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      For Kathleen James 
with love

   
      
      Introduction

      
      This is a book about defying expectation. The Women’s Institute has been described as the most important body formed in the
         UK during the twentieth century – of men or women. It’s part of the fabric of our lives; few appreciate just how far its members have been responsible, over the decades,
         for moulding modern Britain. The WI was the original social network. Politically and religiously it was entirely non-sectarian,
         entirely inclusive. It also looked beyond its own community, pioneering campaigns to raise awareness of others’ needs.
      

      
      Despite all this, no figure has suffered more grievously from stereotyping than the lady from the WI. There are many Institutes
         these days in metropolitan areas, professional work-places or university campuses, yet the image of a violet-scented matron
         of decided maturity, a bit like a dim Miss Marple, sensibly rather than smartly dressed, favouring harmless (useless?) pursuits
         like beetle-drives and découpage, lives on. She’s right-wing, naturally, and Anglican. The kitchen is her natural domain,
         in a neat little home in the country. Apart from venturing on mystery coach trips or to national meetings (where she tends
         towards hot flushes), her compass is comfortingly small, and her life serene. Nothing more is expected of her than to busy
         herself inoffensively in the background of rural life.
      

      
      Recently, it’s true, the media have sensationalised a fleshly new image, involving naked middle-aged ladies, pole-dancing
         classes and sex therapy sessions. Thanks to the well-publicised Tony Blair incident, the WI has acquired a reputation among
         certain journalists for battleaxing and handbagging too. But these are merely different caricatures, just variations on a
         depressingly frumpy theme. In fact the slow handclap delivered to Mr Blair at the WI’s 2000 AGM at Wembley Arena should not
         have surprised anyone. It was the latest episode in a long tradition of activism, credited in hindsight with marking the turning-point
         in his premiership: the first sign of Middle England’s disillusionment with New Labour.
      

      
      The Women’s Institute Movement in Britain was founded in 1915 by the feistiest women in the country, including suffragettes,
         academics and passionate social crusaders. Its purpose was to give village women a voice, and the courage to use it in speaking
         to one another and to the world beyond. Politically – at a time when women still couldn’t vote – this was considered unfeasibly
         radical, but suspicious critics were soothed by an apparent emphasis on domestic and rural accomplishments and a comfortable
         preoccupation with ‘home and country’. Its founders weren’t daft: they knew the value of camouflage.
      

      
      The structure of the WI, involving secret ballots in which everyone took part, gave British women their first practical experience
         of democracy. Right from the very beginning, as well as being an organisation to encourage creativity and practical skills,
         it was expressly designed to dissolve the solid hierarchies of class and seniority and to create a level, far-reaching network
         in which women were educated and given the confidence to speak their minds – just as they would eighty-five years later at
         Wembley Arena.
      

      
      The characters involved in the WI’s development ranged from shy and isolated young wives to gloriously bossy organisers, inspirational
         speakers, educational pioneers (several of whom I met when writing my book Bluestockings), royals, political agitators, pains in the neck, and some of the most influential – if backstage – players in the establishment
         of the Welfare State in Britain. Never before has such a disparate group of people come together, worked together, supported
         one another and got so much done.
      

      
      All that sounds rather serious, and I must admit that when I first conceived the idea of A Force to Be Reckoned With I wasn’t expecting to discover (as I later did) a story about the invention of feminism in this country. The personal significance
         of the WI attracted me initially, and still plays a vital part in the book: the camaraderie of its members, its heritage in
         art and music, crafts and the spoken word, and a very healthy appetite for silliness (my mother was in the WI – often she
         came home from meetings with her sides still sore from laughing).
      

      
      As the Movement approaches its centenary, I wanted to explore its longevity, find out what gave its astonishingly diverse
         and genial membership such confidence, and how far its progress reflected that of the whole country. I knew it had done great
         things with evacuees and jam during the Second World War, but wasn’t sure what happened in the early years – during the Great
         Depression, the frugal 1950s, the permissive 60s, the restless 70s, the hard-hearted 80s and so on, up to our own new age
         of austerity, when we’re all being asked to make do and mend once again.
      

      
      Most of all, being a dedicated shatterer of stereotypes, I wanted to know the truth about a movement described by the writer
         Edna Healey – with a certain amount of inside knowledge – as possessing ‘more combined wisdom, experience and knowledge than exists in all the corridors of power’. I can add to that list:
         the WI members I’ve come across – past as well as present – have had more humour, spirit, courage, eccentricity and common
         sense than any other individuals I’ve ever written about. And that’s saying something.
      

   
      
      1

      
      The Beginnings: 1897–1913

      
      It won’t last long without a man to run it.1

      
      The traffic around Wembley Arena Conference Centre on 7 June 2000 was crazy. The streets of north London wheezed with coaches
         from all over the country, each one packed with well dressed women fanning themselves in the heat. There were ten thousand
         in all: a horde of biblical proportions. Those of them who had been to the Annual General Meeting of the Women’s Institute
         before were used to a certain amount of chaos, but things were different this year. There was even more traffic than usual;
         more policemen; lots of unfeasibly broad-shouldered, twitchy-looking young men in suits scanning the crowds; and an extra
         buzz rippling along the queues of delegates waiting to be admitted to the building. Cameramen wandered around looking for
         good vantage points, and an irrepressible air of excitement was shimmering above the crowd like a heat haze. Someone Really
         Big, it was rumoured, was to be this year’s guest speaker.
      

      
      Annual General Meetings of the Women’s Institute are always high-profile affairs. The Movement has earned itself a reputation
         for forward thinking and for addressing issues which haven’t yet become fashionable, but soon will. The year 2000 was no different:
         the Board of Trustees decided the meeting should concentrate on a ‘green agenda’.
      

      
      Planning had started well in advance. In early 1999 an unexpected phone call was put through to WI headquarters from 10 Downing
         Street. It was Tessa Jowell, Minister for Women, with a message to the Board of Trustees that the Prime Minister would like
         to come and address the WI. The Board was a little bewildered at his sudden enthusiasm, but agreed to pencil him in for the
         2000 AGM. When nothing more was heard from Downing Street over the next year, the Board assumed the idea had been forgotten;
         and with a certain sense of relief, given the soapbox tendencies of other politicians who have addressed past AGMs, they got
         on with other things. But in February 2000 Ms Jowell rang again, checking that all was still well for Mr Blair’s visit in
         June.
      

      
      With admirable sangfroid the Chairman of the WI, Helen Carey, replied that actually plans had already been made, speakers
         booked, and agendas fixed for the meeting; she had frankly forgotten all about that initial phone call ages ago, and if it
         was all the same to Mr Blair she would rather he came another time. There was to be no arguing, however, and Mrs Carey was
         quickly summoned to No. 10 to discuss with ministerial advisers what Mr Blair intended to say.
      

      
      The WI always makes clear to its speakers that theirs is not a party-political organisation. It wasn’t when it was first established,
         and it isn’t now. Its (ideal) members have a duty to themselves to be politically aware and committed to public affairs, but both individually and collectively, political affiliation is not relevant. Party politics are too divisive, too
         distracting – and in the early days were thought too taxing. Anyone expecting to address the WI at any level – including the
         Prime Minister – is explicitly warned to avoid them altogether. The Board agreed to Tony Blair’s request to speak on the clear
         understanding that he would do so in his capacity as the elected leader of the country’s government, not as a party leader.
         Fine, said Downing Street; no problem.
      

      
      Mr Blair had just returned from paternity leave after the birth of his son Leo. This would be his first public speech. Helen
         Carey explained to his office the ecological theme of the AGM, and assumed he’d be pleased to be associated with such a progressive
         topic. Ask him to speak on the sort of world he would like for baby Leo, she suggested, and to let us know how the WI can
         help sustain that world. And remember, she added, that we are intelligent women. There will be ten thousand committed members
         there from constituencies all over England and Wales: don’t patronise us. And please, don’t be late. We have a full programme
         on 7 June, and mustn’t keep anyone waiting.
      

      
      Tony Blair had requested an autocue for his speech, which the WI declined to provide on the grounds of expense. Perhaps that’s
         why he looked so nervous, thought Helen Carey, as she welcomed him on to the stage. He was twenty minutes late, which had
         made the audience fidget and whisper, and irritated the Board of Trustees. Having been told proudly by Tessa Jowell that Mr
         Blair’s speech was ‘really good’ and that he’d written it himself, Mrs Carey introduced him with a hopeful reminder of what
         he was supposed to say, and an encouraging smile. Once he had delivered the obligatory jokes about being terrified of massed
         women and had expressed the hope that he was suitably dressed – the word ‘dressed’ was appropriate in light of the exploits of the ‘Calendar Girls’ (the original calendar had been
         released the previous year) – the Prime Minister launched into his speech.
      

      
      After ten minutes, it was clear something was awry. The audience was muttering, the Board members were staring at their hands,
         and Mr Blair himself was beginning – as someone whispered to a neighbour on the platform – to ‘lose the plot’. He had not
         mentioned the green agenda at all; he spoke instead about Labour initiatives, interest rates and National Health Service reform.
         Lacking his autocue, he kept turning away from the microphone, so that at times the WI’s noise levels were louder than his
         voice. As he continued relentlessly with what was amounting to a party-political broadcast, women began to leave, while others
         started a slow handclap.
      

      
      The atmosphere by now was a febrile mixture of embarrassment, anxiety and anger; and still Mr Blair kept going, his voice
         gradually rising in pitch until he was almost squeaking. His face, projected on big screens around the arena, grew wild-eyed
         and panicky. He paused occasionally, unable to ride the noise, and once Mrs Carey interrupted him with a desperate plea for
         courtesy on the part of the WI, but in the end Mr Blair spoke for over forty minutes. ‘I’m glad we’re having a good debate,’
         he offered, before sinking to his seat like a stone.
      

      
      Mrs Carey rose to thank her guest. ‘We always like to give our speakers something to take away with them,’ she said with the
         sweetest of smiles. The relief on Mr Blair’s face was clear. Something for Leo, crocheted in an obscure Rutland parish, perhaps,
         or a pot of superior jam for Cherie? Mrs Carey continued, ‘So we’ve planned a petition signed by thousands of our members
         against the closing of local Post Offices.’
      

      
      Not since Edith Rigby lobbed a bomb at Winston Churchill had a WI member so rattled a prominent politician.2 Alastair Campbell’s bus-loads of reporters swarmed through the building at lunchtime; the television cameras rolled, the
         excitement mounted, and by next morning the Women’s Institute’s collective ‘handbagging’ of the British Prime Minister had
         become international front-page news. History is currently of the opinion that the 2000 WI Annual General Meeting marked a
         turning-point in the fortunes of Tony Blair’s premiership. From then on, the Labour message was met with a measure of disillusionment
         and mistrust; the spin machine engineered by Mr Campbell was brought under scrutiny, and Mr Blair himself, after such a public
         display of unprofessionalism, trod more warily.
      

      
      The fortunes of the WI also changed. They swapped one image – the wholesome old ‘Jam and Jerusalem’ one – for another scarcely
         more fortunate. Now they were all strident handbaggers, even more frightening en masse than Mr Blair, in his pre-speech quip,
         had imagined. This bothered the Board of Trustees, but didn’t worry two elderly Yorkshire women overheard in the queue for
         lunch that day. Bristling, one of them said to the other in the broadest of moorland accents, ‘Who the hell does he think
         he is?’ ‘Aye,’ replied her companion proudly. ‘You don’t mess about with the WI!’
      

      
      I wasn’t in that lunch queue myself. I wasn’t even a member of the WI. But I would have recognised those two women easily:
         they were just the sort of characters who peopled my mother’s WI meetings, north of York, in the late 1960s. I used to go
         with her occasionally, with a bag of peardrops and a book, when there was no one at home to baby-sit. I remember being unimpressed
         by the fifteen or twenty familiar faces there who talked and drank tea. Why, I wondered, didn’t they just do that at home?
         Or go to a café instead, for a treat?
      

      
      I was missing the point, of course – as people still do. It wasn’t just talking. Sometimes they chatted, as any friends and
         neighbours will, to catch up; then someone spoke and the others listened; little discussions would break out in an orderly
         fashion, and then they would do something: act out a scene from a play, perhaps, or work on an embroidery together. Everything
         stopped for tea, which was served with great aplomb. There was a pattern to the evening, and a sense of purpose and achievement
         that was somehow invigorating, yet difficult to define.
      

      
      I didn’t appreciate it then, as I turned the increasingly sticky pages of my book, but this is how WI meetings have been since
         the very beginning. The official record of the first WI meeting in the world described a simple, explicit structure with space
         for business, education, creativity and debate. It had a sturdy, capacious agenda which encouraged members to express themselves
         without inhibition, within that structure. They didn’t have to worry about procedure (that was firmly in place), about precedence
         (it didn’t exist), or what their husbands might think of them (men weren’t allowed). There was no sense of guilt involved,
         as there might be in a religious organisation; no imposition of opinions or even moral values; no obligation to contribute
         or proselytise. Just a sense of security, mutual support, and opportunity for everyone there.
      

      
      That was the ideal.

      
      Astonishingly – given the novelty of the concept of the WI when it was founded, the undeniable dreariness of its name, and
         the fact that hardly anything about the structure of its meetings has changed over the decades – that ideal has lasted in practice ever since. I suppose it’s because the WI as a movement
         has neither challenged nor threatened received wisdom about women in this country (only subverted it, as we shall see, with
         a great deal of tact, steely conviction and – when necessary – a smile). Its meetings have always been infinitely accommodating,
         a haven yet never a refuge, and a place for people and ideas to flourish. That is why it’s survived, and constantly renews.
      

      
      That, and the tea – the best bit of the meeting by far, according to my childhood memory (I loved the shop-bought biscuits).
         Blood is thicker than water, but a good cup of WI tea is thicker still. The Movement’s founders appreciated this unassailable
         fact of life, stipulating that whatever else an Institute decided to include, or not, in its monthly programme, everyone must share a cup of tea. It was sacramental. It bound people together, especially if the officers at the committee table could
         be persuaded to come down and join the ordinary members for a gossip, as most (but not all) quite easily could.
      

      
      The women in this book prove how life-changing the opportunities and possibilities created by the WI turned out to be, both
         personally and for the society in which its members lived. Think of the Calendar Girls, for example, who set out to cheer
         up a friend and raise money in her husband’s name, then became global celebrities responsible for raising over £3 million
         for medical research. Theirs is perhaps the highest-profile WI success story of all, but there are countless others throughout
         the history of the organisation, just as moving and empowering.
      

      
      It was a bereaved mother, aged forty, who first had the modest yet radical idea of setting up regular meetings for ordinary women to get together, with their husbands’ permission, in people’s front parlours, kitchens, or even the garden
         shed, to talk about things that mattered – and consequently to change the world. Her name was Adelaide Hoodless. Although
         it’s assumed to be the most British of institutions, the WI was formed not in the tweedy shires of England but in the backwoods
         of Canada. Its earliest members may have been of British or Irish stock, a generation or two removed from the emigrant pioneers
         who settled the Dominion, but its nature was influenced entirely by the exigencies of Canadian life.
      

      
      Addie Hoodless was the ideal WI woman – before the Institute was even invented – being passionate, intelligent, and damned
         determined to succeed. She was a farmer’s daughter of Irish descent, born near St George, west of Toronto, in 1857.3 After a basic local education, she married a prominent Conservative businessman (being and remaining a staunch Liberal herself) and moved to the fruit-growing area of Hamilton in 1881. There, some fifty kilometres west of Niagara Falls, four children
         were born and the youngest, John Harold Hoodless, died. He contracted a common infection known locally as ‘summer complaint’
         through drinking contaminated milk, and perished at the age of fourteen months. In those days, 20 per cent of all Canadian
         children died before their fifth birthdays;4 Addie was convinced this was due to the ignorance of their mothers who, like her, knew nothing of the science of hygiene.
         The Hoodless family’s milk was delivered in an open churn, having collected God knew what sort of impurities on its way from
         the milking shed to their door. If only Addie – and the dairy farmer’s wife – had known how to handle milk safely, John’s
         and hundreds of other infants’ lives might have been saved. Education was the key.
      

      
      This was the first of Addie’s crusades: a thorough, practical training for girls in the things that really mattered. Intellectual
         attainment was of no interest to her. Academic ambitions were vain, and the fight for emancipation spurious. Women should
         embrace the family, and use what domestic influence they had to forge a better world. ‘No higher vocation has been, or ever
         will be, given to woman,’ she claimed, ‘than that of Homemaker and Citizen Builder.’ The hand that rocks the cradle rules
         the world.
      

      
      It was thanks to Addie’s dogged determination that domestic science became a respected part of the state school curriculum
         in Ontario, and that dedicated teacher-training facilities were established. She was a persuasive and prolific public speaker
         (dropping the childhood diminutive of her name as her profile rose); the success of her campaign depended on an ability to
         convince her audiences of her own common sense, and enthuse them to join her in fitting girls for their future role as the
         mothers of a sturdier nation.
      

      
      In December 1896 Adelaide was invited to address a meeting at the Ontario Agricultural College in Guelph. The Secretary of
         a farmers’ institute near Hamilton, Mr Erland Lee, was so impressed by her performance that he booked her for the next Ladies’
         Night at his institute, to be held in the settlement of Stoney Creek the following February. Not everyone at the institute
         was happy to have a lady speaker, but Lee prevailed. Thirty-five wives were present when Adelaide arrived at Stoney Creek
         on 12 February, to speak to the mixed audience on the importance of domestic science education for girls. And not just girls:
         given her audience, Adelaide pointed out that homecraft was something women of all ages could benefit from studying. She sympathised
         with the boredom and drudgery of life at home on a farm – where she spent her own childhood – and then made a suggestion. Why not form a sister organisation to the
         Farmers’ Institute? A sort of local club where women could meet and learn from speakers, and each other, not about the husbandry
         of stock and crops like the men, but about how to be most useful at home? Erland Lee asked for a show of hands as an indication
         of interest in this imaginative idea. Thirty-five arms went up, and a meeting was immediately called for the next week. Naturally,
         Adelaide was invited.
      

      
      On the evening of Friday 19 February, 101 women and Mr Lee turned up in a storm at Squire’s Hall in Stoney Creek to found
         the Women’s Institute. Lee and his wife Janet, a kindergarten teacher, had been busy canvassing during the past week for potential
         members, all of whom climbed the rickety outside stairs to the upper floor of the hall, clutching at their hats in a strengthening
         wind. When Adelaide arrived, driven the short distance from Hamilton by her thirteen-year-old son Joseph (the carriage drawn
         by Scotty, her favourite horse), the business began. A name was chosen for the organisation: the Women’s Department of the
         Farmers’ Institute of South Wentworth; and a committee was appointed with Adelaide at its head as Honorary Chairman. Her address
         this time was a little more trenchant, railing against the incompetency of a local professor of bacteriology who insisted
         on ignoring women’s need for scientific education, and explaining how much more significant women’s work (raising a family)
         was than men’s (growing nice apples).
      

      
      At the next meeting a week later, a nimbler name was suggested for the WDFISW – the Women’s Institute of Saltfleet Township
         – and a constitution discussed (including time for tea). Janet Lee transcribed the constitution at her dining-room table.
         If the homely, very feminine Mrs Hoodless was the figurehead of this new enterprise, then Janet Lee, thoughtful and wise,
         was its engine. The aims of the Institute were
      

      
      
         to promote that knowledge of Household Science which shall lead to improvement in household architecture with special attention
            to home sanitation; to a better understanding of the economic and hygienic value of foods and fuels, and to a more scientific
            care of children with a view to raising the general standard of the health of our people.5

      

      
      The Institute’s interests would be divided into six branches: ‘Domestic Economy; Architecture with special references to Sanitation,
         Light, Heat, etc.; Physiology, Hygiene, Medicine, Calisthenics, etc.; Floriculture and Horticulture; Music and Art; Literature
         and Sociology, Education and Legislation’. Membership was open to ‘all women who will take an active interest’; subscription
         was set at 25 cents, and meetings were to be held fortnightly, on Thursday afternoons at two o’clock.
      

      
      This first Women’s Institute later changed its name again, from Saltfleet Township to Stoney Creek, and it flourished despite
         the cynicism of the Farmers’ Institute, who shook their heads, tutted, and prophesied doom. A second WI was established in
         Ontario, at Whitby in June 1899, then another in Kemble in 1900, after a talk to the Farmers’ Institute there by a female
         speaker provocatively entitled ‘Man Works from Sun to Sun, but a Woman’s Work is Never Done’.6 That year, the government of Ontario promised an annual grant of $10 to each Women’s Institute formed, and to distribute
         any useful literature on request. It was a canny decision, and the first sign of a mutually expedient relationship between
         the Women’s Institute Movement and the political Establishment that has continued (although Mr Blair might disagree) to this day.
      

      
      The financial support meant that Institute members were being officially subsidised to improve their own lives, and those
         of their families. It was in a nation’s interest that its citizens, even the female ones, should feel happy and fulfilled.
         But no matter how earnestly the educational aims of the organisation were publicised, the greatest attraction for much of
         its ordinary membership was what was later described, with rather saccharine jolliness, as ‘fun and friendship’. Belonging
         to the WI meant having someone to talk to for hundreds of isolated women, one of whom, a dairy-maid, complained that no one
         knew loneliness like a woman working on a farm. Women’s work was usually solitary, while the men laboured together in the
         fields or conducted their business in town; ‘for the likes of me,’ she said, ‘there’s never a body to speak to. Men don’t
         understand.’7

      
      Adelaide Hoodless supported the WI for the rest of her life, dying on the speaker’s platform at a meeting of a Toronto women’s
         club in 1910. She was a natural crusader. As well as evangelising for home economics education for girls and establishing
         the Macdonald Institute for Domestic Science at the University of Guelph, Adelaide played an important part in other women’s
         organisations in Canada (the YWCA and the National Council of Women), belying occasional claims as she grew older that her
         outlook was naive or reactionary. She also collaborated with Lady Aberdeen, the British Governor-General’s wife, in setting
         up the Victorian Order of Nurses, who pioneered health services for upcountry women and children living far from any surgery
         or hospital. None of these things was done out of idealism, because they were somehow beautiful concepts, for Adelaide was the essential pragmatist. Her intention was simply to leave the world cleaner and tidier
         than she found it, and educate others to do the same.
      

      
      Lady Aberdeen left Government House in Toronto for home in 1898, after five years’ residence. In June the following year she
         met Mrs Hoodless again, when Adelaide travelled to London as Canadian delegate to the International Congress of the Council
         of Women at Westminster Town Hall. There she spoke on ‘technical education’ for girls – an even more euphemistic name for
         housework than ‘domestic science’ – and mentioned, in passing, the Women’s Institutes.
      

      
      
         I was able to tell the Englishwomen that the organisation had been recognised by the Government as of value to the State.
            It was astonishing how this organisation appealed to the old country people [her British audience]. I was deluged with enquiries,
            even from such important leaders of the agricultural movement as Lady Warwick. At that conference I heard reports from many
            nations and not one reported such an organisation for women in the rural districts as the Women’s Institutes of Ontario. So
            you see [we] are truly pioneers in this great movement.8

      

      
      It is puzzling that no one, including Lady Aberdeen, appears to have noticed this deluge of enquiries (if it existed) or done
         anything about forming a similar organisation in Britain. Perhaps Adelaide Hoodless’s personality had something to do with
         it. She was a single-minded woman and something of a visionary, but she limited her scope to better home-making and refused
         to recognise the need for women to achieve in the world beyond the kitchen sink. Also, Stoney Creek may have been thriving when Lady Aberdeen left Canada in 1898, but at that stage
         the Women’s Institute was still experimental, and its ambitions somewhat eccentric.
      

      
      Anyway, there already was a Women’s Institute in England. Lady Aberdeen was one of its members.

      
      Coincidentally, this one had also been founded in 1897, but with a very different membership and mission from the Stoney Creek
         WI – and its name was never abbreviated. Its instigator was Mrs Nora Wynford Philipps, a suffragist and keen campaigner for equal opportunities for professional
         women in the workplace. Its first meeting was reported in The Times, where its object was described as ‘to afford a meeting-place and a centre of information for the convenience of women engaged
         in all departments of public and professional work, in science, literature, art and domestic life’.9 Most of those involved in its inception were males; indeed, the whole idea sounds a little like a classy female equivalent
         of a gentlemen’s club. Its headquarters in Mayfair were furnished with a library and other ‘fitting accessories’, with facilities
         for ‘recreation, education, and information’ for undistressed gentlewomen who chose to work for a living, for their own satisfaction
         or for the benefit of others. It was far more of a ladies’ institute than a women’s one.
      

      
      It boasted a full programme of edifying talks by various distinguished speakers, advertised in the Court Circular pages of
         The Times as ‘drawing-room meetings’. Subjects ranged from arts and crafts (including a musical soirée with the Ranee of Sarawak),
         through female education and careers, to ‘unprotected women’ and ‘the customs of other countries’. Here the lines of distinction
         between this Women’s Institute and our more familiar one begin to blur. Current affairs were discussed, along with the desirability of eugenics (very desirable), ‘women and the rural exodus’, penal reform, and various government bills affecting women. Despite a lively interest
         in matters of the day, the institute declared itself formed on ‘strictly non-party lines’. Refreshments were available at
         meetings, with a choice of tea, coffee, mineral water or a fortifying cup of Bovril.
      

      
      The similarities continue. The institute allied itself with other organisations – not just the National Council of Women,
         but the Educational Flower Show and Rural Educational Union, for example, founded by Lady Warwick in 1901. Lady Warwick was
         one of the VIPs Adelaide Hoodless was so pleased to spot among her supporters at the International Council Congress; perhaps
         Adelaide wasn’t aware then of her notoriety. Frances Greville, Countess of Warwick (1861–1938), was known to everyone as Daisy
         (celebrated in the song ‘Daisy, Daisy, Give Me Your Answer, Do’); she was an indefatigable socialite and the mistress, serially
         or concurrently, of several important gentlemen, inevitably including the Prince of Wales, or ‘Edward the Caresser’. She also
         happened to be passionate about the unwontedly demure arts of needlework, gardening and natural history. Something of a philanthropist,
         Daisy opened a school for needlework on her estate in Essex, and a hostel for women students of agriculture at Reading College
         (which later became the university) in 1898. Once her elaborate and scandalous life as a courtesan had run its course, she
         turned to socialism, and bought Studley Castle in Warwickshire with the intention of turning it into an agricultural college
         exclusively for women. All this was in the future when Adelaide met her; then, she was merely one of London society’s most
         extravagant players.
      

      
      In 1915, before the first British WI came into being, an extraordinary event was organised under the auspices of Lady Aberdeen’s Women’s Institute, involving a display of ‘what women have done and can do in agriculture’. It was held in the
         gardens of a resplendent private house in Carlton Terrace. There were demonstrations of butter-churning and milking, while
         hens, goats, carthorses and a cow wandered neatly around, all in view of Buckingham Palace, and the hostess and her daughter
         explained what was going on. The house belonged to Lady Cowdray; her daughter was Lady Gertrude Denman, later to become the
         nearest secular equivalent to a patron saint the WI has ever had.
      

      
      By this time, just to confuse matters (and endorse my point about the uninspired name), there was yet another Women’s Institute
         movement flourishing in London, established in 1913. These urban institutes were essentially centres for adult education,
         administered by London County Council (the LCC) and run in tandem with working men’s institutes (again, educational rather
         than the social kind) expressly ‘for the benefit of poorer inhabitants’. There were thirty of them. None was anywhere near
         the plumply prosperous streets of Mayfair and Westminster; instead they were based in the riskier neighbourhoods of Hackney,
         Deptford, Brixton, Borough and Battersea.
      

      
      Classes were offered to women at 2s a course (subsidised, if necessary), in ‘domestic and health subjects’ as well as ‘Odd
         Jobs’ including repairing door fittings and fastenings, stopping leaks in washers, screwing on castors, soldering metal instruments,
         cleaning gas fittings and stopping gas escapes, hanging pictures, repairing string bags, and even recharging electric batteries.
         The Odd Job classes were offered in 1915, to equip women whose handy menfolk were away fighting, but few of the skills they
         covered would be unfamiliar to members of our present WI. Nor would be an enterprise involving the LCC institutes held (bizarrely) at the Prince’s Skating Club in Knightsbridge,
         London, in the summer of 1916. This was a ‘National Economy Exhibition’, visited by the Queen and displaying exhibits by students
         of the institutes – duplicated at hundreds of WI shows over the years ever since – on cookery, crafts, bee-, poultry- and
         rabbit-keeping, making do and mending, home hygiene and domestic architecture and design. There was even a competition for
         the best-cooked potato or cabbage, announced by the Mayor of London, who sensationally declared he would turn vegetarian if
         the prize-winners were tempting enough. Apparently, they weren’t.
      

      
      Both of these alternative Women’s Institutes were urban affairs, despite any political or practical interest they may have
         had in traditionally rural pursuits. Yet each played its part in preparing the ground for Adelaide Hoodless’s movement to
         take root in Britain when the time was right. Other factors helped. One was the radical Women’s Co-operative Guild (WCG),
         founded in 1883 to encourage social reform and political awareness among its members, the majority of whom were working-class
         housewives, including farmers’ wives.
      

      
      The WCG had a reputation for activism, but that was nothing new among working women, even then. In England in 1795 bread riots
         had taken place, when a series of poor harvests and costly wars left stocks of wheat low and prices cripplingly high. The
         same year saw ‘the revolt of the housewives’, a series of insurgencies organised by local women not only to protest about
         the lack of affordable food, but to do something about it. In Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire, a ‘numerous mob, consisting chiefly
         of women’, seized all the wheat coming into the town one market-day in March after a difficult winter, and held it hostage, forcing farmers to accept only what the women could
         afford to pay for it instead of the inflated price demanded by the government. It was then evenly distributed to everyone
         in need. The same sort of thing happened in Bath, except there the housewives impounded a ship about to export English grain
         (while lustily singing ‘God Save the King’) and kept its cargo for the community. In Carlisle in the north-west of England,
         the women protesters went so far as to set up a distribution committee (very WI) after stockpiling their captured wheat in
         the Public Hall.
      

      
      On the only occasion during this housewives’ revolt when things seem to have got out of hand and turned ugly – in Chudleigh,
         Devon, where two flour mills were destroyed – it transpired that the rioters weren’t women at all, but great burly men in
         dresses, trying to take advantage of the spirit of the age.10

      
      The campaign for university education helped beckon the WI into being. When the first English university allowed women degrees
         in 1878, it was a triumph not only for the students involved but for those men and women who had worked behind the scenes
         for years so determinedly, and with such tact and sensitivity, to make it happen. Between them they introduced the concept
         of female high achievers and of a woman’s right to widen her horizons, without which the WI could never have flourished as
         it did (indeed, some of the WI’s most influential champions in Britain were also pioneers of university education themselves).
      

      
      It wasn’t just academic achievement that mattered in this respect: hand in hand with that campaign went a less spectacular
         attempt to widen access to more practical, vocational careers for women. Lady Warwick opened her agricultural college for women at Studley in 1903; those preferring to study horticulture
         could do so from 1901 at Kew Gardens, or at Swanley College in Kent, which catered exclusively for women from 1903. Nurses
         had been trained at St Thomas’s in London since 1860, and women doctors at the Royal Free Hospital since 1877. Isabella Beeton
         had been teaching her readers about the business of household management for decades, and Norland College, opened in 1892,
         made a profession out of childcare. All of these initiatives relied on ambition.
      

      
      The political climate of the late Victorian and Edwardian eras was surprisingly kind to the formation of the WI. Ever since
         the 1850s the government had discussed the problem of the nation’s inconvenient ‘super-abundance of females’. Articles in
         the press warned that the balance of the sexes had grown so unequal (thanks to men being away empire-building) that our ‘free
         and glorious constitution’ was in peril of being ‘eaten up with women’ and reduced to nothing by a petticoat government.11 How were these swarms of England’s daughters to be controlled?
      

      
      One solution was to encourage them to emigrate, and off went some to Ontario; another was to find ways of distracting them
         from misrule and occupying them usefully. University was fine as long as it didn’t lead to an infiltration of the professions
         – which of course it didn’t, on the whole, until after the First World War. What the leisured classes really needed (thought
         the Establishment) was worthwhile work for worthy ladies, not a glut of redundant bluestockings. Institutional do-gooding
         was preferable to academic dabbling – or, worse still, agitating for the Vote – which explains the plethora of charitable
         societies set up in Britain during the latter half of the nineteenth century. These embraced a bewilderingly specific array of victims, ranging from Respectable Female Lunatics to Deserted and Destitute
         Children, the Aged Poor, Fallen Women, imperilled Watercress and Flower Girls, and Poor People who need Trusses. All of them
         offered the chance for middle-class wives and spinsters to pass their time profitably.
      

      
      What the working classes needed, conversely, was worthwhile leisure time. Drudgery induced discontent as much as did idleness,
         hence the formation of the London County Council institutes, and a drive outside the cities to encourage women to look for
         constructive opportunities to use skill and enterprise, and foster some comfortable kind of fellowship or sisterhood. Edwin
         Pratt, the author of a widely read study of agriculture published in 1904, quoted research proving that ‘more women in the
         country[side] go insane than in any other class in the community. This is not so much from overwork, but because of the monotony
         of women’s work on the farm.’12 He went on to recommend an organisation he’d recently come across near Hamilton, Ontario: the Women’s Institute. He added
         how crucial it was to remember that women’s lives are made of ‘little things’, and if you can make them proud of these little
         things (cooking a meal, cleaning a room, washing clothes, keeping chickens), if you can develop a culture of vocation and
         shared achievement, not only will the home prosper but so will the nation.
      

      
      That same year, 1904, a Government Committee on Physical Degeneration was set up in the wake of the Second Boer War (1899–1902).
         Those who volunteered to fight, especially from the cities, had been found to be shockingly puny and ill-nourished; they were
         obviously the wrong ‘type’ (eugenics being an increasingly popular study, as the talks at Lady Aberdeen’s Institute suggest). Unless things changed, there was a danger that the next generation of British soldiers would be unfit
         for duty. Their mothers needed educating about wholesome nutrition and about the benefits of healthy minds in healthy bodies.
         Agriculturalists like Pratt recognised this, just as Adelaide Hoodless and the government of Ontario had done.
      

      
      An editorial in The Times in April 1904 mentioned the Canadian Women’s Institutes as a stimulating and fruitful means of promoting agricultural efficiency
         in the countryside, but it does make them sound rather clinical and dull. A better (though slightly sickly) account appeared
         a few years later, in an article describing a visit by the paper’s correspondent to a Canadian farm. There he’s entertained
         by a charming, cheerful housewife who prepares him (and thirteen other diners) a feast of turkey, steak-and-kidney pie, potatoes,
         stewed tomatoes and corn. They all demolish a mince pie, an apple pie and a ‘monstrous deep’ plum pie, with peaches and cream,
         for pudding. Everything, of course, is home-produced.
      

      
      After dinner he’s invited to visit the cellar, where the farmer’s wife stores her treasures. There he finds shelf upon shelf
         of glass jars, glowing like jewels and each containing some triumph of home preserving.
      

      
      
         The ordinary jams and preserved fruits are there, as a matter of course; but there are also such marvels as tomato butter
            and celery relish, ‘rummage pickle’ and chutney, and pear marmalade flavoured with ginger. These things cannot be described
            – they must be eaten before they can be imagined …
         

         To be a good housewife is a high ambition; no other kind of philanthropy has such powerful and elevating effects, or so well repays the genial tact and quiet energy that a wise housewife puts into the home management. I am not thinking only,
            or even chiefly, of cookery. Someone has said that ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’; but it is only one of
            many ways, and by no means the surest.13

      

      
      Once a fortnight or so, off trots this paragon of a farmer’s wife to her Institute. Women’s Institutes are, says the Times man, a delightful movement for ‘the all-round improvement of home life’. There are ‘hundreds’ of them in Ontario (in fact
         about two hundred by now), where isolated housewives meet and exchange ideas with each other or ‘rub shoulders and rub wits’,
         as he inelegantly puts it.
      

      
      
         ‘It used to be very different,’ one of these ladies said to me. ‘For instance, if we knew how to make an extra nice cake we
            used to keep the recipe a secret to ourselves; we didn’t want anyone else to know how to do it. Now, if we know a good thing,
            we pass it on … We women can talk, nobody denies that,’ said the lady with a smile, ‘but too often, even if we’ve got something
            worth talking about, we haven’t got enough knowledge to make what we say worth saying. And we are apt to take rather narrow
            views of things. The Institute is really broadening our minds.’14

      

      
      To reinforce what this obliging WI member is telling him, the reporter mentions some of the talks she’s recently enjoyed:
         ‘The Duties of the Daughter in the Home’; ‘Economy in Small Things’; ‘Patriotism’; ‘Ten Books Every One Should Read’; ‘Labour-Saving
         Appliances for the Housekeeper’; ‘Simple Meals, Well Cooked and Nicely Served’; ‘The Prevention of Tuberculosis’; and, remembering little John Harold Hoodless, ‘The Care and Handling of Milk’.
      

      
      The time was surely right, when this article was published in 1911, for the WI to flourish in Britain. Adelaide Hoodless had
         been a passionate evangelist on her visit to London in 1899; Lady Aberdeen’s vision and influence were undeniable; other societies
         and enterprises had created useful precedents; and the political climate was beginning to recognise at last that the needs
         of women of all classes merited closer attention.
      

      
      Soon, missionaries would arrive from Canada to spread the word, the chief among whom was a formidable WI member called Madge
         Watt. Madge reached London in 1913, committed to establishing the Movement in the Old Country. She thought the task would
         be easy. It wasn’t.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Taking Root: 1913–1918

      
      Please bring a husband – or a friend.1

      
      The trouble with Madge Watt, according to those she tried to enlist as WI pioneers in Britain, was her bloody-mindedness. The
         trouble with them, according to Madge, was their frustrating Britishness (in other words, their bloody-mindedness). They weren’t used to being
         told what to do by a colonial; no Institute since has ever sat back at a meeting and been dictated to, unquestioning, by anyone.
         It’s the very nature of the WI that social and intellectual hierarchies cannot exist (ostensibly, at least) within its constitution;
         Madge Watt preached this gospel herself, but with an implicit assumption that she was somehow exempt.
      

      
      Madge was described as autocratic, impatient and overbearing. But she had unique qualities too, and shouldn’t be judged too
         harshly in the light of the challenges she faced in trying to establish her beloved WI in Britain. She couldn’t begin to understand
         how women here seemed at once so independent (or intractable) in refusing to be told what to do, yet so slavishly bound by the class system. The story of an early WI organiser
         illustrates the conundrum well. This organiser is trying to set up a new Institute in a village she wisely fictionalises:
      

      
      
         [The Chairwoman is full of agitation, which she does her best to communicate to the organiser.]

         ‘We can’t have Mrs Henn and Mrs Pullett on the committee together. It is well known that as fast as one walks into the room
            the other walks out.
         

         ‘We must elect Mrs Wyandotte. She’ll be so hurt if we don’t. Shall I just go round and tell them all that they must vote for
            Mrs Wyandotte?
         

         ‘Lady Rock will have to be President of course. It’s rather a pity that she spends half the year abroad and [is] in London
            the rest of the time, but of course she’s the one to be President …
         

         ‘We can’t have Mrs Barnshaw of the butcher’s shop on the committee. Quite impossible. You must take her off again.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘She’s a Bolshevik,’ says the Chairwoman, whose political sympathies obviously lie in the opposite direction … ‘She doesn’t
            hold with the King … ’
         

         I am sorry to hear this, but explain that I can do nothing about it and that Mrs Barnshaw having been duly elected must be
            welcomed by the rest of the committee as cordially as if her views were more orthodox.2

      

      
      Madge would not have found this in the least amusing.

      
      Madge – or Margaret Rose Robertson Watt (1868–1948) – was an intriguing woman. It is not quite accurate to say that she was
         entirely responsible for establishing the WI in Britain: sparks of interest were already sputtering in parts of England and
         Wales when she arrived in 1913. But it was she who helped coax them into flame, and then a blaze that went on to consume the
         whole country. She looms disproportionately large (given her squat and unromantic figure, like a cartoon Queen Victoria) over
         the first few years of the Movement’s development, and is undoubtedly one of its most significant figures.
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