
Preserving Britain
On 16 September 1915, more than 30 women 

filed into the village hall in Llanfairpwll 

on Anglesey and began to change the 

nation forever. It was the first meeting 

of the Women’s Institute in Britain and 

these rural Welsh women were its founder 

members. They couldn’t have known that 

“can do” attitude ever since, and have always 

taken a practical approach to problems.’

Canning, bottling and pickling fruit and 

vegetables became critical to the war effort, 

as did jam making, a skill that ultimately led 

to the WI’s enduring ‘Jam and Jerusalem’ 

reputation. During the Second World War 

the WI rallied again, setting up canteens 

for the troops, digging for victory and 

preserving almost 12 million pounds of fruit 

that might otherwise have spoiled.

‘We’re not a force to be ignored,’ continues 

Marylyn. ‘We’ve earned the right to stand 

up and say exactly how it is thanks to those 

strong, proactive women who founded the 

organisation all those years ago.’

Campaigning for rural life
There’s no doubt that the WI has always 

been ahead of its time, identifying and 

championing the causes that most affect us 

and our environment. It campaigned against 

pollution in our seas as far back as the 1920s, 

fought against toxic chemicals in agriculture 

in 1960 and founded the Fairtrade 

Foundation along with Oxfam, Christian Aid 

and others in 1992, encouraging members 

to buy Fairtrade products and taking it from 

marginal to mainstream. 

the WI would still be going strong a century 

later and would be the biggest voluntary 

women’s organisation in the country with an 

unrivalled, no-nonsense reputation for rolling 

up its sleeves and getting the job done.

Over the last 100 years the WI has 

become known for its tireless and tenacious 

campaigning for a better Britain. Its members 

have crusaded on issues as diverse as litter 

– they founded Keep Britain Tidy in 1954 – 

breast screening, equal pay for women and 

the public smoking ban, but perhaps their 

most defining role has been as bastions of 

the sustainable British food scene. 

Keep calm and carry on
In fact, it was the urgent need for sustainable 

produce during the First World War that led 

to the WI’s very existence. ‘While the men 

were away on the front line it was down to 

the women to pull together and help feed the 

nation,’ explains Marylyn Haines-Evans, chair 

of the WI Public Affairs Committee, who 

refers to the 213,000 members that exist 

across the country today as an ‘army’ of 

strong-willed women.

‘The WI brought countrywomen together 

and organised them to grow and preserve 

produce. Our members have exhibited this 
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As the Women’s Institute celebrates its centenary, Wendy Johnson takes a look at how 
its members have helped to shape British food and farming over the last 100 years.

Marylyn Haines-Evans, chair of  
the WI Public Affairs Committee
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