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The friendship                 
Issue

‘We bonded over the WI sisterhood’

‘Forming a “young WI” came at a time of my life when I had been 
out of the workforce after having my two boys, and I felt I was 
drowning in nappies and Teletubbies and a lack of purpose. 

I met Sarah when I took my Labradoodle Barney to her dog 
agility classes – she has a Spanish rescue dog, Llegar - because I 
needed some time out from the kids.

When she posted a notice on Facebook asking if anyone would 
be interested in setting up a WI, I went along thinking that a 
part-time commitment would really help switch on that part 
of the brain that I’d left off for a long time. Being Secretary has 
done me so much good socially and designing our events flyers 
and negotiating with suppliers has boosted my confidence.

At the beginning, we weren’t brilliant mates; Sarah’s an 

amazing President - quiet and considered and very democratic - 
and I’m a bit more fierce and loud, but we both respect what each 
other’s achieved and accept that neither of us could do the other 
one’s job. 

 We bonded over our love of the sisterhood of the WI and 
because we enjoy being part of a movement. We’re different 
but it works. For a county show, Sarah made the most beautiful 
traditional Bakewell tart and it tasted amazing, whereas I made 
12 on-trend, slightly slapdash naked mini wedding cakes with 
figs and blueberries. 

 I thought that summed up our friendship. My approach 
was “let’s go crazy” and she did something really skilled. She’s 
reserved and I’m not but we get on like a house on fire.’

Maggie Hunt, Secretary of League of Ladies WI, Derbyshire Federation (right) and President Sarah Harrhy

Interviews by SARAH DREW JONES, LUCY COLLINS and HATTIE PARISH
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‘I set up Nunhead WI in 2015 while pregnant, 
hormonal and a little bit crazy - perfect timing! 
I wanted to make sure that after I had my baby I 
still had one night a month to get together with 
my girlfriends. 

I had a beautiful boy, Joe, but at my 12-week 
check-up learned I had anal cancer – one of the 
least publicised forms of this terrible disease. 

My WI was an incredible support. They 
provided cards, flowers, laughs and stocked my 
freezer. They looked after Joe while my husband 
worked, and helped at those times when I was in 
such pain that I didn’t have very much strength. 

Two days before I got the all-clear in May 2016 
my father died unexpectedly of a heart attack. 
Movingly, my WI and community choir had a 
whip-round and gave me £500, which helped pay 
for my dad’s wake. They also wrote me a beautiful 
letter thanking me for what I do. 
It was one of the brightest spots 
in a very dark time. 

While I was off we had two 
Vice Presidents step up - Nancy 
and Hannah - and they were 
magnificent. I was so looking 
forward to being part of the WI 
that when everything started to 
go wrong I was worried that it 
might all fall apart, but they’re 
a strong, capable bunch of 
women. I’m hoping to stand for 
President again this year and see 
it through.

I would have been lost without my WI sisters 
and I genuinely love them. A lot of these women I 
hadn’t known before and now they’re some of my 
very dearest friends.’

‘On my dark days, 
they were there’

Claire Sheppard (right) with her  
friends from Nunhead  

WI, Kent – West Kent Federation

FOREVERfriends
A friend in need is a friend indeed, and here, members 
share uplifting stories of the true friends they’ve made
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‘Kindness, laughter and many, many hugs’
 Linda Childs in her garden (right) with close friend Jane Gold,

 both members of Stony Nightingales WI, Buckinghamshire Federation
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‘Jane Gold and I met volunteering for the Medical Detection Dogs 
charity and when she invited me to the WI I went along with 
some trepidation, thinking it was going to be fusty. 

I was welcomed into a noisy, cheerful and friendly group 
where you don’t have to be extrovert to feel comfortable. Jane’s a 
lovely person and introduced me to her friend Hilary Heyworth 
and together we explore our shared love of genealogy and 
sewing. 

When Ron, my husband of 50 years, was diagnosed with 
mesothelioma, I was devastated. Jane and Hilary had both lost 
husbands at a relatively young age and instinctively understood 
what I was going through. 

My birthday last year was obviously going to be our last 

together. Without my knowing, Jane found out from Ron what 
he wanted to get me, went to the shops, bought a card which she 
helped him to write, bought flowers for him to give to me and 
produced a delicious buffet for my birthday guests. 

When he died, she was there for me and has been ever since.  
There are lots of ‘first times’ to get through when you lose a 

partner - going to family gatherings alone and coming home to 
an empty house - but true friends help more than they know.

Without Jane, I wouldn’t have joined the WI and met so many 
lovely women whom I am proud to call my friends. They’ve 
supported me and shown me there is a way forward. I have found 
in my WI friends kindness, care, thoughtfulness, laughter and 
many, many hugs.’

‘My WI sisters have faith in me’
 Louise Jensen (far left) hosts her friends from Little Stanionettes WI, Northamptonshire Federation

‘After moving to a new town I felt utterly lost, isolated and alone. 
Joining an exercise class wasn’t an option as I have a disability, 
but I wanted new friends and to learn about my community. 
I was writing my first book, The Sister, and while browsing 
online, searching for a hobby for my main character, I read 
about a WI in Corby. 

Desperately nervous at my first meeting, I was met by a sea of 
smiling faces. I kept it secret that I was a writer, feeling a fraud 
as I hadn’t had anything published. Then, weeks later, I came to 
a sticking point in my story and shared about it at the meeting. 
Everyone was hugely interested and from that point on they 
became my champions, commiserating when my early chapters 
were rejected and delighted for me when I finally got a book deal.

The Sister went on to reach number one in the UK, and my 

WI sisters celebrated it all with me. They’ve also supported me 
through the lows; the exhaustion, the pressures of producing a 
second book, my fears it wouldn’t measure up. When The Gift 
was published last December and became a bestseller my friends 
were as happy as I was. 

They’re my cheerleaders, my support and it means everything 
to know that they have complete faith in me. They tell me I can’t 
fail and that spurs me on. Now, as I start writing book three, I 
know they will have my back throughout this new journey which 
gives me confidence I can do it.

Being in the WI is empowering because we share the same core 
values, whatever our ages. Joining is one of the best decisions 
I’ve ever made.’ 

The Sister and The Gift are available through good bookshops.
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‘Friendships 
have no age 

limits’
 Katrina Baker (left), her mum 

Audrey Wright (right), with their 
friend Lyn Martin, all from  
Cove and Farnborough WI, 

Hampshire Federation

‘My mum Audrey lost her husband 
John in March 2011 and five months 
later my partner Nigel died from 
cancer. Mum put her own grief aside 
to help me through, but after the 
initial tears and tiredness we were 
both so lost. Then Lyn Martin came 
into our lives. 

Mum had always gone dancing 
with my stepdad, but after he died 
she couldn’t face going back alone. A 
dance teacher introduced her to Lyn, 
who took her line-dancing. Lyn can 
somehow sense when people need a 
helping hand. She took us both along 
to our first WI meeting and it meant 
so much to us.

I had cared for Nigel when he 
became ill and then he was gone. I 
was directionless, with no idea what 
to do next, and Lyn helped me find 
purpose. She opened up a world 
of WI activities and outings, and 
gradually Mum and I started to find 
our feet again.

Lyn’s family threw her a surprise 
party for her 70th birthday, with 
all the friends she’s helped invited 
to say thanks: more than 50 of us. 
What we love is that she’s so humble; 
she has no idea of the impact she 
has, so it was lovely to see all these 
women showing appreciation for 
the good that she’s doing. Lyn is 
compassionate, thoughtful and has 
such a wonderful heart. I can’t thank 
her enough.’
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‘We travelled the world together’
Marilyn Bartrup of Thetford WI, Norfolk Federation, (right) with her travel buddy Lynn Ready

‘I never imagined when I said yes to a ‘gap year’ with my (then) 
WI President that I’d pick up a speeding ticket in Australia’s 
Northern Territory or sleep in a bivvy bag in the Grand Canyon. 
But in June 2012 I locked my front door, dropped the key through 
the letterbox and boarded a plane to Japan carrying only a 
rucksack of clothes. 

Lynn Ready and I were both widows and she was looking for 
a travel buddy. Our pairing worked because we’re so different. 
She’s streetwise and a planner and did all the driving whereas 
I like my home comforts - I’d iron the sheets in our camper van 
and when we stayed in hostels I’d wash all our dirty laundry in 
the bath. 

We rode the bullet train in Japan, went tubing down a river 
in Fiji and slept in a jungle hut in Borneo. Some young German 
backpackers told us that their grandmothers would never 
do what we were doing and took a snap of us to share on 
Facebook. People just couldn’t believe two 60-somethings were 
backpacking and it became a talking point wherever we went.

I called us the happy wanderers - we loved the freedom of the 
road and meeting people. I’d tell anyone of any age, if there’s 
an opportunity, don’t hum and haw, just say yes. Across nine 
countries and 35,000 air miles we built a great friendship 
and had so many laughs. That trip blew away the cobwebs of 
widowhood and created memories we’ll cherish forever.’  P
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