Shirley Esler retired this week as Volunteer Coordinator of the Wairarapa Hospital Flower Ladies after 20 years in the job. She has been responsible for organising the roster, sometimes driving the older volunteers to the hospital, and running the service which was started in 1958 by Mrs Patsy Buick. Shirley had been working as a volunteer since the mid-70’s, and her organisational skills made her the ideal candidate for the job when Patsy Buick retired.
Mrs Esler loves arranging flowers for patients and staff. She will continue as a Flower Lady but is handing over the Coordinator’s reins to Sue McKenna. “All the girls are friends,” she says. “There’s never been any upsets or nastiness. We are all very fond of flowers, and of chatting to the patients and the staff”. Those ‘little chats’ while arranging flowers can sometimes make a world of difference for people in hospital, and have resulted in some letters of commendation over the years, from patients who particularly remember this act of kindness from their ‘flower lady’.

In the early days, there were up to 60 volunteers to co-ordinate, but our changing community means that the current roster is around 32 women. The Flower Ladies come in twice a week to create floral arrangements in halls, waiting areas and wards throughout the hospital. They also tend to patient’s flowers, tidying up arrangements, and making sure they last as long as possible for everyone’s enjoyment. The return of Spring heralds the return of the Flower Ladies to Wairarapa Hospital. They work for nine months of the year arranging flowers from their own gardens, to grace the foyer and hospital waiting areas. They also tend to patients’ flowers and keep them looking fresh and colourful.  
The service runs for 32 weeks of the year, from September to mid-May excluding January.  Recently the DHB held a morning tea to welcome them back and thank them for making such a difference to the experience of visitors and patients in hospital. 
Sue McKenna would welcome new volunteers. You can contact her through the main reception at Wairarapa Hospital -06 946 9800.
