
particularly accurate 19th century printed book which seeks to list coats of arms in the alphabetical 
order of the surnames of the families associated with them. It does not seek to distinguish between 
regularly granted coats of arms and those which have just been adopted informally and without 
authority. One of the many problems with Burke’s General Armory is that it rarely gives its 
sources. I will attach to the email to which this report is to be attached a copy of the entry for 
Babb in that work. The arms of which you have sent me an illustration are the arms set out in that 
work under the name BABB. I would also draw your attention to the entry under BABE of Castle 
Derver, co. Louth to which I will refer later. 
 
From where did Burke get what he said about Babb? He lifted much of his material from earlier 
works of the same sort. The last edition of Burke came out in 1884. There is a similar entry under 
the heading “BAB or BABE” in Robson’s British Herald (published 1830). But then under 
“BABE” it says “[Dorchester] see BABB”. This is presumably a reference to the town of 
Dorchester which is the county town of the county of Dorset. In Berry’s Heraldry (published 
1820) and Edmondson’s Complete Body of Heraldry (published 1780) there are no entries under 
either BABB or BABE. 
 
There is a printed book dedicated to crests called Fairbairn’s Crests. This work is also not 
particularly accurate. In the 4th edition of this work which was published in 1905 the crest for 
BABB in Burke is credited to “BABB or BABE, Dorset”. 
 
Armorial bookplates were popular in the 18th and 19th century. There is a very extensive collection 
of such bookplates in the British Library called the Franks Collection. We have at the College of 
Arms digital copies of the bookplates in this collection. There is one bookplate in this collection 
for someone with the surname Babb. The man in question was called John Humphrey Babb. I 
would date his bookplate on stylistic grounds to the early 19th century. I have looked at an image 
of the bookplate. It is very dark and it is not easy to see what is on it, but I would say that it consists 
of a cross crosslet between three crescents. 
 



We have at the College of Arms a number of manuscript armories compiled and used by early 
Heralds. One such armory was the property of Piers Mauduit, who was Windsor Herald between 
1691 and 1726. In that work we find under BABB the following: “Azure a Cross Crosslet Or between 
three Crescents Argent”. Then someone has added in another hand “Discl. in C1”. I doubt if this 
addition was strictly correct, but I will consider it further later in this report. This coat of arms was 
used by Thomas Babb, Painter-Stainer of the City of London: see Proceedings of the Society of 
Antiquaries 1882 (2nd series) vol.9 page 84. It appears in a painting of him. He was Renter Warden 
of the Painter-Stainers Company in 1624-5. It also appears to me to be the same as the coat of 
arms on John Humphrey Babb’s bookplate. I do not know whether Thomas Babb, the Painter-
Stainer, and John Humphrey Babb were related or claimed to be related.  
 
I expect that you know about John Humphrey Babb already. I had never heard of him, but he 
seems to have lived in a large house called High Grove House, Ruislip, Middlesex. There is an 
entry for this house on Wikipedia. He died aged 89 in 1823. 
 
I then found a reference dated 5th June 1681 in a herald painter’s workbook for work for the funeral 
of a Mrs Babb: College of Arms - 4 Painters Workbook 1678-1700 page 25. The coat of arms of 
Babb is there shown as Azure a Crescent Argent between three Cross Crosslets Or. This is similar to the 
coat of arms in Maudit’s amory but with the crosses and crescents reversed. I know nothing more 
about this Mrs Babb. The herald painter will not have been attached to the College of Arms. I 
imagine that the workbook was acquired by the College of Arms many years after his death. 
 
“Discl.” is short for disclaimed and “C1” is the reference at the College of Arms to the original 
visitation record of the Visitation of Devon of 1620. If at a visitation someone was disclaimed, it 
was in effect being declared that they were not entitled to arms. Almost by definition one would 
not be disclaimed unless one had claimed to be entitled to arms. At that visitation two men with 
the surname Babb were disclaimed. They were William Babb of Doddiscombleigh and Christopher 
Babb of Tingresse. I had difficulty finding out anything about them, but eventually I managed to 
find an interesting passage in Oliver’s Ecclesiastical Antiquities in Devon (page 72 of vol.2). Under 
Doddiscombleigh there is some discussion of a family called Babb. The author then states that 
they used for arms Gules a Bend Or between three Shovellers heads erased Or. A shoveller is a sort of duck. 
 
There is a modern four volume work called the Dictionary of British Arms which seeks to list all 
coats of arms for which there is documentary evidence before 1535. I failed to find any entry under 
Babb. I therefore decided to look for the coat of arms, of which you sent me an image, in this 
work with a view to finding out, if it was to be found in there, to what name it was credited. I 
found it. It was there credited to a John Bekke of Kent: DBA vol.2 page 240. At the Visitation of 
Dorset of 1623 a Robert Beke of Dorchester was credited with the coat of arms of which you sent 
me an illustration: College of Arms – C22/151. The pedigree of his family, which was then 
recorded, indicates that his family came from Kent. In my view Beke/Bekke and Babb are quite 
different surnames. My guess is that the coat of arms, of which you sent me an illustration, latterly 
became associated with the name Babb in the printed books as a result of a clerical or other 
mistake. 
 
Earlier in this report I referred to Babe of Castle Derver, co. Louth, Ireland. Ireland has its own 
system of heraldry. In the 18th century a pedigree was recorded at the Ulster Office (the equivalent 
of the College of Arms in Dublin) for a family called Garvey: Irish Record Pedigrees 8/146. This 
pedigree is headed by a Patrick Garvey who is shown as having married Sara, daughter of John 
Babe of Castle Derver. The Babe family are there credited with for a coat of arms Azure three 
Crescents Or. I have found an Irish Funeral Entry of 1635 for a Patrick Babb of Darver, co. Louth: 
College of Arms - Irish Funeral Entries 6/98. The entry does not include a coat of arms, but I 



assume that he was of the same family as the lady who married Patrick Garvey. This suggests that 
the Babe family of Castle Derver at one time spelled their name Babb. The place is now spelled 
Darver and not Derver. 
 
I hope that this is of some interest. I am afraid that it is not a straightforward story. 
 
Finally I would repeat that it is essential to bear in mind that arms belong to lines of descent and 
not surnames. Further it is always important to distinguish between genuine arms and “arms” that 
have just been adopted informally and without legal authority.  
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Christopher Vane, 
Chester Herald. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


