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Virtual Coffee Morning: 11 am Thursday 18 March 2021 
 

The Century of Deception: a talk by Ian Keable 
Ian Keable – Writer, Magician and Chartered Accountant – 
will talk about hoaxes in the 18th century, a period when the 
people of England appear to have been especially gullible. 
For instance, they believed that a woman could give birth to 
rabbits, and that a man could sing from inside a two-pint 
bottle into which he’d climbed. Such hoaxes were brilliantly 
depicted by satirical artists such as William Hogarth and 
James Gillray.  
In this entertaining talk, Ian demonstrates how 18th-century 
hoaxes are memorable, not only for their imaginative nature, 
but also because of what motivated the tricksters. 
The Zoom link for this coffee morning will be sent on Monday 15 March to all members on email. 
If you’d like to hear the talk, but need some help or a practice session first, just send an email to 
ITChampionsMinehead@gmail.com before 15 March. 
 

:::: :::: :::: 

Our u3a is doing some great stuff!  
Join us on Zoom for a conducted tour of our new website  

2 pm Friday 26 February 2021 OR 9.45 am Tuesday 2 March 2021 
 

During 2020, some of your fellow members worked hard to revise and enhance the Minehead & 
District u3a website – it was a sort of lockdown project – to give you a great new way of 
connecting with each other and with your interest groups. We used software called WordPress to 
make the new website a place to find not only information about current and past u3a activities, 
but also communication channels for all members to use, such as discussion forums and specialist 
features for interest groups. Look at the birdwatching group pages as an example of what the 
new website can offer.  
You’re invited to join us for one of these two Zoom introductory sessions in which we’ll explore 
with you some of the major features of the website and highlight how you and your group 
members can get the best from it. 
To find out more and to book your place at one of these sessions, just email 
ITChampionsMinehead@gmail.com. 
Numbers will be limited to give you the opportunity to chat to the presenters and ask any 
questions. If demand exceeds the places available, we may be able to offer further sessions. 
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Chairman’s Column  
It’s now 12 months since many of us were at 
the Baptist Church drinking coffee, chatting 
to each other and listening to a talk about 
beavers on the NT Holnicote Estate. Since 
then we have learned so much! New words 
and phrases have entered our lexicon: Covid, 
Zoom, social distancing, the ‘new normal’… 
Familiar expressions – such as stay safe, 
vaccination and be kind – have taken on new 
significance. And there has been a great deal 
of change in our social behaviour. We have 
been encouraged to eat out, to stay at home, 
to stop hugging friends and relatives and to 
take avoiding action when coming across 
people out walking. For me the most 
surprising change of behaviour is that we 
may now only go into a bank or post office if 
we’re wearing a mask over our faces!  
Change 
management 
is a science 
on its own. 
This cartoon 
sums up in 
reverse 
where we 
are today. 
We cannot 
refer to 
COVID as a magical moment, for it is simply 
horrendous, but its impact on changing our 
behaviour has brought us some great new 
opportunities and challenges. 
We have helped members to become IT 
competent when earlier they didn’t think 
they needed to know. Of necessity we have 
learned how to keep in touch with family and 

friends through various 
social media platforms.  
About half our u3a 
members use our Zoom 
links. For our coffee 
mornings, using Zoom has 
allowed us to invite 
speakers from anywhere in 
the UK.  
However, the most magical change for us is 
our new website – the result of much very 
real hard work on the part of our web team 
members. To continue the magical analogy, 
our website is an Aladdin’s cave of treasures. 
Recommended books to read, poetry, short 
stories and photographs abound. There are 
forums to post in, and the opportunity to 
share projects we’ve worked on and even to 
watch recorded presentations. You don’t 
need a genie – or to be an IT genius – to 
access the website, although you do need to 
register in order to enjoy all the benefits that 
are only open to registered members, 
including the chance to add to its treasures. 
That’s enough of that! Next month I shall no 
doubt return to my usual themes of the need 
for more committee members to come 
forward, news of the annual membership fee, 
the opportunity in June to take part in a 
National u3a Day, and other organisational 
matters. But this month I strongly urge all 
our online members to take a magical 
journey into our new website. 

John Batt, February 2021 

 

:::: :::: :::: 

Interest Group Update: Geology SOS! 
The Geology group is in dire need of a convenor, so if anyone is able to come to its rescue, please 
contact Helen Sellings, Group Co-ordinator (groups@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk or 01643 
703729). Unfortunately, if we cannot find a convenor, the group will have to fold. 

:::: :::: :::: 

Borrow a Kindle Fire tablet free of charge… Interested? 
Would you like to attend our virtual coffee mornings or online group 
meetings but don’t know how? You may recall that in November 2020 
the Chairman’s Column reported that we now have a number of Kindle 
(Amazon) Fire tablets. These are available on loan free of charge to 
members who aren’t currently online, or whose devices aren’t capable 
of using up-to-date applications such as Zoom.  
If you’d be interested in learning more about the loan scheme, please 
contact Martin Fisk (email: ITChampionsMinehead@gmail.com or 
phone: 01643 705272). And if you don’t have broadband at home, we 

can even provide a way to get you online (initially without any cost to you), so do consider giving 
it a go. We miss you!   
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News from the Groups  

See page 7 for group convenor contact details 
Our new website contains lots more information and photos. It’s still evolving, so do keep 

checking in to find out what’s new. If you’ve got a tablet or smartphone with a camera, you can 
use the QR code here to go directly to our website.  

 

https://minehead-district-u3a.org.uk 
If you’re not online, call Hilary Fisk on 01643 705272 with any membership/general enquiries  

 

 

Allotment 
The winter is normally a quiet time on the allotment, but this year the 
opportunity to get out and do something has made digging and pruning 
desirable activities. We have not met as a group but have each had a 
chance to harvest our carrots, parsnips, sprouts, celeriac, red cabbage 
and greens – plus the delight of the new Chinese gooseberries. The first 
sign of spring has been the leaves of the rhubarb plants (see photo). 

Alex Slater 
Beekeeping 
We continue with our monthly Zoom meetings. Last month, Karen and Janet reported on their 
use of varroa treatment in their hives. All went off well and the colonies seem to be thriving. Both 
Janet and Karen are busy studying for their Module 1 exam in April. 
Meanwhile, my colonies are not doing so well: I lost one colony at my Bracken apiary, and the 
other has a small number of bees. My colony at the Bossington apiary seems to be faring well, as 
is the small colony in my garden. All colonies have plenty of fondant feed, so my fingers are 
crossed for the coming year. 
Our next Zoom meeting will be on 19 February at 11 am. Everyone with an interest is welcome. 

Paul Vickery 
 

 
Birdwatching 
Members of the birdwatching group are still using their daily exercise to spot birds, although it is 
surprising to note the numbers that simply turn up in our gardens. A total of 70 different species 
have been seen in January. Some of the more unusual ones – all seen in the Minehead and 
Dunster area – are Brent geese, black redstart, lesser redpoll and sanderlings. 
I am posting my walks and some of my sightings on the birdwatching group’s forum. So you may 
like to look at that – both for the birds and for ideas on walk routes. Keep safe, keep watching 
and keep in touch! 

Kay Bullen 
Book Group 1 
Having had my surgery cancelled at the very last minute, the good news is that I was able to join 
our Book Group on Zoom. We discussed Joanne Harris’s book Five Quarters of the Orange. We all 
thought it was a good choice. 
Next month we will discuss After You’d Gone by Maggie O’Farrell. 

Jill Merer 

We look forward to receiving your contributions/news items for the March newsletter 
Please send all items by Friday 5 March 2021 to the editors at  

newsletter@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk 
 

 



 
u3a Learn, laugh, live 

4 

Classical Music 2 
Our last meeting was on 1 February, 
when Paul Vickery presented what can 
only be called an eclectic selection of 
music. Everything had links to classical 
music in the widest sense, and some of 
the pieces, like ‘Nessun Dorma’, were 
standard classical. However, Paul also 
played two pieces by Paul McCartney, 
which were received with great interest, 
and a very modern piece, based on the Song of Songs, sung by the Trio Mediaeval. I have only 
heard them before singing 15th- and 16th-century music, but this was certainly different! 
Broadened all our minds, I think. The screenshot above shows some of the group members 
clearly enjoying the meeting.  
Our next presentation will be given on 1 March by Sandra. We have now grown to a group of 11 
people. Plenty of room on Zoom for anyone else that would like to come along. 

Jan Lowy 

Creative Writing  
In January each of our group members was challenged to come up with six words (and six words 
ONLY…) to convey their hopes for 2021. 
This is more difficult that it at first appears, but we're sure you're up for the challenge, and we'd 
love to hear your six words! Just go to the Creative Writing group page or find the relevant 
section on the Forum page of the website. 

Janet Jones 

General History  
At our January online meeting, the history of Ordnance Survey maps provoked quite a discussion, 
with a few members showing us some of the old maps they possess. On Monday 15 February Jan 
is going to be talking about William Marshall, who was a 12th-century knight.  
Then on 15 March we are going to have a series of short talks from some of our group members. 
So far, the topics we know about will be on the Mass Trespass of 1932, the honey-bee pandemic, 
Aphra Behn and, hopefully, others too. It’s a chance to share your enthusiasm for any historical 
theme of your choice.  
On 19 April we’re excited to welcome John Prevett from East Suffolk u3a. John is going to talk to 
us about the Cato Street Conspiracy of 1820. This is only possible, of course, because we are now 
meeting virtually, so there are some good things to come out of this pandemic! Do let me know if 
you’d like me to send you the link to join us on any of these dates. 

Jane Sperring 

Geology 
We no longer have a convenor and requests to members of the group to take over have not been 
fruitful. Sadly, there are no ‘geology experts’ within our number. If anyone would like to come 
forward from the membership and help the group, they will have my full support. Without a new 
convenor, however, I'm afraid the group won’t be able to continue. See page 2 for how to contact 
Helen Sellings and volunteer to help us.  

Cherrie Temple 

Italian conversation 
We are continuing to meet twice weekly via Zoom. On Tuesdays, 
four of us have started on a new workbook to widen our learning 
experience. I have attached a picture from part of the book's front 
cover. In addition, we have become Italian scrabble addicts and 
play regularly online.  
At our Friday Zoom session, we welcome a member from Taunton 
u3a. We usually read some 'Easy Italian' publications: our present 
one is about a number of famous Italian women and their stories. 

Cherrie Temple 
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Local History  
The group seems to have really taken to Zoom now, I’m pleased to report. We had an extremely 
successful meeting on Friday 15 January, led by Hilary, but also involving Cherrie and Di, plus 
others who have been working on our SLP about the Knight papers. An excellent mixture of talk 
and visuals of Simonsbath was enjoyed by over 30 members. We would have been very cramped 
had we held the meeting at Townsend House, so the chance for some of us to meet online was a 
positive advantage. For those who missed the meeting, there’s a recording of it on our website. 
In February we enjoyed a presentation from Barbara Hoffbauer about her very thorough search 
for Dunster's medieval port. Local History group meetings will in future be on the first Thursday 
morning of the month.  
Our next two meetings will be on 4 March and 1 April (details to be confirmed). Once restrictions 
are relaxed a little, we also have offers to lead history walks in Minehead, Watchet and around 
Dunster Beach. I’ll be in touch with members by email when we’re able to plan those. 

David Temple 

Nature Ambles  
Several of us did our solo nature amble at the end of January and found a surprising number of 
wild plants in flower; lists were distributed to members. As we are still not allowed to go out as a 
group, our challenge this month is to look at trees and note any activity or any other signs of 
spring – catkins, buds bursting, foliage, flowers, creatures hiding in the bark, etc. All members of 
our u3a are welcome to join in and send their findings to us.  

Ann Lang 

Painting 
Wondering where the months are going may be a good sign: it means 
we’re all finding plenty of things to do, for keeping busy helps. l must 
have drawn and painted everything l can find in the house, and my 
husband no longer dares to sit still – his plea is now not to be painted 
again, please! (But at least my painting him keeps one of us happy…)  
This month’s picture is a lovely comical painting by one of our group 
members, Patrick Scribbans.  

Pat Gurnett 

 
Poetry 1 
Our choice of Simon Armitage for our January ‘meeting’ was, as expected, a controversial one. 
Our small group was sharply divided between those of us who are big fans of his work, and those 
of us who couldn’t make head nor tail of some of his poems. 
For February, we are using the intriguing word ‘Lists’ as our subject. A good dictionary will reveal 
a surprising number of different meanings of this word, so it will be interesting to see what we 
come up with. 

Jenny Hart 

Poetry 2 
During the cold, dismal weather of January we were able to feel warmth and comfort by exploring 
poetry in relation to ancient customs and traditions. Some of us learned that the Carhampton 
wassail ‘Be Healthy’ is the oldest in the country, stemming back to Anglo-Saxon times. It is not 
surprising to find that there are large numbers of poems capturing wassailing and the drinking of 
warm spiced cider. 
Other traditions celebrated by poetry included hunting and Morris dancing; the latter is thought to 
have originated in the European courts. John Clare wonderfully describes festivities in relation to 
St Martin’s Eve, making us all feel warm and cosy with his roaring fires in the hearth. John Keats 
added romance with his evocative poem ‘The Eve of St Agnes’ (20 January), which is traditionally 
the night when girls wishing to dream of their future husbands perform certain rituals before 
going to bed. 
Staying with romance, our theme for February will be ‘Love’: a fitting theme as this is the month 
to celebrate St Valentine. 

Helen Sellings 
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Prog Rock  
So far, only one other person from our local u3a has joined the group. I’m a 
little disappointed, but – let’s face it – prog rock isn’t for everybody! 
On a positive note, I decided to open up the group to members of other u3as 
by posting on the u3a Keeping in Touch Facebook group. To my surprise, I’ve 
received enquiries from people living in Lenzie (near Glasgow), Harrow, 
Barnet, Nottingham, Sudbury, Reading, Pershore and Canterbury. 
Our first Zoom meeting will be on 9 February, so I’m busy putting the 
schedule together. Going forward, I hope that more local people will join us 

and when we get back to some sort of normality and start meeting up again, the meetings will be 
of a hybrid nature, using Zoom to enable long-distance participants to join us. 

Paul Vickery 

 
:::: :::: :::: 

 
Virtual Coffee Morning: January 2021 
January’s Zoom presentation on Hearing Dogs for the Deaf was fascinating, highly enjoyable and 
inspiring. I am guessing that many in the audience were, like me, ignorant of the role a dog can 
play in the life of someone hard of hearing.  
What hearing dogs do is change lives! Margo told of her own experiences. After having to give up 
work because of her deteriorating hearing, she sometimes felt like retreating inside and closing all 
doors to the outside world. As she put it, “My hearing dog opened 
those doors.” A hearing dog dispels the sense of isolation that deaf 
people often feel. The dog provides companionship and boosts a 
deaf person’s confidence, enabling them to take a full part in 
society, because they feel safer.  
We heard how the charity Hearing Dogs for the Deaf trains the dogs 
from puppyhood. Over a period of 18 months they learn how to 
appropriately alert a person to important sounds, such as doorbells, 
the telephone, text alerts, timers and fire alarms. The charity has centres in Yorkshire and 
Buckinghamshire, but their clients are spread across the entire UK. Their success rate in matching 
dogs and humans is 97%. Any of us can receive a dog, even if we live in a flat, in a busy city 
centre or have little money.  
Anyone can support the charity by sponsoring a dog (hearingdogs.org.uk). I feel certain that after 
this inspiring talk many of our listeners will have done just that. 

Report by Karen Mahony 

 

If you need this newsletter in a different format (such as large print), 
please contact one of the editors. 

Dates for your diary  
Friday 26 February 2021 OR Tuesday 2 March 2021 

Introduction to our new website 
A guided tour of the website, including how to log in and the benefits of doing so  

(access to more features, secure resource sharing between members only…) 

Virtual Coffee Morning – Thursday 15 April 2021: British Bats 
Edward Wells will tell us all about the many varieties of bat we have in Somerset  

and what can be done to protect them 
Virtual Coffee Morning – Thursday 20 May 2021: AGM 

We shall have a magician in attendance (in addition to John Batt, our chairman…) 

Do join us! A Zoom link will be sent to all members on email on the Monday preceding each meeting. 

Hearing dog 
Linus in his 
work harness 


