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As there is little written about the Independent United Order of Mechanics (IUOM)
and most of it is by members, a scholarly account is to be welcomed. Jan Snoek
provides a review of the Order from its alleged foundation in 1757 in Lancashire,
UK, (which is a plausible date although as Snoek points out ‘origins myths are quite
common’ (p. 24) through to almost the present. As the earliest documentary evidence
dates from the 1830s and includes a song, which places the Order’s origins in Eden,
it is not clear when it commenced but it appears to have flourished in the industrial
north of England (where many friendly societies were based). In common with many
such societies, there were parades, songs, banners, rituals and secessions. However, it
was not the case that that ‘all’ friendly societies had degrees and rituals, that ‘virtually
all’ had ‘at least two ceremonies’ (p. 35) or even that it can be shown that burial rituals
were ‘standard activities’ (p. 65) of all friendly societies.
There was a growth in membership in the 1830s which Snoek attributes to the
abolition of slavery throughout most of the British Empire. Quite why he ignores the
impact of the Anatomy Act, 1832 and, more significantly, the Poor Law (Amendment)
Act 1834, is unclear. These permitted the authorities to send the poor to specially
created buildings to endure manual labour and harsh conditions. On death their
bodies could be dissected. Friendly society membership offered the possibility of
a more attractive fate. While the IUOM may have attracted former slaves, slavery
had been abolished in the UK in 1807 and the first overseas lodge of the Order
opened in 1877. A correlation with abolition elsewhere is not obvious. Although the
IUOM travelled to the West Indies and reached the USA, this was 45 years after the
constitutional amendment of 1865 which freed US slaves.
In 1833 the Order presented itself as ‘secret’ but the impact of the transportation of
members of an oath-swearing secret society in 1834 (which was considerable for many
fraternal bodies in the UK) is not assessed. The assertion is made that freemasons
were ‘always... from a higher class’ but no evidence is presented to contradict the
work which suggests otherwise. While it may have been ‘the highest educated people
who knew their Bible’ (p. 66), being ‘rather simple folk’ (p. 67) may not have stopped
Mechanics reading the Bible in English. Primitive Methodists (and others active in the
low churches) were often poor men familiar with the Bible and many of them were
also leaders within fraternal bodies. His account of the effects of the 1911 National
Insurance Act requires qualification. Although many friendly societies were not
approved to administer state benefits, overall friendly society membership increased.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2011.

Weinbren Book Review

177

He also neglects to consider whether the acceptance by the IUOM of women members
in the early twentieth century was related to this legislation. In general it boosted
female membership of societies in those places affected by the new law. Lloyd George
was not Prime Minister in 1936 (as is stated three times) and ‘almost all surviving
friendly societies’ were not ‘killed off’ that year (p. 1). In fact, the Prime Minister at
the time was Stanley Baldwin, an enthusiastic member of the Independent Order of
Oddfellows, Manchester Unity. There is also a lack of contextualization regarding the
‘abolition’ of the Order in the UK in 1947. Snoek does not mention that this was on
the eve of the creation of the National Health Service and was part of a wider trend.
In 1945, 8.7 million people were members of friendly societies in the UK but only 6.3
million were by 1947 and the number continued to fall. The Order survived in the
USA where the impact of the Second World War on welfare reform was more focused
and often marginalized black people. When in 1957 the Order returned to (or a branch
of the US Order was established in) the UK this reflects a more general trend as US
companies and fashions became more influential in the UK.
Snoek is on firmer ground when he considers his central concern: ritual. The IUOM
had six or seven degrees and much ritual was derived from freemasonry as Snoek is
able to demonstrate by drawing on a variety of material. He has tracked down many
of the sources of the rituals. He also draws on his personal knowledge of freemasonry
and provides a fascinating first-hand account of a Mechanic’s funeral which he
attended in 2007. Snoek’s work was not sanctioned by the IUOM and so he has not
been able to assess all the IUOM rituals. Members were reminded about the need
for secrecy when Snoek’s investigations became known to the organization and even
though many of its rituals are available on the internet only a few were made available
to the author by the IUOM. Nevertheless, he not only convincingly demonstrates that
the structures of ritual changed over time, he also provides examples, in an appendix,
of the ceremonies of the Friendly United Order of Mechanics. By detailing those
elements which underwent ‘creative development’ (p. 45), those which remained
‘mainly unchanged’ and those which were geographically specific, Jan Snoek has
shown ‘how dynamic the ritual praxis of the IUOM has been’ (p. 68). Although there
are some editing errors (e.g. the same quote appears twice) concerns about the book
that he did not write (which might have focused more on the impact of social class
and legislation) should not distract from this analytical framing of evidence collated
from a wide range of sources all over the UK and in other countries. The result is an
account of the Order which expands our understanding of the notion and practices of
fraternity.
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