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    ‘I thought I was fairly well up on the WI contribution to the World War II effort until I read Julie Summers’ book, Jambusters! I was wrong – every

    chapter was a revelation – full of information, reminiscences, humour and social history. It is also well written, well researched and easy to read. Reading it not only gave me great

    pleasure but also made me proud to be a member of such a long lasting, valuable and vital organisation – an organisation which is still working actively to “improve the quality of

    life of communities” both urban and rural.’ Helen Carey OBE, former chairman of the National Federation of Women’s Institutes (1999–2003)




 




    ‘That image of defiant jam making sums up the way many see the wartime contribution of the Woman’s Institute. But Julie Summers . . . shows its much wider

    contribution.’ Economist




     




    ‘Julie Summers recounts how thousands of women rallied round during the dark days of Hitler, baking cakes and knitting jumpers as if their lives depended on it’

    Mail on Sunday




     




    ‘Superb . . . Overall, this book tells a wonderful story – highly recommended’ Who Do You Think You Are?
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  In affectionate memory of Ga


  and to all the unnamed WI members


  who made the countryside tick


  during six long years of war
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  FOREWORD




  In June 1939 the Women’s Institute held its annual general meeting in London. The weather was glorious. Many of the delegates who came to London from all over the country

  had never been to the capital before. Cicely McCall, who was responsible for the WI’s national education programme, observed the scene with fascination. She met one excited seventeen-year-old

  from Cumberland who had slept with her train ticket under her pillow for a month before the meeting, so thrilled was she to have been asked to represent her institute. Dressed in their best suits

  and dresses, wearing hats, gloves and sensible shoes, more than 8,000 women, many fanning themselves in the heat, crowded into the magnificent Empress Hall in Earls Court. The seating was arranged

  in alphabetical order by county beginning with Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire, Cheshire and so on. Stewards dressed in cream overalls with broad green and red ribbons over one shoulder

  showed people to their seats. There was a buzz of conversation and an air of eager anticipation.




  The national committee members walked up onto the stage. Everybody stood up. Miss Nancy Tennant from Headington raised her right hand to conduct. The organist played the opening bars of

  ‘Jerusalem’ and 8,000 women lifted the roof with the well-known anthem. The great theatre reverberated to Parry’s beautiful tune and the voices rose and rose. As the music faded,

  the delegates took their seats.




  Lady Denman, dressed formally and wearing a green hat, stood up and welcomed her delegates. She then asked Miss Hadow to greet their honoured guests from the Associated Countrywomen of the

  World, who had gathered in London for a mass rally. Twenty-three countries were each represented in the Empress Hall by a woman delegate, many in national dress. Miss Hadow stood up. Tall, thin,

  every bit the vision of a blue-stocking academic, she addressed the meeting: ‘Lady Denman and Fellow Countrywomen, we are met here today in our great parliament to welcome our sisters from

  other lands. In the first place, we are country women; we live on the land and serve the land. And in the last resort, it is not by armed force, or even by industrial prosperity, but it is by the

  land itself that men live.’




  There was loud applause and appreciative murmuring from the delegates. She went on:




  

    

      

        In the second place, we are women, we belong to the constructive sex, whose whole instinct is to reserve and to foster life, to build homes in every land. In the hands of

        women, of wives and mothers, and I will even dare to say of sisters, daughters and spinster aunts, the health and happiness of mankind very largely is laid. Those two things, the unity of the

        land, the unity of our common womanhood, speak a universal language. It is in that tongue that in the name of 328,000 English and Welsh women I do indeed say to our guests from other

        countries – You are Welcome!


      


    


  




  The applause swelled. As she sat down the foreign delegates stepped up onto the stage one by one. Some neither spoke nor understood English but all of them understood the

  applause and the smiles that greeted each fresh announcement. America, Sweden, India . . . One by one by they came forward, made their bow, and sometimes said a few words. Latvia, Norway . . .

  Germany. Miss McCall was in the hall and watched as the German delegate walked onto the stage.




  

    

      

        She was a tall woman. Her shoulders were flung back, her face set as she stepped on to the platform. There was a second’s tense silence, as though suddenly eight

        thousand pairs of lungs had contracted, and their hearts too. Then came deafening applause. It rang round the hall tumultuously. It fell, then grew again increasing in volume as though each

        perspiring delegate on that very hot June morning could not enough say: ‘Welcome! We are all country women here today. We are non-party, non-sectarian. We wish for peace, goodwill and

        cooperation among nations. You have had the courage to come here in spite of rumours of wars. We bid you welcome!’


      


    


  




  Countess Margarete Keyserlingk was overwhelmed. The look of strain on her face disappeared and pleasure and amazement replaced it. She spoke in German: ‘It is with great

  pleasure and thanks to you all and to my delegation that I am able to be here today to bring you greetings from my country, in the hope that this meeting will lead us all to a greater understanding

  of one another.’ As she stepped off the platform she hesitated and almost stumbled. We shall never know what message she took back to Germany because within three months Poland had been

  invaded and Britain had declared war on her country.




  When I set out to write a history of the Women’s Institute in wartime I had in mind an historical overview with anecdotes from village institutes about jam-making,

  vegetable-growing, salvage-collecting, knitting and other activities we associate with the Second World War. As I have gone along I have realised that this is not what lies at the heart of this

  book. There are many top-down biographies of the Women’s Institute but what I was interested in was the bottom-up story, the ordinary countrywomen who were at the heart of the village

  institutes. What has grown out of my research is a picture of the remarkable role played by ordinary women in rural Britain during the war. Unpaid, unsung, to a large extent uncomplaining, these

  women quietly and often with humour, made the countryside tick. The role of the WI was crucial in two ways: on the one hand, the government relied on its links with the National Federation of

  Women’s Institutes to make direct requests of countrywomen to look after evacuees, collect everything from National Savings to bones for the munitions industry and to care for the

  nation’s larder; on the other hand, the WI at institute level offered women a safety valve. At their monthly meetings, after they had completed their business and agreed on the many requests

  for their help towards the war effort, they could let their hair down. And they did. Singing, dancing, sketches and readings, beetle drives, musical bumps, and ‘identify the ankle’

  competitions all helped to lighten the mood and send them on their way to take up the tasks set for them.




  This book is a tribute to these women. Some were grand county ladies, others were farm labourers’ wives and daughters. The majority were somewhere in between. In the institute there was no

  differentiation between their backgrounds. Though it would be foolish to suggest that all social boundaries were broken, they were, however, porous. The story of how they all buckled to and helped

  out is of more interest to me than who was the president or secretary on any given committee. The WI bound them together. Sybil Norcott, a WI member for nearly seventy years, summed it up:

  ‘The WI is in my heart. It is in all our hearts. It is a way of life.’




  I have been fortunate enough to interview a number of women who joined the WI during the war, albeit as very young members, or whose mothers, aunts or other family members were involved. Their

  personal perspectives give the historical material its colour and they are the only ladies in the book who are referred to by their Christian names. Peggy Sumner joined her WI before the war and is

  still a member. Her county, Cheshire, honoured its nonagenarian members in 2011 with a service in Chester Cathedral. Sybil Norcott, also a Cheshire member, was a child during the war but her mother

  belonged to her local institute and Sybil used to go to meetings as her mother was afraid to walk through the woods to the hall on her own.




  Ann Tetlow and Dorcas Ward have known each other since they were a few months old. Dorcas’s mother and grandmother were founder members of Bradfield WI in Berkshire. Her mother was

  secretary throughout the war and her minute books are amongst the most colourful and descriptive I have read. Ann’s mother was also a very active member of the institute and used to allow Ann

  and her brother to attend the social half-hour of their afternoon meetings.




  Caroline Dickinson’s mother, Ruth Toosey, was my great aunt. She was on the committee of her WI in Barrow for several years during the war and she also held an ambulance licence with the

  Women’s Voluntary Service, as well as being responsible for the girls of the Women’s Land Army in her village. Dr Gwen Bark was a doctor who ran baby clinics in Tarporley, while

  bringing up her own young family and being an active member of her WI. She was outspoken on matters to do with child health, milk and the Beveridge Report but was also keen to encourage young

  mothers to find something of interest beyond the home in order to keep them mentally alert.




  And Edith Jones, the wife of a farmer from Smethcote in Shropshire, whose great niece, Chris Downes, has given me access to Edith’s wartime diaries. These offer a view of the war as well

  as the activities of her village and her farm-life during those years. In 1938 she wrote on the first page of her diary: ‘It is interesting to keep a diary. To look back on past events.

  Things often work out for our good. Ups and downs have been worthwhile. With God’s help let us make this year worthwhile for each other in our family life.’ The great beauty of her

  diaries is that they were written without a view to being seen by anyone else and are at once personal but objective. She recorded everyday life: ‘The weather is spring like, so I prune

  “my” apple trees. 6 of them. I like being out on these bright days but feel stiff after being on the steps and reaching! We move the pullets from the cabin to the big house. They look

  healthy and red. Geoff and Jim are ferreting.’ But she also noted events out of the ordinary: ‘Jack saw the “Northern Lights” last night. He said there was a very red sky

  like a fire, but it had faded when I looked out. He was pleased when I heard on the wireless that it had been seen all over England and that he too had seen it.’ Edith was secretary of her WI

  from the day it was set up in 1931 and in addition to her monthly and annual minutes, she wrote an article about life in rural Britain in the early twentieth century that helps to cast a

  contemporary light on the benefit the WI brought to rural communities such as hers. I will introduce each of these women at an appropriate point in the narrative and some, notably Edith, will

  appear in more than one chapter.




  All the other stories come from minute books, contemporary records held by the National Federation in its archives at the Women’s Library in London, letters, diaries and anecdotes that

  have been passed on to me. The women in these stories are referred to, as they would have been during the war, by their title and surnames. Traditionally the married women would have used their

  husband’s Christian names to identify them if more than one member of the family belonged to an institute. So Mrs Peter Walker was the sister-in-law of Mrs Trevor Walker and the mother of

  Edith Walker, addressed of course as ‘Miss Walker’.




  One other woman will feature: Clara Milburn of Balsall Common WI near Coventry. Her diaries were published in 1979, an edited version of the fifteen exercise books she had filled with daily

  observations about life during the war. Peter Donnelly, who edited the diaries, described how they began: ‘In the early uncertain days of 1940 Clara Milburn took time off from her loved (and

  sometimes loathed) garden and sat at her desk to begin a task she’d thought of starting for some time now. Opening a cheap soft-backed exercise book, she wrote “Burleigh in

  Wartime” on the first thin blue line, underscored it, and set to work on a project without any foreseeable end.’ Mrs Milburn wrote mostly of things that concerned her and other women:

  first and foremost the fate of her son, Alan, who was a prisoner-of-war in Germany, but also of her dismay at the ever-increasing price of what little was available in the shops, the terrible

  plight of the people of Coventry during the bombings there, and of her clothes, her garden and her institute.




  The Women’s Institute covered England and Wales. Scotland had its own organisation called the Scottish Rural Women’s Institute, which was independent of the WI and although it

  functioned on broadly the same lines as its English and Welsh equivalent, it does not come under the umbrella organisation and therefore will not feature in this book. Not every village in England

  and Wales had a WI during the war years. In fact only one in three had an institute but often they would cover more than one village, such as Edith Jones’s Smethcote Institute, near

  Shrewsbury, that also catered for Picklescote, Woolstaston, Leebotwood and Lower Wood. WIs were encouraged to involve those without institutes in communal activities such as fruit-canning and

  bottling or running market stalls so that the spread of its organisational reach was larger than that of any other organisation in the countryside. Its membership was ten times that of the

  Women’s Voluntary Service at the beginning of the war and twenty times the size of the Townswomen’s Guild. The WVS expanded to half the size of the WI during the war but with a

  proportionally smaller number of members in the country villages than in the towns. Many WI members belonged to other voluntary organisations, some sat on rural district or parish councils, others

  ran Guides or Brownies while others still were school governors or members of charity committees local to their areas. Some women worked full time, others were housewives or farmers’ wives

  whose domestic life was their work. The spread was enormous and the energy equalled it.




  The Second World War was the backdrop to the lives of Britons for six years. For children who were five or six at the outbreak it shaped their childhoods; for young women it coloured their

  adolescence and the formative years of their adulthood; for middle-aged and older women it came as an all too grim reminder of the Great War that had ended just a generation earlier and cost the

  country nearly a million lives. As Peggy Sumner reminded me, the women who were members of her WI were the wives, sisters, fiancées and young widows from that war.




  At the outbreak of the Second World War the population of the countryside almost doubled. Key workers, evacuated families, unaccompanied schoolchildren and military camps resulted in

  unprecedented pressure on rural life. Food, housing, transport, schools, local services were all affected. As the country adapted to wartime conditions it was women who were at the forefront of

  helping with the adjustments needed. This was an era when wives were chattels and women made up a quarter of the workforce. Their lives in the countryside were not easy. When the war began over two

  thirds of rural housing had no access to electricity and main drains, a large number had only one tap or a pump in the kitchen to supply water. Some women even had to get their household water from

  a village well and privies were the norm. Washing was done in a copper, usually on Mondays, fires had to be laid daily in cold weather and some women still cooked on an open fire rather than a

  range or stove. Oral contraception was twenty years in the future and pain-relief for childbirth was unavailable except in hospitals. And yet this was the post-First World War generation of women

  who generally had less help in their homes than their grandmothers had.




  The title for this book, Jambusters, was the inspired suggestion of my brother, Tim. He deserves credit for a very clever pun, though I suspect he did not know at the time he suggested

  it just how apposite it would be. During the war the WIs bust logjams, circumvented bureaucracy and improvised in many different ways. They wrote a major report on evacuation, were involved in

  advising eleven ministries, including the Treasury, and as a result influenced government thinking about children’s health and education, housing and post-war reconstruction. They ran

  canteens for troops, baked pies for farm workers, and collected hundreds of tons of rosehips and herbs for the pharmaceutical industry. By their joint effort, members contributed millions of

  knitted garments to keep troops and refugees in Europe warm. They made 12,000,000 lb. (5,445,000 kilograms) of jam and preserves, helped to set up over 1,000 pig clubs and made more than 2,000

  fur-lined garments for Russia. And in amongst all this major activity they sang, put on plays and organised parties to entertain their villages and keep their spirits up. The Second World War was

  the WI’s finest hour.




  In her speech to the annual general meeting of the Women’s Institute held in the Albert Hall in 1943, Queen Elizabeth thanked the women for their enormous contribution to the war effort.

  As joint president of Sandringham WI with her mother-in-law, Queen Mary, where her daughter, Princess Elizabeth, became a member in 1943, and as a regular visitor to other institutes, she had

  first-hand experience of the WI’s work. She said:




  

    

      

        When we have won through to peace, a great page in the history of Britain’s war effort should be devoted to the countrywomen in this dear land of ours, who, left to

        carry on in the villages, tackled their job quietly and with wonderful efficiency: and institutes up and down the country have given a grand demonstration of how women can work together

        cheerfully and lovingly for the good of all. I am so glad to have this opportunity of paying my tribute to the NFWI and to all my fellow-members.


      


    


  




  It will take a whole book, not just one page as suggested by Queen Elizabeth, to pay tribute to and celebrate their extraordinary achievements on the Home Front during six long

  years of war.




  Jambusters opens with a brief history of the WI and introduces a small number of the key players who ran the organisation at national level. Then we follow the course of the war, seen

  through the eyes of women who have all been involved in or associated with the WI in one way or another at institute level. We will look at some of the large variety of activities women undertook

  at the behest of the government and its national body, such as jam-making, food production and knitting. The book ends with a brief summary of the post-war lives of those women whose personal

  stories have featured.




  All the stories in this book have been checked as far as possible for accuracy, and if there are any errors in the narrative, I take responsibility for them. No names have been changed but a

  small number of stories have been told anonymously so as not to cause offence to relatives who might still be alive. To every woman who has helped to bring this book to life I offer my warmest

  thanks.




  The village of Milton in Cambridgeshire had a wartime motto which I think sums up the contribution made by the WI: ‘Say little, serve all, pass on. This is the true greatness – to

  serve unnoticed and work unseen.’ Women did not trumpet their achievements and many of them were unquantifiable anyway since the aim was to keep going, and make life a little easier for

  others.




   




  Julie Summers




  Oxford




  





  
1




  LET THE SUNSHINE STREAM IN




  

    

      

        

          

            A friend said, ‘Come along with me.’ I said, ‘No, I’m not.’ But she kept bothering me and my husband said, ‘For goodness sake go with

            her and stop her worrying.’ So I went with her and that was the best day’s work I ever did.




            A WI member, 1919


          


        


      


    


  




  Not every woman in the countryside joined her WI, but for those who did it probably presented the only opportunity for them to socialise outside the home and to learn about

  life beyond their immediate environs. Edith Jones was one such woman. She described her village in the early part of the twentieth century:




  

    

      

        Life in the truly rural areas could be rather humdrum before the motor transport came into its own. Some of us lived 10–12 miles from the market town and 3–5

        miles from the nearest railway station depending on where our houses were situated. We were in a scattered area, mostly farmers and connected with farm work and the women had a full time job

        in the home for there was no electricity nor piped water or any other modern convenience and everything was ‘made at home’. We seemed to have little time or

        cause to visit our next village unless it was for a fresh sitting of eggs in the spring or a jar or two of honey in the autumn ready for winter colds. The menfolk generally managed the cattle

        auctions, touching each other for a lift in the farmers’ gigs but if the farmer’s wife went too they knew they’d have to be sober to touch a ride back.


      


    


  




  Edith married John Cecil (Jack) Jones on 10 July 1914, less than a month before the outbreak of the First World War. They moved to Red House Farm in Smethcote as tenant farmers,

  with milking-cows, sheep and poultry on some sixty acres. It was not a large farm, even in those days, and they had little money. They milked morning and evening with the help of Jack Middleton,

  who lived in nearby Picklescote. Jack was an ex-soldier of the Great War. He never married but lived with his elderly mother and earned his living by catching rabbits and working for Mr Jones,

  earning five shillings for eight hours’ work, Edith noted. The cows came into the milking shippon opposite the house to be milked but that building had no water so the cows had to be driven

  down to the pond at the end of the farmyard to drink after milking. In addition to the cattle and sheep there were Edith’s chickens, of which she was extremely fond. She sold eggs at the farm

  gate as well as taking them into Shrewsbury market on Saturdays. When there were tasks on the farm, such as caring for sick animals, Edith invariably helped out. She wrote about drenching and

  hand-feeding a calf that was poorly. For three days she looked after it but, she wrote, ‘at a quarter to one on Saturday morning the calf died. The men buried it. It had tried hard to

  rally.’ Although she was clearly touched by the calf’s death Edith was unsentimental about animals. Farming was a way of life and there would always be deaths as well as births in the

  countryside.




  Jack Jones was a quiet man committed to his farm and the community. A rural district councillor who also served as a churchwarden, he was a regular pall-bearer at funerals.

  He went to market weekly to buy or sell stock and he enjoyed the quiet life of the country with its seasonal rhythms. His wife was different. Edith was extraordinarily industrious and gifted at

  turning her hand to mending and making almost anything. She was also an avid reader, and despite her busy life as a farmer’s wife would try to set aside an amount of time each afternoon to

  reading or studying. She loved the wireless and used to note programmes that she had listened to in her diaries. In March 1938 she wrote: ‘Sowed antirrhinums and sweet peas in boxes. Listened

  to the Parliamentary discussion on the unrest in Central Europe.’ Six months later Chamberlain returned from Munich: ‘The European Peace Pact was signed! May it be a lasting pact and

  for our good. War has threatened and been hanging over us and the relief when peace was declared was immense.’ That year, on Armistice Day, she remained hopeful: ‘Nice morning. I gather

  and clear up wood under yew trees. Chop some then Len comes and finishes them. There is now a good supply in the shed and it looks tidy. We keep the two minutes silence and feel thankful for peace

  in the country.’




  Her great-niece, Chris Downes, remembered how Edith always wanted to know more about the world she lived in.




  

    

      

        She had a passionate belief in the value of education and she read widely on any number of topics. I remember when she was in hospital in her eighties having had a hip

        replacement. We visited her and she was astonished that other women in her ward were just sitting in their beds. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, Christine, they just sit there and do

        nothing. They’re not even interested in reading or playing Scrabble.’ As a young woman she had studied butter-making at Radbrook College in Shrewsbury. She

        was very skilled and achieved top marks for her butter-making.


      


    


  




  The Joneses were childless but in 1926 they were asked to look after Edith’s nephew, Leonard Manley. The Manley family had moved from Shropshire to Staffordshire, to a

  farm near the river. Leonard suffered from rheumatic fever and his parents were told that if he remained in the house by the river he would die. Leonard believed he was going to spend the summer

  with Aunt Edith and Uncle Jack at Smethcote but in fact he stayed with them for the rest of his childhood and became for them the son they never had. He remained close to his parents and siblings

  and there were regular family visits but his home was Red House Farm. When he was old enough he went to Rodbaston Agricultural College in Staffordshire and did a one-year course just before the

  outbreak of the war. The relationship between Leonard and his aunt was close, so that when Chris was born she called Edith ‘Gran Jones’. ‘I told my friends at school that I had

  three grandmothers, my mother’s mother, my father’s mother and Edith. The teachers said that was not possible but it was true. I regarded all three women as my grandmothers and I saw a

  great deal of Gran Jones. She and Jack retired down the road to Church Stretton in 1947 when Leonard married my mother, Gwladys Hughes.’




  In the late 1920s a local bus service started, described by Edith as ‘a red letter day indeed’. This meant that women could take the bus to Shrewsbury market on

  Saturdays to sell produce and do their own shopping:




  

    

      

        Some had baskets of eggs, butter, cheese and chickens, also rabbits and flowers for the market. On the bus they could meet with their neighbours and

        get to know the women from the other places of call, for [the driver] had a circular round to pay his way and fill the bus. At times overfill it! It was an entertainment just to sit and

        listen to the conversations, exchanging recipes and how they managed their homes. An eye-opener indeed at times. Something to keep our minds amused for several days. Then there was the next

        time to prepare for and look forward to.


      


    


  




  Not long after the local bus service had brought women a degree of freedom a new rector, Mr Tuke, arrived in Smethcote. He was different from the previous incumbent and people

  were delighted that he and his wife seemed to take a genuine interest in the life of the parish. ‘When visiting the people they heard about the ‘local bus’ on all sides and how

  much difference it had made in our lives. The rector’s wife thought it would be a good idea to form a branch of the Women’s Institute movement and was warmly supported by most of the

  women though some still shied at any new ideas.’ Edith was an enthusiast for the new institute. She relished any opportunity to improve her knowledge of the world beyond Smethcote and at the

  first meeting she was elected to the committee and given the role of secretary. Mrs Tuke, who had been the first president, died at the end of 1931, which was a great sadness but the institute kept

  going. In May 1934 Edith wrote in her diary: ‘Have heard that Rev Tuke and Miss Hollier are engaged (shock).’ Miss Hollier, treasurer under the first Mrs Tuke, married the rector later

  that year. The shock wore off and she soon became accepted as part of the community. In time she was elected president of Smethcote WI and continued to have an interest in the institute until her

  death at the age of a hundred in 2001.




  Smethcote Women’s Institute had fifty members from the surrounding villages of Picklescote, Woolstaston, Leebotwood and Lower Wood. There were farmers’ wives,

  local women who had lived in the villages for years and Mrs Tuke, new to the parish. At the first meeting they had a demonstration on how to make slippers from old felt hats. The meetings were to

  be held on the second Wednesday of each month at Smethcote, Woolstaston and Leebotwood alternately. As the Joneses had no car, Edith had to walk or later cycle to all the meetings. Chris remembered

  that she walked long distances, thinking nothing of covering the two and a half miles to Leebotwood for a meeting in the winter. The first annual report of Smethcote WI recognised this as an issue,

  noting that ‘the average attendance is 34. The district being very scattered, many members have a long distance to come.’ This theme runs through all the annual reports, especially

  during the war when members had to resort to walking or cycling as petrol rationing limited car use for those who had them. The early reports are full of colour and optimism for the future and

  there is a real sense of the energy that the WI released in these women. For many it was the first time they had had an opportunity to be creative, to try singing in a choir or to hear lectures on

  diverse topics from home dyeing and boot repairing to a visit to the Stork margarine works, which seems to have been of particular interest to the members in 1934.




  Edith remembered the early days when not everyone thought the WI was a good thing:




  

    

      

        The men were not used to the women having a ‘cause of their own’ and were rather up in arms about it. The bus service had spoilt them, now the WI. What would

        be the next move? What indeed. Well, we started the WI meetings combining three villages in rotation to make it fair for all and soon became popular and we’d

        arranged to have afternoon meetings to be home again for the family meal and to attend to the fowls and dairy work.




        Our local bus driver was willing to support us and took us to the group and other area meetings. That was something else we had to get used to: ‘competing with the outside

        world’ as it seemed to us. Standing up in public and giving our views when asked and in the competitions we well held our own for the women had been brought up to home-made crafts and

        some were really skilled at it and only now could it be brought to light. The men folk were sheepishly proud of their women when they returned home with prizes and gradually could admit the

        WI was a good idea. Well it grew and thrived until 1938. The war seemed imminent and much thought was given to what might be necessary. We had first-aid classes and came home proudly with our

        signed certificates. We had talks and demonstrations to be of help in time of need, and of course the war happened and many of our men folk joined the forces and often the women had to take

        their place on the farms as well as do their housework.


      


    


  




  Alongside her WI minutes and annual reports for Smethcote WI Edith kept annual diaries. She wrote just a few sentences a day in the little books, which had seven days and an

  eighth section for memoranda per double-page spread. In January 1938, for example, she wrote: ‘I have had 6 letters for my Birthday. I appreciated the remembrance. Although I am getting older

  I do not feel it much because (I suppose) I keep so fit and well, for which I am always thankful. Good health helps one to enjoy and keep an interest in life. Such a blessing.’ The books were

  bound in soft leather and several of her wartime diaries were ‘The Electricity Supply Diary and Handbook’, which is ironic considering Red House Farm, where she lived, did not have

  electricity until long after the war. The diaries provide a glorious insight into the life of a middle-aged countrywoman, emphasising the repetitive nature of her highly

  structured week but also offering glimpses into her personal life, such as buying blouses in Shrewsbury after she had had a good sale at the market, as well as juxtapositions of war news and home

  life such as ‘one day [WI] school for chutney and jam making. I go with Mrs Muckleston, held at Church Stretton. City of Rome taken by our troops.’




  Over the eight years leading up to the war, Smethcote WI members concentrated their efforts on learning dress-making skills, baking cakes and learning about child welfare. Edith took part in the

  competitions and frequently won with her Victoria sponges. Len told Chris years later that he loved it when Edith entered the WI cookery competitions because she always practised beforehand so that

  he and his uncle were then treated to excellent cakes. In 1938 she won second prize for her fancy dress costume ‘Departed Spirit’ and at the annual meeting that year she noted:

  ‘Prizes for competitions for the year were awarded to Mrs Langley 1st with 20 marks, I was 2nd 17 marks and M Langley and G Gretton tied for 3rd with 9 marks each. My prize being a coloured

  tablecloth.’ In addition to the competitions the committee organised outings and sent delegates to county meetings, often with the assistance of the bus driver, who would obligingly take a

  group of women to Shrewsbury or further afield to attend group meetings.




  In 1937 they sent three members to London to see the Coronation decorations. The following year it was Edith’s turn to go to London for the WI’s annual general meeting. It was her

  second visit. This time she travelled with several other women from Shropshire and they stayed at a hotel in the West End. Her diary entry for that day recorded: ‘Arrive at 2:15 after leaving

  luggage at Cora hotel. Three of us go over the Tower, St Pauls, (All Hallows modern church). Meet others at the Strand Corner House for tea (Lyons) then to Coliseum for show,

  which we all enjoyed. Then walked down Regent St to see shops lit up and call at milk bar then turn in at 12:30! Wet afternoon. Very wet at Smethcote.’ The following day she attended the

  meeting. ‘Meeting in Albert Hall is crowded. Lasts all day . . . Some were interesting, others dry,’ she noted about the speakers, adding that she hoped to write an interesting report

  about the meeting for her institute. Len met her off the 10.15 p.m. train with the pony and trap and brought her back to the farm. ‘So pleased to see him’, she wrote. The following day

  she was tired. Her entry was brief: ‘Fine generally, wet later. Do not have a busy day.’




  Just over a year later the war broke out. Edith’s annual report from 1939 had a quite different flavour: ‘From the beginning of the year until September the Institute seemed to be

  making steady progress but the outbreak of war and the extra work thrown on members by evacuees in the district has made it difficult to adhere to our programme.’ In her private diary, on 2

  September 1939 she wrote: ‘Yeomanry called up for National Service. Len goes off this morning. We feel sad at this vital passing and shall pray for his safe return.’




  The war changed the lives of those women. Numbers dwindled at the institute as people found they had too many other responsibilities but Edith was pleased to see that by 1940 new people had

  moved into the villages from the cities and were delighted to be invited to WI meetings. This gave the institute a new impetus and energy because, as she wrote, these women brought new ideas and

  introduced fresh blood. She believed that the WI had helped her and others ‘to appreciate people to whom otherwise we wouldn’t have given two thoughts’. When the war came and

  people had to work together, Smethcote, like other villages, had a ready-made organisation that could be called upon to coordinate whatever response was required.




  What was unique about the WI was its extraordinary reach. From early on it existed at three levels: national, county and village. The London-based National Federation of

  Women’s Institutes had serious lobbying powers and a reputation as a powerful force that was well organised, passionate and clear in its aims. It had already brought about changes in a whole

  variety of matters from district nurses to railway lavatories, from venereal disease (it submitted a report on this to the Department of Health in 1922) to water pollution on Britain’s

  beaches. On the other hand the WI had the largest grass-roots membership of any women’s organisation in the country and was bigger, in its total number, than all but the largest of the

  men’s Trades Unions. In 1939 there were 5,546 Women’s Institutes in England alone, totalling 328,000 members. The middle level, equally active and useful, comprised the Voluntary County

  Organisers who looked after groups of WIs within their county and were often women who held posts in local government offices or had the ear of council officials. At the outbreak of war the

  fifty-eight county committees were used by the National Executive to reach the individual institutes with astonishing rapidity. One way and another, the WI reached almost every corner of the

  countryside.




  The WI was, and remains today, independent. It runs its own affairs, finances itself and educates its members at its own college. But it is also well connected: government representatives sit on

  WI committees and WI representatives sit on government committees. That has been the case since the earliest days and at almost no time in its history was that more relevant than during the Second

  World War.




  The Women’s Institutes set out to cross class barriers as well as those of religion and party. At the outset there was some resistance from the lady of the manor, or, more often, the lord

  of the manor, but these hurdles were overcome surprisingly quickly and stories abounded of goodwill between women who would not otherwise have spoken to each other, much less

  joined forces to help one another. One early member wrote:




  

    

      

        The institute has brought together in our very rural village women of all classes in true friendships, women who have lived in the same village for many years as total

        strangers to each other, not perhaps from any unkind or class feeling but from sheer want of opportunity for meeting and making friends. Women who have never ventured out to church or chapel

        or village entertainment . . . now come eagerly to our meetings, forget their shyness in opening up their minds to new ideas and welcome opportunities for developing their hidden talents.


      


    


  




  The WI is democratic. Members vote for their committees in a secret ballot, which has had the result that no single person or faction has been able to manipulate the WI to a

  minority purpose. It is not a secret society or religious organisation. Church, chapel, atheist or agnostic, anyone can join the WI and be sure her beliefs will not be attacked. Every difference is

  respected. It is not political, nor it is affiliated to any party. This has been one of its greatest assets. Since party politics play no part in the WI this means the institute can comment without

  prejudice on government legislation. The WI is the village voice and encourages its members to speak out on decisions that affect their lives. The only qualification for setting up a women’s

  institute was that a village had to have a population of less than 4,000.




  The first Women’s Institute in Britain was formed in the Welsh village of Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch, on the Isle of Anglesey, on Wednesday 16 June 1915,

  the day that Lloyd George took the oath as Minister of Munitions. Although seen by many as a quintessentially British phenomenon, the WI was started in Canada nearly twenty

  years before Mrs Stapleton-Cotton became president of the first WI in England and Wales.




  So what had inspired Canadian countrywomen to come together and form women-only institutes and what were they for? The answer was education. ‘Not education for education’s

  sake’ . . . though ‘very beautiful in theory’, asserted Mrs Adelaide Hoodless, the founder of the WI movement in Canada, ‘but when we come down to facts, I venture to say

  that 90 per cent of those who attend our schools seek education for its practical benefits.’




  Mrs Hoodless had married John Hoodless of a prosperous business family in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1881. She bore four children, two boys and two girls. In 1889 their youngest son died at the age

  of fourteen months, due to an intestinal infection as a result of drinking contaminated milk. Infant and child mortality was prevalent, with up to 20 per cent of babies and infants dying before

  they reached their fifth birthday, the majority as a result of bacterial infection. Mrs Hoodless appears to have blamed herself for her baby’s death and for the rest of her life she devoted

  herself tirelessly to promoting ideas about domestic hygiene. She believed that while girls should be educated at school in academic subjects, they also needed to learn the practical skills they

  would require to run a home and a family when they grew up and married. This, after all, was the future for the overwhelming majority of women of that era.




  Domestic science was a new concept to the audiences at Adelaide Hoodless’s lectures given as part of her promotion of the importance of home economics. She defined it as ‘the

  application of scientific principles to the management of the home. It teaches the value of pure air, proper food, systematic management, economy, care of children, domestic and civil sanitation

  and the prevention of disease.’ She urged her listeners to consider the importance of respecting domestic occupations and giving value to the education of the woman as

  a homemaker, concluding: ‘The management of the home has more to do with the moulding of character than any other influence, owing to the large place it fills in the life of the individual

  during the most plastic stage of development. We are therefore justified in an effort to secure a place for home economics or domestic science in the education institutions of this country.’

  Most importantly, she believed in ‘elevating women’s work to the level of a profession and putting it on a par with a man’s work’.1




  Her appeal did not fall on deaf ears. At that time in North America women’s issues were beginning to come to the fore. The International Council of Women had been formed in 1888 in the

  United States, advocating women’s human rights and working across national boundaries. At their first conference in Washington DC in March and April of that year there were eighty speakers

  and forty-nine delegates, representing women’s organisations from nine countries. Britain was represented by Lady Aberdeen, wife of the Governor General of Canada, who became the

  council’s president in 1893. At the conference of the Canadian National Council of Women in the same year, Mrs Hoodless succeeded in persuading them to back her campaign to introduce domestic

  science into the school curriculum.




  Her conviction that things would only change if women could bring basic scientific knowledge into their homes convinced her to tackle the issue at the grass roots as well as at the national

  level. ‘Is it of greater importance that a farmer should know more about the scientific care of his sheep and cattle, than a farmer’s wife should know how to care for her family, or

  that his barns should have every labour saving contrivance, while she toils and drudges on the same old treadmill instituted by her grandmother, perhaps even carrying water

  from a spring, a quarter of a mile from the house, which I know has been done?’2 The emphasis on raising the status of

  women’s work to that of men was a key part of her message.




  A speech she gave at a conference of the Farmers’ Institute at the Ontario Agricultural College in Guelph was heard by Mr Erland Lee, secretary of the Farmers’ Institute of Wentworth

  County. He immediately invited her to speak at their next Ladies night at his institute in Stoney Creek. Some thirty-five farmers’ wives were present at the talk. They received

  enthusiastically her suggestion that as the men had a Farmers’ Institute so the women should consider having one of their own. The farmers’ wives were so keen that they invited her to

  return the following week, on 19 February 1897. That night the idea of a women’s institute was born and a week later what became known as the ‘Stoney Creek Women’s

  Institute’ was called into being and its first meeting was held. Its motto, chosen five years later, became ‘For Home and Country’.




  Mrs Hoodless continued to lecture on girls’ education while the movement of women’s institutes grew and flourished throughout Canada. She herself was credited with founding the

  movement but it was the women who set up the individual institutes who were its champions. They set to work with Mrs Hoodless’s words ringing in their ears: ‘What must be done is to

  develop to the fullest extent the two great social forces, education and organisation, so as to secure for each individual the highest degree of advancement.’3




  Women alone were not responsible for the success of the Women’s Institute movement in Canada any more than they would be in England and Wales two decades later. The movement needed the

  approval of the male-dominated establishment and it had Mr Erland Lee and members of the Farmers’ Institute and the Canadian Ministry of Agriculture firmly behind it.

  Both bodies could see the value of motivating and empowering rural women in their plan to improve life in rural villages. They threw their support behind institute initiatives, both at a local and

  national level, so that by the early years of the twentieth century, just a decade or so after the first meeting at Stoney Creek, there was a pool of speakers, a list of topics for discussion and

  training colleges for teachers as well as short courses for institute members on cookery, home nursing, food values and sewing. One report concluded with satisfaction: ‘We have learned so

  much now that if we have typhoid fever or scarlet fever, we do not say “This is the Lord’s will”, but examine drains, sinks, cellars, walls and backyards where we know there may

  be conditions favourable to the development of these germs. We have learned that the best way to get rid of them is to let the sunshine stream in.’4




  More than anything else the Women’s Institutes, of which there were 3,000 in Canada by their twenty-first year, gave women who had lived isolated lives the opportunity to meet together

  regularly, providing a network of friendship as well as expertise and education, which few had ever experienced in their lives. It was enormously empowering.




  Why did it take until 1915 for this movement to catch on in Britain? After all, Norway had independently formed the House Mothers Association in 1898, which spread throughout Scandinavia and had

  a membership, within two decades, of 70,000. Belgium formed Cercles des Fermières (Circles of Farmers’ Wives) in 1906 and the United Irishwomen were formed in Ireland in 1910. To some

  extent it was the conservative nature of the British that meant that change came only very slowly. Life in the countryside was shaped by tradition and an unwillingness to exchange the familiar,

  however imperfect, with the new and unknown. A typical village at the beginning of the twentieth century would have a manor house, inhabited by the squire and his family, who

  might be resident full time or who might only come down for the hunting. Then there would be the farmers, some owning their own farms, others as tenant farmers but many of very long standing. These

  families, headed by the men, might have been working the land for many decades, if not centuries. Resistance to change, and in particular to book learning, was strong amongst this group. They had

  learned from their forebears and from experience. There were no short cuts to be had when it came to farming and managing the land. The main body of the village would comprise farm labourers and

  their families, who again might have been living in the village and serving the big house for generations. Some villages had a doctor and he, as a man of learning with knowledge of science, was

  viewed with awe and suspicion in equal measure. The vicar or priest was accorded equal respect. A few villages could boast an artist or two but they were generally on the periphery of village life

  and not part of the hierarchy.




  Rural Britain in the early twentieth century was in decline. In the last thirty years of the nineteenth century in excess of 2 million acres of arable land had been allowed to go out of

  production. An exodus to the cities in search of an easier way of life had left agriculture a bereft and flagging industry. Many farmers had gone bankrupt and unemployment among agricultural

  labourers was high. This in turn brought great hardship to their wives, children and other family dependents. Many rural communities were under-populated and impoverished, not just financially but

  also educationally. Most of the poorest children did not have the opportunity to attend school as they were needed for labour. Often the only education available was at Sunday school. A vicar in

  Kent described how the children of the poorer part of his parish were taught to read and ‘to be instructed in the plain duties of the Christian religion, with a

  particular view to their good and industrious behaviour in their future character as labourers and servants’.5 Village life was

  also riven by class and an attitude amongst the gentry that it was not necessarily wise to educate the servant class in the same way that it would not be sensible to teach a cow her value or a

  horse its power. Abhorrent as it now seems, this attitude prevailed. Yet there were some people who were determined to make a difference to rural communities in spite of the opposition they

  met.




  The government was sufficiently concerned by the situation in the countryside that it set up the Board of Agriculture in 1889 which brought together all government responsibilities for

  agricultural matters under one department.




  Twelve years later, in 1901, the Agricultural Organisation Society (AOS) was formed. It grew from a voluntary body into an organisation to help to stem the decline in agriculture. The AOS had

  the specific brief to encourage the formation of local societies of farmers, smallholders and growers who could work cooperatively. Initially the cooperatives concentrated on the supply of

  fertilisers, mixed feed and seeds; the development of trading came later. The forming of these groups created a structure which had political representation at a high level. England, Wales and

  Scotland each had branches with chairmen and committees. Its secretary was a man of great determination and vision, who would play a role in the setting up of the Women’s Institute. His name

  was John Nugent Harris, but on the eve of the First World War he was still dealing with the resuscitation of a depressed agro-economy.




  As early as 1904 Edwin Pratt, author of The Organisation of Agriculture in England and other Lands, proposed that women’s institutes might be a good way to educate British

  countrywomen. The suggestion received little acknowledgement and no interest. Eight years later, Robert Greig, who had worked as a staff inspector at the Board of Education,

  pushed rather harder. He had been tasked to carry out an investigation into agricultural instruction in other countries and was impressed by the WIs he saw on his visits to Poland, Belgium and

  across the Atlantic in Canada. Most importantly he saw the value not only of the educational talks geared towards child-rearing and homemaking, piggery and poultry, gardening and dairy work but

  also the purely entertaining topics, including music and literature. He wrote a pamphlet which explained the great work being done in other countries by Women’s Institutes, concluding that:

  ‘perhaps the most profitable outlet for the expenditure of energy and public money in the improvement of agriculture will be found in widening the mental horizon of the farmer’s wife

  and especially the wife of the labourer, smallholder, and working farmer . . .’6 He stressed the fact that women in the countries

  he had visited had risen to the challenge of setting up institutes and had been aided by their governments through generous grants. He urged ‘energy, enthusiasm and bold optimism’ from

  women who should be encouraged to follow the lead of those in other countries.




  There was still no reaction from anyone in rural Britain. As Mr Robertson Scott concluded in his history of the WI, written in 1925: ‘Unfortunately Mr Greig did not go a-gospelling with

  his pamphlet. Nothing was done to forward this plea for Women’s Institutes, the case for which has seldom been more effectively made.’7 The WI movement needed an advocate to sow the seed and fertile soil in which to flourish. Two things coincided to bring this about: the champion was Mrs Margaret Rose

  ‘Madge’ Watt; and the fertile environment was the First World War.




  Mrs Watt was Canadian born although her parents were both of Scottish descent. She was highly educated, having obtained a first class honours degree in modern languages at

  the University of Toronto in 1889 and gone on to do postgraduate work in history and pedagogics. She worked as a journalist in New York and wrote literary criticism for American and Canadian

  newspapers. In 1893 she married Alfred Tennyson Watt, who was the medical officer of health for British Columbia. In 1909 Mrs Watt became a founder member of the Metchosin Women’s Institute

  on Vancouver Island and was soon involved in developing the movement in British Columbia. In 1913 her husband died and she decided to move to England in order to educate her two sons.




  From the moment she arrived in Britain she began promoting the idea of women’s organisations. She spoke at public meetings and private gatherings but there was little interest. Some

  listeners felt she was out of tune with English village life and the comparison with Canada, with its more progressive views, jarred. Her breakthrough came when she wrote a pamphlet explaining how

  Women’s Institutes could function as a valuable part of the war effort by encouraging countrywomen to take responsibility for increasing and safeguarding the supply of food. Mr Nugent Harris,

  then general secretary of the Agricultural Organisation Society, met her at a conference in London in February 1915. She introduced herself and said she wanted to talk about Women’s

  Institutes. He had never heard of such a concept but he was impressed by her and invited her to talk to him at his office.




  Mr Nugent Harris had been looking for a way to involve women in the cooperative agricultural societies and indeed he even succeeded in persuading some groups to allow women to attend the

  meetings. However, it was not a successful experiment as the women never spoke at the meetings, although afterwards they would talk to him and criticise or comment on this or that decision. When he

  asked them why they would not speak up they replied: ‘We dare not because our husbands and sons would make fun of us.’8 He was frustrated by the reaction but refused to give up: ‘I would not rest until I could establish some movement that would give the women-folk a chance to express

  themselves free from the fear of being ridiculed by the men. By the merest chance, I met Mrs Watt. I felt I had come in touch with the very movement I wanted.’9 With permission from the AOS he appointed Mrs Watt to start Women’s Institutes in July 1915.




  Mrs Watt found people in the country villages in England and Wales a great deal more conservative than the pioneer communities of Canada, where the first institutes had taken off so successfully

  eighteen years earlier. Life in Canada was harder but it was also socially more equal. ‘Rural Britain was a very narrow society, hidebound and with groups who were suspicious of each

  other,’10 wrote WI archivist Anne Stamper. Allegiances ran along predetermined lines. If parents were conservative then

  children joined the Conservative Association. If they were liberal they joined the Liberal Association and ‘the Other Party if their parents were Otherwise’. The same applied to church

  or chapel as well as where people shopped. In short, there were sections of society who had no idea how the people who worked for them lived, or vice versa.




  The impact of the First World War on rural Britain was enormous. Hundreds of thousands of young farmers, farmhands and village boys signed up in a patriotic haze. The workforce was badly

  depleted and as the greedy war machine consumed ever more men, the situation for working farmers became increasingly difficult. Women were called on both privately and by the government to help to

  provide food for the nation. The Women’s Land Army was brought into being in 1915 to fill the gaps left by farmworkers who had been called up. According to official records there were some

  250,000 women working as farm labourers by the end of 1917, though just 20,000 of them, less than 10 per cent, were members of the Land Army. This pointed to the huge pool of

  potential labour in the countryside. In the face of the mounting casualties on the Western Front, and the call of the Army and Navy for more men, party politics and class distinctions seemed much

  less important than they had before the war. People were forced into cooperation and sacrifice for the common good. Robertson Scott wrote: ‘Men saw new merits in other men, women discerned

  new merits in other women, and men and women beheld new merits in each other. Women, whose enfranchisement had justly come, but before the nation was wholly in favour of it, had their great chance

  of showing their quality and proving their right.’11




  Mrs Watt was invited by Mr Nugent Harris to speak at a conference at the University of Bangor and it was here that her message made an impression and started the WI ball rolling. Two of those

  present were Sir Harry Reichel, Principal of University College at Bangor, and Colonel the Hon. Stapleton Cotton, Chairman of the North Wales branch of the Agricultural Organisation Society. The

  colonel and his wife invited Mrs Watt to come and speak at a village meeting in their village, Llanfairpwll, the following day.




  Thus, Britain’s first Women’s Institute was formed with Mrs Stapleton Cotton as the president. This small institute was to meet monthly on Tuesdays at two o’clock in the

  afternoon in a room kindly lent by Mrs W.E. Jones ‘until such time as the Women’s Institute has its own building’. The colonel admitted later to Mrs Watt that he had not shared

  his wife’s belief that a women’s institute would work. He wrote to her six months later that he had been ‘one of the many who had doubted the capacity of women to conduct even

  their ordinary business with success but I have learned more about women than I have learned in forty years . . . I see and believe that women can and will bring all classes, all denominations, all interest, all schools of the best thought together in that common brotherhood of love . . . which every man and every woman longs for in his or her innermost

  heart.’




  There were two factors that ensured the survival of the Llanfairpwll institute. The first was the support of Sir Harry Reichel and his willingness to supply speakers on rural matters, as Erland

  Lee had done in Canada twenty years earlier. The second was the approval of the Marquis and Marchioness of Anglesey, who provided the patronage that would ensure enduring success. Lady Anglesey

  became their patron, setting a model that was copied in villages throughout the country.




  As Anne Stamper wrote in her book Rooms Off the Corridor: ‘in the early days if the “big house” did not support the formation of a WI (and often the lady of the manor

  became the president) then the WI was either not formed or did not flourish.’ Rural Britain was perhaps not quite as ready for equality as Mrs Watt might have hoped but the fact that a farm

  labourer’s wife and the lady of the manor could sit in the same meeting and discuss sewerage or child welfare, join in a song or a beetle drive or listen to a lecture on the latest

  agricultural ideas was something radical and new. Not every woman was confident enough to speak up at meetings but simply being there and being part of a new community movement, of having a monthly

  event to look forward to and on which to reflect, gave a large number of women something precious to hold on to.




  Three more institutes were set up in North Wales before Mrs Watt moved back into England: Cefn, Trefnant and Criccieth. Which was the first WI to be formed in England is disputed. Singleton in

  Sussex and Wallisdown in Dorset both claimed the honour and when Mr Robertson Scott wrote his Story of the Women’s Institute Movement in 1925 he gave the palm to Wallisdown. He

  summarised the success of the WI: ‘The Institute movement is wide enough to include women who fought passionately for the suffrage, women who loyally accepted votes

  when women’s suffrage became the law of the land, and women who are still opposed to the participation of women in politics.’ Mr Nugent Harris agreed, writing: ‘The suffragists

  made the pot boil, the Institute movement showed how some things could be got out of the pot.’12




  Mrs Watt was very anxious that the institutes were set up on the same lines as they had been in Canada, adopting the rules and principles. These defined clearly the non-sectarian, non-political

  character of the Women’s Institutes, which was such an important aspect of their character, most especially in the early days. News spread quickly and soon institutes were springing up all

  over the country. By the end of 1915 there were twelve institutes in England and Wales. This grew to 37 in 1916 and 187 in 1917. At the end of the First World War there were 773 institutes and over

  the next three years that figure went up by nearly 600 a year. In Scotland things moved a little more slowly and the first institute was formed at Longniddry in East Lothian 1917. They called

  themselves the Scottish Women’s Rural Institutes and were run under the auspices of the Board of Agriculture for Scotland until they became independent in the late 1920s.




  While no democratic organisation would ever wish to be defined by the personality of its chairman there is no doubt that Lady Denman had a very great impact on the way the WI developed. She

  chaired what became the National Federation of Women’s Institutes from 1917 until 1946, seeing it through two world wars, the great depression and many teething problems. She was also the

  honorary director of the Women’s Land Army from 1939 to 1945 and chairman of the Family Planning Association, which was something she was passionate about. As an able sportswoman she was

  president of the Ladies Golf Union from 1932–38, vice president of the Royal College of Nursing from 1933 until her death in 1954 and chairman of the Cowdray Club, for

  the nation’s nurses and professional women, from 1937 until 1953. She was described as ‘attractive, very intelligent, [she] had a fine stride in walking, was good at sport and expert in

  tree felling, a capable business woman, a good housekeeper, shy, devoid of sentimentality, and full of sympathy for those in trouble. She believed in success and demanded a high standard of work in

  everything and never spared herself.’13




  Born the Hon. Gertrude Mary ‘Trudie’ Pearson on 7 November 1884, she was the second child and only daughter of the Liberal MP and later first Viscount Cowdray, Weetman Dickinson

  Pearson. Her mother, Annie Cass, was a charitable worker and political hostess. Educated at a day school in London and then at a finishing school in Dresden, Trudie Pearson supplemented her

  education by reading books on economics and philosophy in her father’s library. Her parents were often abroad on business so that she grew up as a wholly independently minded but somewhat shy

  young woman, a trait which she later overcame by hard work and enthusiasm. She was brought up to believe that being born to great wealth and privilege came with a duty to give something back by

  service to the community and she did not avoid what she considered to be a lifelong obligation.




  In November 1903, at the age of nineteen, she married Thomas Denman, ten years her senior. He was the third Baron Denman, an army officer and a Liberal peer. Her mother was happy with the

  marriage but it would appear that her daughter was less so and it was no secret that the couple lived separate lives, though remained on friendly terms, within a few short years of their wedding.

  They had two children. Thomas was born in 1905 and Judith in 1907. In 1908 Lady Denman served on the Executive Committee of the Women’s Liberal Federation. With a

  membership of 100,000 and the main business being women’s suffrage, the lessons she learned during her two years on the committee gave her a valuable introduction to large organisations as

  well as an interest in women’s issues. Three years later Lord Denman was appointed Governor General of Australia and she accompanied him to Canberra as First Lady. They spent three years in

  Australia but the climate did not suit her husband, whose health was frail, and they returned to Britain in June 1914, just before the outbreak of the First World War.




  In the early years of the war she was a moving spirit and chair of the Smokes for Wounded Soldiers and Sailors Society. However, it was her interest in smallholdings that introduced her to the

  newly formed subcommittee of the Women’s Institutes, still under the aegis of the Agricultural Organisation Society, that was to change her life. Already convinced that making use of waste

  scraps was a responsible and sensible way to save on food imports, she began a scheme to start backyard hen-keeping. She and a friend, Nellie Grant, took an office in Pimlico and commissioned

  another friend to make designs for a model hen house which could be set up in small gardens, on allotments and in backyards. She started her own poultry farm at Balcombe in Sussex, the house and

  estate that had been given to her by her father in 1905, and made plans for a cooperative poultry colony of smallholders at Balcombe.




  During the First World War she had been appointed to the Board of Agriculture as assistant director of the women’s branch of food production. The board had responsibility for the early

  Women’s Institutes and Lady Denman’s job was to bolster those as well as look after the Women’s Land Army. She believed that women were at least as capable as men at running

  their own affairs as well as producing food for the nation. She came to the attention of the subcommittee of the Women’s Institutes in 1916. Her name was put forward to

  be approached if Lady Salisbury, the first choice of leader, were to refuse. In the event Lady Salisbury did turn down the offer and Lady Denman accepted. ‘By this chance and as second choice

  the Institute movement had acquired the Chairman whose ability and personality were to colour, enliven, and hall-mark the growing organisation,’14 wrote Inez Jenkins in her history of the Women’s Institute in 1953.




  The experience of living in Australia, where she had seen for herself the great difficulties endured by countrywomen, most especially in the suffering caused by too-frequent childbirth, combined

  with her practical approach to problems and her contacts and experience gathered partly from her standing in society but also in her work for the Women’s Federation, made her well qualified

  for the task of running the WI. She knew that they would need someone who had a good understanding of rural issues, as well as an entrée into the older, established families. A note in the

  WI files reads: ‘I can see that if rightly worked, we are going to get the pick of the county ladies in support of our movement. You know that I am naturally democratic, but so much depends

  on getting that ear of the ladies in the counties . . .’15 She knew that these contacts would be key to the success or failure

  of the WI and she was determined that there would be success. She had strong feelings about the difference between life in London and in the country. On one occasion she invited a candidate to come

  down to Balcombe for an interview. ‘How shall I recognise you at the station?’ she asked the woman. ‘I shall be wearing pink’ came back the reply. Lady Denman was perturbed

  by this and felt certain that the woman would be completely out of place. When the train arrived the candidate disembarked and was greeted warmly by Lady Denman who shook her

  hand and said: ‘What very smart pink tweed.’




  Tall, slim but not beautiful, Lady Denman cut an impressive figure. She looked like a leader and was sometimes feared. Her friends explained that her shyness often led to the impression that she

  was standoffish yet she was always keen for people to challenge her views. One county voluntary organiser met Lady Denman at a meeting in London. She was nervous and told her that she would be no

  use on the committee as she was so uneducated. Lady Denman retorted that ‘education doesn’t mean a thing. It is experience that counts. We go down the village streets and see all the

  nice doorways but we don’t know what goes on behind them. This is what you can tell us.’




  Robertson Scott summed up her leadership qualities: ‘Lady Denman had the invaluable faculty of devotion, and, what is much needed along with devotion, humour and a sense of perspective . .

  . She had the faculty of order, the knack of detaching herself, and she was fair. She had the leader’s ability to hit hard or tap gently until the nail was driven home.’16




  Lady Denman was admired for her firm belief in democracy as well as her mastery of the rules and public procedure. She never went onto the platform at an annual general meeting without her copy

  of the Chairman’s Handbook and she once told a conference that ‘It is better for a meeting to make the wrong decision it wishes to make than the right decision which its

  chairman wishes to make.’ She was also admired by those who knew her well for her loyalty to her friends and colleagues, her unfailing sense of justice and ‘her gaiety and odd

  unexpected twists of humour that enlivened the proceedings of every meeting at which she presided’.17
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