
FUTURE PERFECT
ADAPT, SURVIVE, THRIVE, INNOVATE, CREATE. THE LESSON 
OF 2020 IS THAT WE MUST MOVE FORWARD WITH HOPE. 

MEET THE WI ‘DISRUPTORS’,  MEMBERS TURNING 
FRESH AND FUN NEW IDEAS INTO ACTION

T H E  P O D C A ST E R S
Golden Triangle Girls WI got chatty with a 

fi ve-episode original podcast for the centenary 
of Norfolk Federation this year, interviewing 

members around Norfolk to fi nd out what the 
WI means to us in the 21st century

Jecca Middleton, Golden Triangle Girls co-founder and committee 
member: Podcasts can take you to so many places, but they’re also 
intimate. A lot of what we do in the WI is about big themes but we do 
it in intimate settings. A podcast is a great refl ection of that. We made 
a short fi lm about the WI (titled, like the 2020 podcast, Yarns and 
Threads) in 2012 and loved the heritage aspect: it was a chance to show 
how multi-faceted the WI is.We all have different ideas of sisterhood. 
It felt like a good time to talk about what the WI looks like now. 
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Stacey Armes, Committee member: Each 
episode had a theme, such as ‘families’, 
‘learning and skills’, and ‘the future’, assigned 
to a group lead from the committee who 
arranged a small number of volunteers from 
the wider WI; then we interviewed people from 
other WIs. Our co-founder Laura Wigby and 
interim secretary Kate Taylor worked on it too.
Jecca: Skill-building is fundamental to being 
WI members. We applied for funding to the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund so we could 
pay for a professional to teach us how to podcast, edit and bring 
everything together. But we followed the same crafty and DIY 
method in our processing as when we made our short fi lm.
Gemma Smith, President: I found it really touching how, having 
never met us before, people opened to us and told us stuff that was 
quite personal. One woman began to cry because she felt so at ease 
talking to us, and it felt like quite an honour.

Roxy Coleman, Vice President: She was talking about how 
her WI sisters supported her through things that were 
going on at home. You could feel a lot of love in the room; 
everyone we interviewed showed so much love for the WI.
Stacey: On the other side of the coin, I had to edit out 
quite a lot of laughter – especially when we talked about 
a particularly risqué evening that our WI enjoyed with 

a leatherworker – also involving some burlesque.
Jecca: I can’t think of anything else like this, where we could 
walk in a room and people feel free to cry and laugh with us. 
Even though I’ve been a member for 10 years, the openness and 
sisterhood never cease to surprise me – and also the creativity and 
diversity of WI members. You get to see these hidden stories.
Emily Grogutt, Committee member: That’s why this was lovely, 
because you meet people whose choices and circumstances aren’t 
the same as yours. It makes you think about things differently and 
not do them just like you’ve always done them.
Rosemary Petch, Treasurer: I was apprehensive about doing 
interviews but once we got going I quite enjoyed it. I’m an older 
member of this WI yet when I come to meetings I never feel like 
that: it’s always buzzy and everybody’s included. 
Roxy: Our consensus was that as an organisation, we need more 
membership. In the Futures episode of the podcast we interviewed 
Norfolk’s fi rst and only WI in the workplace. They use it as a 
networking opportunity as well as helping their community and it 
also improves the reputation of their business. I defi nitely see that 
as something that the WI could be more involved with.
Jecca: As a committee we want to make sure that every woman 
feels like there’s a role and a space for her at the WI. We used
to get called a young WI and we’d say, ‘We’re not: we’re 
about all age groups’. It always felt like we did a good job 
when you looked round the room and saw women of many 
different backgrounds and ages. To keep us alive as an 
organisation, that has to be the future.
Stacey: Covid-19 has made it hard to communicate warmth and 
inclusivity digitally, so the WI Wanderers is a great initiative 

(see page 24). We’ve 
used it to get in touch with 
people from other groups 
and expand our reach
 – it really helps to convey
 the vibe of what the WI 
is like in this modern time. 
Roxy: I’d like to see some 
television and social media 
campaigns promoting the 
WI. We need to be reaching 
a wider audience to make 
people aware that the 
WI can be whatever you 
decide you want it to be.
Jecca: I encourage members 

to apply for funding for their own WI projects. I know it can 
seem scary, but people are really interested and want to support 
you. It’s such a great bonding experience and we’ll then have 
something to keep for our history – so we’ll be able to look 
back and learn from each other.
• Listen to Yarns and Threads at yarnsandthreads.podbean.com 
on your computer, phone or tablet
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FROM FAR LEFT
Gemma Smith, Roxy 
Coleman, Emily 
Grogutt, Rosemary 
Petch, Kate Taylor, 
Stacey Armes, all  
members of Golden 
Triangle Girls WI
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Having teenage sons has turned out to be a skill. I was just about 
to host the monthly SPA Sweethearts WI craft group meeting 
when lockdown happened, so I already had everything prepared. 

My 15 year-old son said: ‘Why don’t you just fi lm it?’ That 
craft was a folded iris; since then I’ve done a macramé plant 
hanger, quilling and fl ower pressing, to name a few. Our craft 
group has grown from 10 people to 85 and I’ve started my own 
YouTube channel, which now has nearly 200 subscribers.

People tell me my videos are the highlight of their week, 
especially those who say their WI isn’t doing anything right 
now. They started coming to other things that SPA Sweethearts 
WI does, through the WI Wanderers Facebook group, and now 
our Zoom meetings have up to 30 visitors. I’m really proud of 
my WI for being so welcoming. We’ve shown other WIs how
to use Facebook and Zoom; we like leading and sharing our 
skills and I think that’s what the WI is really about.

WIs all over the country tell me they’ve used my videos 
because everyone’s having to fi nd new ways to hold their 
meetings. At fi rst I just posted on our craft group and the 
Unoffi cial WI Facebook page, but my son suggested 
I put them on YouTube when I had quite a few 
messages from people who wanted to share them 
more widely. 

I’ve taught crafts at my 
WI for years, but now I’ve 
been teaching in London 
and Wales and all over the 
place. I was due to go to the 
Annual Meeting this year 
and originally I wouldn’t 
have known anyone, but I’ll 
know people from around 
the country when I go in 
April 2021. I was very 
careful to make my crafts 
accessible for lockdown life. 

Kirstie Allsopp was constantly using special equipment in her 
tutorials, but not everybody has a glue gun and you couldn’t buy 
one at that point. The fi rst few videos revolved around copies 
of WI Life because I knew everyone would have them. I tried 
to restrict it to basic materials like paper, pencils, scissors and 
a glue stick. After each video goes up, we have a live Zoom so 
people can ask about any problems and chat to each other. 

I’m a primary school teacher and with kids, if you don’t get 
straight to the point, you’ve lost them, so I deliberately open 
my videos with just ‘Hello,’ and then I start teaching. 

SPA Sweethearts WI is very similar. We don’t begin meetings 
with WI business; we think that when we have a speaker, you’ve 
come to hear them, so we get on with it and there’s plenty 
of social time afterwards. But the interesting thing about the 

T H E  C Y B E R  T U T O R
Crafter and teacher Felicity Jennings combined 

her skills to create weekly craft tutorial videos that 
brought dozens of new faces to her WI

WI Wanderers group and new people coming to our meetings is 
seeing how vastly different WIs can be – some have 10 people 
and we have nearly 100 – that’s part of the joy of the WI.

My committee and I are discussing using Zoom once a year 
in future so we can access a speaker from another part of the 
country. The pandemic is going to change the way the WI does 
things. We can’t wait to get back to real meetings and real 
contact but virtual meetings are a good way of connecting with 
our WI friends around the country. 
• Felicity Jennings is President of SPA Sweethearts WI, 
North Yorkshire West Federation. Search ‘Felicity Jennings’ on 
YouTube.com to fi nd her craft tutorials. You can also fi nd tutorials 
on craft, cookery and more on My WI and Denman at Home at 
denman.org.uk/whats-on/
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Michelle: My fi rst WI meeting – with N1 WI, Middlesex Federation 
– was in February this year, and then we were in lockdown. In May 
I was in a virtual coffee morning with lots of women from around 
the country: some had already had daily calls with their WI, some 
hadn’t heard from them for weeks, and others were talking about 
various virtual WI events they’d been to. 

I wondered how someone like me, a new member who didn’t 
have a ready-made network within the WI, would fi nd out about 
these events. So we started a Facebook group to share online 
WI activities: the WI Wanderers. We could have asked our 
federations fi rst – but if you just do it, all of a sudden you have 
a presence and you can’t be ignored. 

Now our group has 2,700 members. Each day we post an 
extensive list of WI meetings that are taking place online that day 
or week, including paid and free events, talks, book clubs, Denman 
At Home classes, virtual WI camps and much more. Members can 
then choose from the timetable the ones they want to join.
Alison: In the spring, the WI network moved online and many 
of us began thinking creatively. After my WI opened our virtual 
lockdown meetings to visitors, others started doing it too. 
Members who have special gifts and skills are sharing them 
freely, hosting cook-alongs, paint-alongs, presentations and craft 
workshops. It’s been humbling to read some of the comments.

People say, ‘I feel closer to the Wanderers than I do to my 
own WI,’ or, ‘I don’t know what I would have done without this’. 
One member even said, ‘The Wanderers has saved my sanity and 
my life because I now have something to do’.
Michelle: We wanted people to feel like they’re part of a massive 
sisterhood. But there are a lot of WIs that don’t have a social media 
presence or the skills to create it. I think potential members would 
be turned off by how diffi cult it is to fi nd WIs. I’d like to run an 
initiative to ensure that every WI has a Facebook page, connected 
to the federation page, and an email address. The WI has so much 
to offer and I don’t think we’re tapping into half of our potential.
Alison: Some WIs do have a Facebook page or website but they 
don’t use it to communicate with their members or to attract new 

T H E  W I 
WA N D E R E R S

Londoner Michelle Gordon and Mancunian 
Alison Peek have never met in person, but 
together they’ve built the WI Wanderers: 

an online hub where members can join the 
feast of virtual WI events
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members. They have this wonderful tool at their disposal that 
they’re not using because they don’t understand how. 

Michelle has hosted one-to-one meetings and small group tech 
support to teach WIs how to use Facebook over the last few months 
and it shows that there’s a real need out there for some outreach and 
hands-on, practical advice. We’ve given people a safe environment 
to join in: they know they’re not going to be asked for bank details 
or trolled. Now they’re growing in confi dence and applying it 
outside of the Wanderers, and that’s really satisfying. One member 
of my WI celebrated her golden wedding with her family via Zoom 
after she learnt to use the technology by joining Wanderers events.
Michelle: I’m from an investment banking background and 
I’ve used Zoom at work for many years, so I fi nd it funny that 
everyone’s talking about it now like it’s a new part of pop culture. 
I think it’s absolutely brilliant that using it has become the norm, 
because after lockdown it’s going to change everybody’s lives.
Alison: We brought some UK WI members to a virtual meeting 
of Manitoba WI in Canada and when we all stayed afterwards to 
chat, a Canadian member who had been self-isolating started to 
cry: ‘I cannot believe what a lovely visit this is,’ she said. What the 
WI Wanderers has highlighted is just how many of our members 
are alone in one way or another. They don’t always want to be 
entertained; they just want the opportunity for human interaction.

If we’ve been able to provide this, that’s a huge box ticked for 
me – our Alleviating Loneliness campaign hasn’t stopped because 
we’ve moved on to new resolutions: it’s got to be for ever.
Michelle: The number one thing is ensuring that people have access 
to their WI. It’s really important that we keep the information 
fl owing, for instance, by checking in with members who currently 
have Covid-19. Talking to members who are self-isolating or 
chronically ill has opened up my eyes to accessibility issues I never 
thought about. One member said that everyone in her WI lives 
on the same road, apart from herself, and she’s housebound. How 
isolating must that feel, when all this is happening but you’re not 
included because you’re not able to be where they are? There needs 
to be a virtual WI offering in the future.Ph
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Alison: Now is the time for fl exibility and generosity. We’re amid an 
unprecedented set of circumstances, and we need to react quickly, or 
members and potential members will fall through the cracks. As an 
organisation that prides itself on being caring, responsive, lobbying 
and all-encompassing, we need to show that through our actions.
• Michelle Gordon is a member of N1 WI, Middlesex Federation, 
and Alison Peek is a member of Swinton WI, Lancashire Federation. 
Search ‘WI Wanderers’ on Facebook to fi nd their group. 

In the October issue of WI Life, we’ll be unveiling 
exciting new plans from NFWI and the Board of Trustees 

for the WI’s future – the result of many months of 
consultation with members. WATCH THIS SPACE…
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