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. SOlIl.erset Friendly Society Pole Heads 
By Sir S. Ponsonby Fane 

I N an article on this subj ect in THE CONNOIS­

SEUR some time ago, I expressed a very strong opinion 
that the custom of carrying brass emblems in the 
processions on the annual" grand days " of village 
Fri endly Societies was confined, if not exclusively to 
Somersetshire, at any rate to the neighbouring parishes 
in the counti es adjoining it, viz., Dorset, Devonshire, 
,Vills., etc. My quest, however, since made in search 
of the pole heads in questi on, has to a certain extent 
Illoqified that opinion, for I have found specimens of 
them ill the neighbourllOod of Birmingham, Stafford­
shire, " 'arwick shire, and even furth er afield than these 
counties. At the same time, it does not appear that 
the same cilstoms of church servi ce, walking proces­
sions, and festivities prevailed in those places as in 
Somerset and the \V estern Counti es. 

lVIeantim e the processions and ceremonies were 
the almost universal custom in Somerset, and in 
some places, I believe, the old emblems were being 
revived, unlil the passing of the .Insurance Act. In 
a neighbouring village to mi home, the steward of 
the society walked with great pride at the head of 
th e procession, with an old pole head which I had 
given to the club, and I have heard of similar 
proceedings in other places. 

By these meetings a fri endly and neighbourly 
feeling was kept up amongst the villagers of all 
classes and creeds, "the parson and the squire" 
joining ,,: ith them. Unfortunately the I nsurance Act 
has swamped the village friendly societies, with the 
amenities attendant on them. I s it possible that 
the framers of the Act may have had in their minds 
that the laudable policy of . setting class against class 
would be aided by these n.leans ? 

The acquisition of these old emblems is now 
almost a thing of the past. The old specimens have 
been bought up by the dealers from the hawkers who 
have ransackeCl the country in sea rch of "antiques," 

• 

and have sold them to collectors at la rge prices. 
The bric-a-brac shops in the county towns have 
ceased to exhibit them in the window, and they tell 
me that there are no more in the country, excepting 
"fakes," which, in some few instances, have been 
manufactured, like other antiquities, at Birmingham. 
They say that the hawkers have clea red the cottages 
of everything saleable, and it is not worth their while 
to go about looking only for pole heads. 

My collection , which is now a very considerabl e 
one-about 300 pieces-has had very few additions 
of late. In fact, in the last few year~ I have only been 
able to acquire three or four new genuine additions, 
though there are a good many which I see in the 
collections of some others which, I fear, excite in me 
an inclination to it breach of the tenth commandment. 

I am happy to say that at the T aunton Museum 
the collection has been gradually increasing, until it 
has become a very interesting and valuable one of 
Somerset clubs, to ,,;hi ch contributors are constantly 
addi ng. 

It is a curious thing that 1 have been unable to 
find the origin of the emblems of many of the village 
clubs. Some of these, no doubt, originated frolll the 
sign of the village inn in which the club-roo m was 
sitnated, but this will not account for the fanciful 
and curious devi ces and designs of very many of the 
pole heads. 

The acorn and oak leaf, so constantly used, 
occasionally with the crown, cannot have been the 
ordinary sign of the country inn, and was, no doubt, 
made use of as an expression o f loya l recoll ection of 
the Stuarts, a t the time of the formation of the club. 
But there are many other signs-birds, beasts and 
fish es, fla mes of fire, horse-shoes, spears, fl owers, and 
innumerable other fanciful a nd curious designs. 

It is remarkable, too, that no allusion appears in 
any of the original rules of the many clubs, which 
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I have come across, 0f the pole head, nor of the 
manner in which they are to be used, nor of those 
entitled to use them. Many of these old rules and 
regulations a re very interesting and amllsing, and all 
bear witness to the desire for (~rderly and respectable 
conduct, and the penalty of any breach of Illorals or 
decorum. 

I have lately been lent an original copy of the 
regulations of a society in a Dorset village, formed 
in 1762, some of which are so quaint that they may 
be of interest to your. readers, and I therefore 
append some extracts from them:-

EXTRACTS I'RO M Tlllr. RULES AND RI';GULATIONS OF A 

FRIENDLY SOCIETY IIEGUN IN TIlJr. TOWN AND PARISIl 

OF --, IN THE COUNTY OF DORSJr.T, 8TH MAY, 1762. 

I. 

Any parishioner may be admitted after six months' residence 
who "is not infirm" or shall appear to he so on examination. 
The entrance money to be 35. to the stock and IS. for his pay. 
But if he turns out to be above thirty years of age, he must be 
turned out. 

2. 

The place of meeting shall be at such an inn in -- as 
may be selected by a majority of the members, where a box 
shall be kept for the security of the papers with three locks and 
three key;;, and the stewards for the time being shall each have 

• a key and the clerk shall have the other. 

3· 
The meetings shall be every Monday three weeks from 8 till 

IQ o'clock in the evening, no one admitted but subscribers; 
who shall pay IS. 2d. to the stock. 

4· 

Rules for choosing the stewards, who must be capable of 
keeping the accounts of the society. 

5· 
For the better presen-ation of good manners and the extirpa· 

tion of profaneness in the club-room, etc., if any member of 
the society shall be guilty of swearing, cursing, or profanely 

speaking, or shall use any opprobrious language to any member 
of the society, or shall come into the club-room intoxicated 
with liquor, or shall game at any sort of game or play, or shall 
lay any wager, or shall raise any discourse or dispute to hurt 
the character of any member, or shall quarrel or cause any 
r)\Hlrrel wntrary to the peaceable intent of the society in any 
part of the house where a steward shall he, he shall for every 
such offence forfeit and pay 3d., which forfeit shall be paid 
down immediately, and if any member shall refuse to pay the 
same, he shall be liable to be excluded. 

[Surely here are rules for order and decorum which 
might he copied in what is called" another plnce." 
From what has passed lately there on some occasions, 
n good many 3d. penalties might have been inflicted and 
lodged in the Recl Box on the proverbial table.-S. P. F.] 

6. 

" If it shall please God that any member of this society 
shall be rendered b), sickness or accident incapahle ofworkinr; 
or doinr; his work or employment for one week," he shall 

rece ive out of the society's stock 6s .. a week for a month, and 
4S. a week afterwards, "provided that his disorder procecds 
not from the venereal disease or any species thereof, duellin~ 
of any snrt, the necessity of se lf-clefence excepted, wrestling, 
buck-sword, runninr;, jumping, ringing of bells, shooting, nr 
any unnecessary exercise." 

The stewards are to visit the skk memher once a week, 
provided he lies not under a cl isease that might be prejudicial to 
the stewards, such as small-pox, infectious or malignant fevers, 
etc. The stewards will forfeit 6d. if Ihe)' do not carry out this 
rule. (There are other very strict rules against malingering, etc.) 

[A highly moral rule, hut one that· could scarcely 
he carrierl into effect in these days, when foothall and 
other physical exercises arc considered a necessa ry part 
of education.--S. P. F.] 

7· 
011 the death of a member, £3 shall he paid from the 

common stock towards his funeral expenses, provided he has 
not laid violent hands upon himself, or falls hy the hand of 
pllblic justice, unless proved a lunatic by a coroner's inquisition. 
E"ery member will pay 3d. towards this. 

8. 

E"ery member at each club meeting who shall attend shall 
have a 2d. ticket delivered to him out of the club box, to 
spend in the clull house , and if any memher shall call for more 
liquor than the va lue of a 2d. ticket, he shall pay it out of his 
own pocket. 

9· 

Rlll es for choosing a clerk, who shall keep the accounts, ancl 
shall have I S. 6d. a night for his attendance. He must be 
chosen from the members of the society. 

ID. 

H 'my memher shall he suspected to feign himself sick or 
,lame, or shidl be found guilty of diS5imulation or any other 
u,njllst intention of defrauding the society, he shall for e,-er 
after be excluded. 

II. 

If a steward shall report a person to Le sick when he is not, 
o~ to he not sick when he is so , or shall make a fal se report of a 
member being guilty of fraud or unjust representation, he sh,dl 

forfeit IS. 
12. 

The society not to be broken up so long as there are six 
mem bers exclush'e of stewards. 

13· 

If any member become a prisoner for debt, he shall not be 
obliged to pay IS. 2,1. every six weeks, nor shall he receive any 
beliefit from the society during his clurance, but as soon as 
released he shall be on the roll as before. But if he shall be 
imprisoned for felony, and convicted thereof, he shall be 
expelled from the society, anrlnever recei ve from it any vantage 
or heneflt whatcver. 

[This seems a strange departure frolll the highly moral 
tendency.of the other rules. But it must be remem herecl 
tha.t imprisonment for debt wa!'; n very CO III III 011 occur· 

ren'ce in those dn.ys, aucl ,innocent people often suffered 
unjustly from it. But dishonesty in this re'spec t does not 
appear to ha,-e been di scournged. - S. P. F.] 

14· 
If any member refuses to keep silence after the stcward has 

desi red him three times, he shnll forfeit 3'1. to the fund, and if 
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the steward omit to ca ll s ilence or refuse to do so , he shall 
forfei t 6d . 

15· 
Rules for punctuality of the stewards , and fines, 6d. if they 

arc late, anti IS. 6.1. if they neglect to send the key of the box. 

16. 

Ru les for exch"ion of strangers from the club·room. The 
la ndlord to pay 4'1. for intro(1ucing a stranger. 

17· 
Rules for the investment of t.he funds of th e club. 

18. 

When any member of the soc iety sha ll arrive at the age of 
63, he shall then be paid 25. a week until he sha ll be 70 years 
of age; he shall then be paid 2s. 6d. a week during hi s natura l 
life , unless he shall have the misfortune to break a limb or I,e 
hed-ridden, when h; s h ~ 1I have 65. a week until he is well again. 

19· 

As to alteration of rules . 
20. 

Rules for the c("tody of the box, which n"tgt be produced 
and \·erified at every meeting. 

21. 

There sha ll he an annua l dinner or ente rt ainment provid ed for 
the society on the Friday before Trinity Sunday, when cach pre­
sent member sha ll pay IS ., and the rest of the cost a nd expenses 
sl",1I he paid out of the stock, at which feast every member, 
w hen cOllyencd, sh n. 11 walk two and two to -- c hurch, where 

a sermon shal l be preached b}' the vicar or curate of the parish, 
who shall receive ha lf a guinea for preaching the same. 

1 ~\·ery member that attends at the feast sha·1I be at the club 
house at IQ o'clock, when they shall be ca ll ed over, an(1 that 
memher who does not appear and an swer to his name and walk 

in his pln.cc to the church , llIust walk in the place the clerk 
is then calling them at the time he comes, and if they do not 
answer to their names be fore they go to ch urch they shall forfeit 
3<1. (musicians, si ngers, an(1 ringers excepted) , and if an}' 
memher shall go before any o ther member which shall be 
hefore him on the club roll , he sha ll forfeit IS. And in the 
afterno"u, at the time of the stewanl ca lling together th e 
members to walk , which time sha ll he between the hours of 
3 and 6 o'clock, the member that has dined there sha ll walk 
in their plnces as they are called, or shall forfeit 3(1. 

Every member not walking regu larly in his proper place, 
or making or encouraging any riot, sha ll forfeit for every such 
action 6d. (musicians and ringers on ly excepted). No member 

~h a l1 introduce :l il y man, woman, Of chi ld into th e cluh-room 

on the f""st-day until after the church clock has struck I1 at 
night, exce pt on forfeit of Is. for each such person. 

22. 

O n :111 eveni ng before the fcast, at 7 o'r:lock, the clerk and 

the steward s s hall med, when the ll1:lstcr or mistress of the 

house shall I'roc" l(:e samples of the beer in the ce ll ar. They 
shall proceed to taste the heer, an(1 if not appro\·ed, require 
fresh samples until they find a sa mple of a '1'Ia lity to he approved. 
They shall then emmine the vesse l from which the sample 
has heen drawn, and whereve r there shall be a place in it that 
has been bored, they sha ll place their seal on it, in such a 
IlHtl1ner as not to ad mi t or the cn rk, hung, or peg to be drawll 

witho ut hreaking or defacing of the seal, and the same method 
sha ll be ohserved for the cider. 

The steward;; and clerk shall he a llowed 2S. 6<1. to spen(1 in 
the house at the time, and shall forfeit I S. fm non-allen(la nce . 

[The creature comforts o f the soc iety seem to have 
heen we ll taken care of by the appointment of thi s com­
mittee o f taste, who ,,"ere to test the heer and cider, 
allll provide against tampering wilh the liquor by plugging 
up the I,ung-hole. Uow much be lter for the guests were 
these goocl old English be\·crages than the modern nasti­
ness of spirits and li7.7.Y water. -S. 1'. F.] 

23· 

If any member of the society shall go as a vo lunteer or 
suhst itute in the sen" ice of the JI1iliti" or Regulars, as a so ldier 
or sai lor on hoard an)' of his Majesty 's or pr ivate sh ips of ,,"ar, 
he shall be o lT the roll of the society until hi s return, "ant! if 
he then proves himse lf sound, It e sha ll he on the society's books 
as before." Thi ;; artide not to extend to an)' person who shal l 
he drawn for the Militia, or pressed on h()an1 hi s Majesty's 

ships of war. 
24· 

Should any member of the society, h)' reason of any mis­
fortune, be obliged to go into the workhouse, he shall not forfeit 
tlte benefits of the society, and his pay, if ill, shall go to hi s 

wife . 
25· 

Rules for co ll ection of subscriptions anel punishment of 

defaulters. 
26. 

Disputes as to meaning of the rules to he settled by a 
majority at a genera l mee ting. If any member, hy insinuation 
or otherwise, try and break up the society , he shall be for evcr 

ex pelled. 


