The Stowey Female Friendly Society

The Society was founded in 1806 by the Nether Stowey tanner and benefactor, Tom Poole, before the days of Social Security, as a savings club, into which members paid a yearly subscription which entitled them to draw benefit when sick or expecting a child. Poole’s friend Coleridge was staying in the village at the time, and is said to have composed the motto which is displayed on the banner and is believed by many local people to have been embroidered by Dorothy Wordsworth, sister of William. However, the original banner was mislaid by the Somerset County Museum some years ago, and the present one is a replica. The anniversary used to he held on the Friday preceding Midsummer Day, and although for some years now it has taken place on the nearest Saturday, the pattern remains unaltered. Members assemble at the Cross, and, carrying a posy of flowers, process to the church for a service. After a service, in which the banner is blessed, the procession re-forms, parades the village, and returns to the Village Hall for tea. This year the Watchet Royal British Legion Band will head this picturesque floral walk, and ten little girls will carry baskets of flowers

In the early days the procession was headed by the Nether Stowey village band, and for a number of years this century by the village band from Burtle.. In the past the anniversaries of both the Men’s and Women’s Clubs were major village holidays. After the walk the band would parade down through the village to Little Munkins, a field near the church, where there would be a variety of stalls selling gingerbread, cockles and water squirters, but sadly this part of the tradition has been lost.

The original records, now in the Somerset County Record Office, show how times have altered. The secretary of this all-female club had to be a man. The yearly subscription for members was 2/6d, and the President contributed 10/-. However in the early days the better-off local families such as those of the vicars of the Stoweys donated larger sums in order to build up a reserve. The Society met every three months, when the money was apportioned out according to the number of years a member had been in the society. The room at the Rose and Crown in which the meetings were held cost three shillings, including ‘fire and candles’. Ten shillings was paid to members for confinements, but not if the child was born less than nine months after the wedding - a heavy charge on the fund when families tended to be ‘long’ (as the local expression goes), sometimes with over twenty children.

The rules were strict. A member who refused to keep silence at any meeting on the demand of the President had to forfeit one penny for each offence, and for ‘knowingly offering bad money in payment to the Society’, there was a fine of one shilling. GH was fined sixpence for playing shove-ha’penny during the service. Penalties were also payable by members refusing to act as officers, or to visit the sick. ‘Should a member be expected of feigning herself ill’, says the rule book, ‘the President shall employ a gentleman, at the Society’s expense, and if he be not of the opinion that she is guilty of this imposition, she shall be excluded’. In 1976, with the assistance of the Charity Commissioners, the Society ceased to function as a charity, but has continued to hold its annual procession, church service and tea. 

*

THE WOMEN’S WALK is an unbroken link with the days when Nether Stowey was to gain lasting fame for the work of Tom Poole, and its association with his many celebrated literary friends, which included William Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy Charles Lamb, Willam Hazlitt, Robert Southey and Sir Humphrey Davey. It provides much needed colour and festivity in a busy age, and we hope that for many years to come the ladies of the Stoweys will ‘appear cleanly dressed at the time and place appointed’, and encourage their families and friends to come and watch and enjoy the parade.'

*

For further details, contact David Worthy at wurzel@dworthy.fsbusiness.co.uk
