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Women’s Institute logs 104 years Worl

Y our kids’ pyjamas are
fire retardant because a
heartsick Women’s Institute
member in Southwestern
Ontario didn’t want another
mother to suffer the tragic loss
she did. ]

The white lines running
down the middle of highways:
you can thank Women’s Insti-
tute lobbyists for that safety
feature.

Credit them also for making
sure your loaf of bread comes
to you wrapped so the germs
don’t get in.

You drink safe, pasteurlzed
milk because WI founder Ade-
laide Hunter Hoodless pushed
it into law after the death of
her infant son.

Today’s members are urging
the province to offer free live-
stock vaccines in areas where
rabies is rampant. They’re
promoting rural literacy and
farm safety.

The volunteer helping out at
your local hospital’s night re-
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ception desk is apt to be a WI
member. So is the group cater-
ing that rural funeral.

If community commitment
is what you’re looking for,
these folks have been ahead of
the pack for most of their
lives.

But this mainstay of rural
family life has changed since
our grandmothers’ day.

Back when they began 104
years ago, Women'’s Institute
meetings were pretty much
the only place outside of
church where rural women
could escape the isolation of
farm life and educate each
other about family health and
current events.

These were all-in-one sup-

port and political forums,
steeped in tea and home-baked
cookies.

Their emphasis today on
women’s health and family in-
formation is as strong as ever.
But there are fewer to hear —

‘and to pass on — the message.

Cars have made physical
isolation less of a problem,
public information can be
found at the click of a comput-
er mouse and mothers racing
home from work to ferry the
young ones from hockey prac-
tice to music lessons aren’t
likely to attend a mid-week af-
ternoon meeting with friends.

The London area has 70
Women'’s Institute groups to-
talling 1,114 members. The
numbers were “probably dou-
ble that” when Fran Hyatt
first joined.the group 28 years
ago.

Hyatt is head of the Mt. Bry-
dges branch and president of
the London and Area WI,
which includes Middlesex
County and a sizable chunk of
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the surrounding counties.
Their good works are prodi-

gious — from April 2000 to

April 2001, they logged 68,114

hours of volunteer time, up

8,000 from the year before.

“Women needed to be
educated to make their
homes and families
educated and healthier.”
Mem.bervMarg Eberle

They drive people to ap-
pointments, raise money to
equip local hospitals and build
wells in developing countries,
run fitness programs for se-

niors and deliver meals to ’

shut-ins.

They run day-long health
and education sessions for
women in their communities:

Women’s Institutes thought
globally and acted locally be-
fore environmental groups ap-
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vrthe way of the- qulltlng bee and

propriated tnat“ phrase Vfor.
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ing for community

themselves.

- “They’re a wonderfully dedi-
cated group of women,” Hyatt
says.

But fewer. And older. -

Most members are 60-plus,
Hyatt says. “Fm probably the;
second-youngest member in
the branch and I’m no young
“chicken.”

Although the dlstmct saw 29
new- members join the ranks

' last year, they lost more than :

* they gained.
So are these groups headed

wringer washer?
“I think only time can tell
that,” shesays. .~ o
Marg Eberle, of . nghgate in
- Chatham-Kent, is more opti- ..
mistic. Her branch gained four
new members this year. ¥
“The original goal was that
women. needed to be educated -
to make their homes and fam:-
lies educated and healthier
and all that good stuff. And
that’s what we’re still doing
today, says Eberle a d]rector
g ;
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for the Federated Women’ s

Institutes of Canada arid a for- ]
mer presuient of the provm-

cial body. =
,‘ ~ “We're stﬂl bas1ca]1y an edu-

cat10na1 organlzatmn E she >

says. el 7

“Part of our Job (to entlce

new members) is to show what

. we have done and show that
we are relevant.” -

i She saysit’sa struggle to get,.

members just to record their
volunteer hours because the¥

ijustdon’t want to boast. %
““They don’t advertise them-
selves ‘We’re the best- kept se-“

cret in the world.” .
- Without a lot of fanfare
these women are making'a dlf-

.ference to each other and the1r !

communltles :

‘When an orgamzatlon thls
cruc1al to rural life is strug-
_gling to find members and sup-

~ port, it’s no tlme for mlsplaced \
modesty ¥

\
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+ Women’s Instltutes havé .

more than earned the right to
blow thelr own horns



