Labour Organizations
Labour organizations in the Welsh countryside during the nineteenth century fell into two broad categories. First of all, there were the friendly societies, which had as their principal aim the provision of financial and medical help to members during sickness and old age as well as benefits to cover funeral expenses at death. Secondly there were the trade unions, whose objective was the far more dynamic one of raising general living standards by improving wage rates and reducing the hours of work. Each had its own particular role to play in the lives of country workers.

The history of friendly societies is a long one, dating back in the view of some writers to the craft gilds and religious fraternities which protected skilled workers in the Middle Ages. By the late seventeenth century there were certainly accounts of friendly societies that would have been recognizable to a nineteenth century club member. However it was from the middle of the eighteenth century that their numbers began to rise sharply. Members usually had to pay a membership fee and a weekly contribution towards a sick benefit scheme. Meetings were usually held in a local public house and fines were imposed on those who disrupted meetings by swearing, being drunk or causing a quarrel. In return benefits were paid during sickness, together with a funeral benefit and a pension for members over a certain age. An annual dinner or feast was also held, preceded by a procession of members and a church service. Any members who failed to take part in the procession would be fined. Aims and organization of societies tended to be very similar.
It was the passing of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act that made the friendly societies popular for so many of the small craftsmen and labourers, anxious to avoid the harshness and stigma of poor relief. In the early days many of these clubs were based on a single village or town, and often with very little financial stability. Membership was generally too limited to permit them to meet any unexpectedly heavy drain upon resources. Other critics felt that rather than being instruments for the encouragement of prudence and thrift, they were often merely an excuse for convivial meetings and for the holding of an annual feast. As one witness to the Royal Commission on Friendly Societies remarked in 1870, a number of men joined the club because it ‘had the best feast and the pleasantest meetings every month’. Its financial strength and stability were little considered.
