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The new Jerusalem
Forget the blue rinse stereotypes – today’s Women’s Institute offers fun,  

community and purpose, says Jennifer Rigby

Photographs by Adam Johann Lang

My work colleagues have been singing 
Jerusalem at me all week,’ one woman 
ruefully admits. 

‘I can’t sew a stitch,’ says another. 
‘I thought I’d be completely out of my comfort 

zone,’ adds a third, ‘and that they’d all be grey-haired, 
jam-making Tory voters in sensible clothes.’ 

The Women’s Institute certainly has a few myths 
clinging to its skirts, even amongst those women who 
attend its meetings.

But their whispered confessions of what they had 

expected are followed by peals of laughter, because 
an evening with the WI now ... well, let’s just say it 
ain’t what it used to be.

Tonight the Borough Belles WI branch in central 
London will play host to a talk from a famous sex 
blogger and feminist as the audience pass round cups 
of wine. Last month its members were learning the 
dance to Beyoncé’s Single Ladies, and next month it 
will either be chocolate making or belly dancing – 
they’re still trying to decide.

It’s all a far cry from the stereotypes of blue-rinse 
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with us,’ she says. ‘Our mantra has always been simple: to 
create a welcoming group where people could come and 
meet others, and learn new things. Oh, and to eat home 
baked cake at every meeting! That’s our version of the WI 
anyway, and I love it!’ 

Tonight, they are here for a talk from Zoe Margolis, 
better known as sex blogger and feminist writer Girl With 
a One Track Mind. Her open and honest accounts of her 
sex life on her blog became so popular they were turned 
into a book in 2006. Zoe blogged anonymously but was 
exposed by a national newspaper, a deeply 
unpleasant experience which she drew upon for 
her second book. 

She’s now a writer on 
feminist issues – including 
sex. Before she begins 
speaking, there’s a warning 
of rude language to come, 
and some nervous glances 
around the room. And she 
does seem a strange choice 
of speaker at first, bearing in 
mind the WI stereotypes. 
But as time goes on, and 
with the lack of men 
helping to relax the 
atmosphere considerably, it 
becomes clear that she is 
absolutely ideal. 

Her comments about men 
faking orgasms are greeted with titters, and 
her comments about how poorly women’s sexuality is 
portrayed in our society are greeted with vigorous nods. 

Zoe wants the world to understand that women can 
enjoy sex, and that they should be able to express their 
sexual wants and needs.

‘In women’s magazines, it’s always how to please your 
bloke, not how to please yourself or how he can please 
you,’ she says. 

‘We need to be able to say we enjoy sex and there’s 
nothing wrong with that – that is a feminist statement.  
If we can talk openly, we can have more open, loving  
and trusting sexual relationships, whatever we want  
them to be. And if we do that, I believe there will be 
more equality in society.’ 

She’s also passionate about the inequality and sexism 
women face on a daily basis. 

‘Every woman can relate to that feeling of being 
attacked or discriminated against, and that’s why I’m here 
talking to you – somewhere I never thought I would be,’ 

she tells the rapt audience, again to nods. 
There is such a positive feeling in the room that it’s 

almost like a group therapy session. Ellie, who is in her 
forties with a bleached blonde pixie crop, confides later 
that she came to the WI to build up her confidence and 
meet other women who live near her. It’s a common aim, 
and Cathyrn Skerry thinks it shows ‘the part the WI is 
playing in revitalising urban communities’. 

‘I’d been ill for a long time,’ says Ellie. ‘I’d completely 
lost my confidence. I’ve lived here for 

years but didn’t know anybody, 
and I thought: “dive in”.’ 

Because amongst the cake, 
there is a serious message. 
Our society is still not 
equal, and this inequality  
is multiplied by many 
thousands in other societies 
across the globe. And 
women, as well as men, 
working together will be 
the key to changing this. 
This was Zoe’s message, and 
to an extent it is the WI’s as 
well – although national 
chair Ruth Bond and Belles 
leader Cathryn are unsure 
about the ‘feminist’ tag. 

‘I am not sure I like the 
word “feminist”,’ Ruth says. ‘It’s  

a very feminine place, a female domain. But 
when I think “feminist”, I think of a strident person, 

and I don’t think we are that. I think we are persistent. 
When we do campaigns we don’t stop until our outcome 
is achieved. So persistent femininity goes a long way.’ 

That, and trying anything – as Maureen, who is in her 
eighties and the oldest member of the group, testifies. Her 
friends say she was one of the best at the Beyoncé dance. 
‘Well, I’ve had more experience of dancing,’ she explains. 

As Ruth puts it: ‘I am not sick of the myths – the jam 
and Jerusalem, and all that business. If people are talking 
about it, then they are talking about the WI. 

‘We are still jam, thankfully – at our recent jam festival 
we had hundreds of entries. And Jerusalem? Well, I know 
the words. I accept all that, it’s fun. But please, delve a 
little bit deeper and you’ll see that there’s so much more.’ 

So maybe it is time for today’s generation across 
London and elsewhere in the UK to wake up and  
smell the tea and cakes, and consider what joining the  
WI could offer them. 

grannies and po-faced crochet. 
But then, that was never really what the Women’s 

Institute was all about. When the first British meeting took 
place in 1915 in the village of – deep breaths now – 
Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgo gerychwyrndrobwllllantysilio 
gogogoch in Anglesey, north Wales, it had two aims: to 
revitalise rural communities and encourage women to help 
produce food during the First World War.

Ruth Bond was twenty three when she 
joined the WI, and now chairs the National 
Federation of Women’s Institutes. ‘The 
reason the WI is here now is the reason 
it was set up in the first place,’ she says. 
‘It’s really for women to come 
together, to give them the 
opportunity to be themselves, to 
raise their confidence in all sorts of 
ways, and to teach  
them new skills.’ 

So it’s always been pretty feisty, 
thank you very much. For almost a 
century it’s led the way in campaigning  
on issues: from preventing needless deaths in 
childbirth around the globe, to striving for equal 
pay, to trying to save the honeybee. And it was just over a 
decade ago that the Rylstone and District Women’s 
Institute threw caution, and their underpinnings, to the 
wind and famously got their kit off for a charity calendar.

The WI is now the biggest voluntary organisation for 
women in the UK, with 205,000 members, and it’s these 
gutsy, feminist messages that seem, at least in part, to 

explain why the twenty first century generation are 
taking institutes back into their hearts – that, and the 
chance to spend a refreshing evening exclusively in the 
company of other women. 

‘It’s kind of an oasis for women,’ says Hannah,  
one of the women attending the central London  
meeting. ‘People should come here, even if they  

are not interested in the topic, because the idea  
is camaraderie between women.’ 

Another part of what today’s WI stands 
for seems to be that women can now 

enjoy traditionally ‘feminine’ pastimes, 
such as baking, without worrying that 
they are betraying the sisterhood. 
These are pastimes which, the 
Borough Belles can attest, have 
become more attractive and useful 
during the dark days of the recession. 
The Belles have a craft group and 

book club as well. 
As the Belles’ president Cathryn 

Skerry (pictured) puts it on their website: 
‘We’re celebrating all the things the Women’s 

Institute stand for – interesting craft projects, 
insightful speakers and presentations, and a whole lot of 
cake. But we draw the line at Jerusalem.’ 

She’s no less effusive and welcoming in person, 
gathering members into a packed hall. 

‘At the start, we honestly thought it would be a small 
group of friends meeting once a month, and had no idea 
how many new people would come and help shape it 




