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Handle colours

The double-glazing
revolution that
changed the face
of so much of

the UK's housing

Energy-efficiency
improvements and
design innovations
continued during
this decade as
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one available.
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From social activism to cocktail making, a new
generation of Women's Institute members are
re-energising the 102-year-old organisation.
Catherine Hufton talks to Hackney's Wicked
Women and finds the WI as relevant as ever

hen most people
think of the Women’s
Institute, thoughts
generally veer
towards quaint village
fétes, knitted crafts and homemade
jam. While this may be true for many
established groups dotted around
the country, the picture is changing
radically in areas such as London,
Birmingham and Margate.

The Hackney Wicked Women
‘WI, based in east London, is headed
up and attended by an eclectic mix
of local women in their twenties
and thirties. The group aims to
attract those looking for a sense of
community in the midst of urban,
millennial life while educating
themselves on new skills and topics
in the process.

This was one of the main reasons
that Sophie Christiansen, the group’s
current secretary, decided to join.
“I’ve been a member of the WI for
just over two years and I originally
joined as I was moving to a new
part of London with my boyfriend,”
Ms Christiansen says. “I wanted to
meet some cool new women in the
local area, which can be hard.”

In true millennial style, Ms
Christiansen turned to Twitter and
Instagram to check out the groups
most local to her, allowing her to gain
insight into their values and interests
before attending a meeting. “I knew
of the WI and that I wanted to join
one of the more modern London
groups. Hackney Wicked Women
were quite active on Twitter and were

produce. We asked everyone to bring
a bottle of their favourite spirit to mix
it with and we had a bit of a cocktail
party. That was really good fun.”

But the group is not just all about
cocktail drinking, and its committee
works hard at providing a good
balance of events that focus on
everything from social activism

Female bonding
Hackney Wicked
Women WI
members aim to
build a sense of
community

to business, books and craft.

“We recently had a woman from a
female empowerment community
organisation called the Brave Women
Network speak at our last evening,”
she adds. “She spoke about what

she does and how the group helps
women who have been involved in
domestic violence.”

Ms Christiansen explains
passionately that social activism is
intrinsic to the history of the W1, but
that, frustratingly, many people are
unaware of this. “The WI has been
a really major campaigner for
feminism ever since its inception.

It was at the forefront of the equal
wages campaign in the 1960s, and

The WI's centre for learning
is based at Oxfordshire's
beautiful Denman.

Since it opened in 1960,
this grand building has
provided a safe haven for
women and men who want

an educational "“Denman

Day" hosted by Everest.
The event included

an introduction to hygge

(a Danish concept focusing

on attaining contentment

and well-being). Speakers

was really prominent in making
sure the smear test became a
standard part of the NHS.

“People just don’t know that the
WI has this amazing campaign
clout. Every year we vote on
resolutions, and this year our
resolution was on fighting loneliness.
On a broad level, the WI has been a
force for good for women for more
than 100 years, which people
shouldn’t forget.”

The organisation shows no sign
of slowing down in growth or
campaign clout. Today, the WI is
now the largest voluntary women’s
organisation in the UK and has
almost 220,000 members across
some 6,300 groups. Any woman
can become a member for an annual
membership subscription, and the

b For more also the most local to me,” she says. to learn skills, make new from Everest presented the level of commitment is completely
information So, what do twentysomething friends and have restful four fundamental elements down to the individual.

on the Hackney women like to fill their breaks, as well as attend a of applying it in the home: “If you want to join the WI but
Hackney WI meetings with each month? variety of day schools and security, warmth, aesthetics don’t know where to start, I'd say
Wicked “We have a real mix, and we try not short courses in cookery, and the environment. have a look on Instagram and
Women WI, to do the same kinds of events two craft and lifestyle. Everest has been at Twitter,” says Ms Christiansen.
hackney months in a row,” Ms Christiansen Last August, the college the forefront of holistic “Look up local groups and you’ll be
wicked says. “We recently had Square Root invited 118 WI members to innovation in the home- able to see if they’re the organisation
women.word London Soda - a local artisan business hear about security and improvement industry for for you. Just get involved. We have
press.com - show us how to make a lime and well-being in the home at more than 50 years. wine and crisps, and always make

lemon syrup from all of its beautiful

newcomers feel really welcome.”




