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Speaker’s Morning: 11 am Thursday 17 March 2022 

Everyday stories of Exmoor folk 
The Knight Family of Exmoor Archives Transcription Project 

Since the autumn of 2019, a team of u3a members has 

been transcribing documents relating to the Knight Family of 

Exmoor that had been lost in an attic for over a century. The 
project has continued during the pandemic, and has now 

completed over 300 documents, mostly letters. The ‘raw’ 

handwritten documents are read from digital scans of the 

originals and then typed out.  

The documents show the everyday lives of 19th-century folk 
from 1820 to 1880 – gentry, farmers, and professional men, 

tenants and labourers and their womenfolk. This project has revealed personalities in conflict, 

touching reminders of mortality, and an enormous range of daily matters such as the struggles of 
the tenant farmers to make a living, Exmoor weather and its effects, good and bad crops, postal 

services, farm building, livestock markets, family wills and even a discussion of wedding gowns. 

Team members will present a series of short, illustrated talks on their experiences of revealing 

snapshots of the lives of Exmoor inhabitants between 1820 and 1880. 

The Shared Learning Project is a collaboration of the Exmoor National Park Authority and 

Minehead and District u3a. 

The Zoom link will be sent on Monday 14 March to members on email. If you’d like to attend but 

need help with Zoom, just send an email before then to ITChampionsMinehead@gmail.com. 

 

 

NEW DATE FOR SOCIAL COFFEE MORNING! 

10–12, Tuesday 8 March 2022 

Willow Room, Northfield Hotel, Minehead TA24 5PU 

Drop in any time between 10 am and 12 noon and join us for coffee/tea and 
biscuits. We’ll have the chance to welcome new members and catch up 

properly with old friends. The committee and group convenors are so looking 
forward to seeing you all again, so do come along! 

Free parking at the hotel or on Northfield Road 

For Covid guidance on u3a meetings, please check our website.  

 

  

mailto:ITChampionsMinehead@gmail.com


 

u3a Learn, laugh, live 

2 

Chairman’s Column 
You will all have received 
my letter seeking 

volunteers to serve on 
the committee, and I’m 

grateful to those who 

may be considering 
coming forward. The 

Covid situation is slowly 

getting easier, so this 
month I want to write about a totally different 

subject: equipment.  

We have been helped by equipment grants 

from SASP and currently hold four Amazon Fire 

tablets – which are available to any member 
who may be struggling with IT equipment. If 

you don’t have broadband at home, we can 
also help with connection to the internet. SASP 

has also helped us to acquire some IT kit to 

support ‘hybrid’ meetings. Designed to extend 
the reach of face-to-face meetings, the kit uses 

technology including Zoom to broadcast an 
event to anyone who is reluctant or unable for 

any reason to be present in the meeting room. 

At Townsend House we have a TV, a computer, 

a couple of video projectors and other assorted 

electrical gizmos. After two or more years lying 
in the cupboard, these are being tested for 

safety before we use them again. However, 

they are dated and may need to be replaced 
before long. Many venues now have audio-

visual equipment installed, so maybe there is 

no need to maintain our own equipment.  

I would be interested to hear your views on 

any of this. In the meantime, please do make 
use of the equipment our u3a owns – 

especially ensuring that we take advantage of 
the tablet devices we have on free loan to 

support any member who lacks IT connectivity 

at home. 

John Batt

 

 

 

New subscription rate for 2022–23  
At its December 2021 meeting, the Committee considered the subscription rate for our next year, 

which runs from 1 May 2022 until 30 April 2023. The new rate is to be £12 for an individual and 

£24 for a couple (plus £8.00 for a printed copy of the newsletter, where requested). 

Perhaps not everyone will be aware that our subscription has to include £7.50 per member 
charged by the National u3a Third Age Trust. The current subscription of £10 (£20 for a couple) 

gives our u3a just £2.50 per person to cover the costs of all our local activities.  

Come the lessening of the Coronavirus threat, we anticipate a pent-up demand for face-to-face 
meetings, so the committee wants to be able to hold gatherings across the area, not just in 

Minehead. We are therefore planning to book venues for regular (possibly smaller) face-to-face 

gatherings as well as continuing with our Speaker’s Morning every month.  

Continuing our Speaker’s Mornings as Zoom presentations offers us more scope to invite 

nationally-based speakers – offering a wider range of topics than if our choice is limited to 
speakers living within easy travelling distance. This does mean that we expect a slight increase in 

our speakers’ fee budget. 

Hilary Fisk, Membership Secretary 

DATES for your DIARY 

Social Coffee Morning: 10 am –12 noon Tuesday 8 March 2022 

See front page for more details 

 

Speaker’s Morning: 11 am Thursday 21 April 2022 

Tavistock v Taj Mahal: Tavistock’s Significance as a World Heritage site, by Andrew Thompson 

 

Annual General Meeting: 11 am Thursday 12 May 2022 
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News from the Groups 

See page 8 for group convenor contact details 

Our website has additional information and photos and is regularly updated. If you have a tablet 

device or smartphone with a camera, you can use the QR code here to go directly to the website.  

 

Bird Watching  

Our first outing in 2022 was to Ham Wall to see the 

starling murmuration. We arrived early afternoon and on 

our way to the roosting site saw 33 different species and 

heard a further four. Then it was the starlings’ turn!  

Although it was a long walk, with a lot of luck we arrived in 
just the right place at the right time. The starlings flew 

around us on all sides and came to roost in the reed beds 

right in front of us. They were very fidgety and moved 
from one patch of reeds to another; every now and then a flock of them took off with a sound like 

a wave on a pebble beach, then they circled around and came back in to land. A truly wonderful 
display. We could also see that other smaller groups had landed in various spots some distance 

away.  

Eventually, for some reason, many of those in front of us decided to move on to another patch, 
but by then it was getting difficult to see them and they were keeping low. So it was the long 

walk back to the car park, with a tawny owl hooting at us as we went. 

On Friday 18 February we will visit Steart, and on Friday 18 March our trip will be to Greylake and 
Shapwick. I’ll send further information to group members nearer the time. 

Kay Bullen 

 

Canasta 

A reminder that this new group has not started meeting yet. If you’d like to learn more or are 

interested in joining us, please let me know, and I’ll get in touch when meetings are due to start.  

Kay Bullen 

 

Classical Music 3 

This is a classical music appreciation group with a difference. In addition to listening to and 
discussing great recorded music ranging from ancient to modern, we also feature live piano 

performances. Other instrumentalists and singers are always welcome to join us!  

I’ve recently taken over as convenor and will also be presenting at our next meeting. It will take 
place at my home on Friday 11 March starting at 2.30 pm and will feature live piano as well as 

recorded music.  
James Stringer 

 

Crime Fiction  

The Crime Fiction Book Club will be meeting for the first time on Thursday 3 March at Watchet 

Library. Our meeting time has changed to 1– 2 pm so that we can get together while the library 

is closed. That means there will be space for 10 of us in the library.  

We have one place left if anyone would like to join us. For more information, contact me on 

07935 318022 or at crimefiction@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk.  
Lori Lee 

 

Discussion Group  

The group will meet on Monday 21 February at Townsend House in the Harbour Room, starting at 
10.30 am. Our topic for discussion will be ‘How do we make policy?’ and, if time allows, we will 

move on to the question ‘Do we need a unitary authority?’. 
John Moss 
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French Conversation 

Last month we talked about our New Year's Resolutions, and I have to say that, on the whole, we 

proved to be a sorry bunch: good intentions, but weak wills! In relation to certain food-related 

resolutions we learned of the recently coined English word ‘snaxident’ – let's face it, we've all 
done it! It was freely admitted that some resolutions, such as not swearing and not throwing 

cushions at the TV whenever certain politicians appear, are impossible to uphold. Eating less, 
being calmer and more patient and swearing less have yet to be fully tested – but the omens are 

not that good. All praise must go to the two members who, in losing weight, exercising more, and 

doing lots of small things to help the planet, are doing well, with no backsliding evident.  

Next month we will work together on a definitive translation of a newspaper article on, basically, 

the evils of abstinence! 
Di Martin 

 

General History  

In January we learned all about Edward Jenner (shown left), who is known as the 

‘Father of Vaccination’. Coming to realise that any dairymaids who’d already had 

cowpox didn’t catch smallpox, Jenner developed a vaccine from the blood of people 
who’d had cowpox. The vaccine was administered via a cut in the body, which 

made us wonder when syringes started to be used. We’ll learn the answer to that 

question at our next meeting.  

After refreshments we heard about events around the year 1742: publication of Pamela, the 

novel by Samuel Richardson; the War of Jenkins’ Ear; the signatories of the American Declaration 

of Independence; and Samuel Whitbread, who started his brewery in 1742.  

Our meeting in February will consist of a talk on the history of photography and cinematography. 

Then after refreshments – and of course chat! – various people will share short talks on the 
theme of transport. Some of the subjects will be Le Tunnel, early transatlantic travel, canals, hot 

air balloons, and turnpikes. No doubt some of these mini-talks will continue through to the 
following month of March, when our main talk will be on Post-War Germany.  

Jane Sperring 

 

Jazz Appreciation NEW CONVENOR! 

Are you a jazz fan? Or would you like to learn more about jazz? In this newly re-convened group, 

there will be no limits as far as the music is concerned: I plan to offer variety to suit everyone's 
taste in jazz: from New Orleans to bebop and beyond. I’d also like to encourage active input from 

anyone that cares to attend, for discussion is important and everyone's input will be welcome. 

The group will meet at my home in Watchet and if members are driving to meetings, it would be 

great if you could car-share where possible. If you’d like to join the group or would like to know 

more about it, please email me at jazzappreciation@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk or call me on 
01984 639249 or 07717 023474.  

Alan Bond  

 

Local History 

We had another successful meeting via Zoom in February. We are fortunate to have Ron Blundell 
join our group, bringing with him his experience of living locally. He spoke about the development 

of the telephone system in Minehead from the 1950s, when the first semi-automatic exchange 

was built in Parkhouse Road. Ron’s illustrated talk brought in some significant events, such as the 
extreme winter of 1963 and the Jeremy Thorpe trial. Next up was Barbara Hoffbauer, who 

explained that the songs she and others sang at school were collected before WW1 by Cecil Sharp 

from local mariners. As usual Barbara had researched their lives and collected current images of 

their homes to show us. Both these presentations are available to view on the website.  

Our next meeting will be on Thursday 3 March, again by Zoom. Alison Andrew will speak about 
the district workhouse in Williton, built as a result of the Poor Law reforms of the 1830s. I will 

follow with a discussion of the mineral railway which ran from Watchet to the top of the Brendon 

Hills. I have Thursday 7 April in my diary for the following meeting, but I am seeking talks from 
others for that meeting. Please contact me as soon as possible if you can help! 

David Temple 
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Lunch Club 

We hope to start the Lunch Club on 24 March at the Valiant Soldier in Roadwater. I’ll contact 

members mid-March to confirm.  

The group is full at present, but if you’d like to put your name on a reserve list for later, you can 
do so from our group page on the website.  

Lori Lee 

 

 

Mah Jong  

Our meetings through the autumn were very successful and enjoyable. It was great to be 
socialising again, and we were delighted to welcome several new members. Reluctantly, with the 

resurgence of Covid, we have been forced to take another break since Christmas.  

Our intention is to reconsider things at the end of February. We hope to resume meetings at 
Townsend House in March, once the worst of the winter weather is past, so that we can play 

reasonably comfortably with the doors open! 
Pam Pettit 

 

Mah Jong Mixers Under new management! 

The Mah Jong (Washford) Group has now become the Mah Jong Mixers and we are meeting again 

on the first and third Mondays of each month from Monday 7 February starting at 2.30 pm. Pam 
Young has retired as convenor, and I have volunteered to take over following lockdown. As we 

will initially be a small group, I am happy to host our sessions at my home in Watchet.  

Most members may now be a bit rusty, so we will be starting from the basics and then building 
up at a comfortable pace. We are essentially a beginner’s group. Players with more experience 

will be very welcome, although they should be aware that we will not be introducing special hands 

for a while. For our rules we will be using the u3a guide produced by Susan Fifer. As and when 

the group expands, we will find a suitable venue that can cope with more than two tables. 

For members who are not familiar with the game, Mah Jong is an enjoyable, tactile, and sociable 

game played with tiles originating in China in the 19th century.  

Please contact me at MahJongMixers@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk if you would like more 

information about the group.  
Alan Eagle 

 

Nature Amblers 

On a bright sunny day at the end of January, eight of us 

enjoyed a slow amble through Blenheim Gardens before 
continuing along the sea front. Even at that time of year we 

were able to list some 50 items of natural history interest. 

Ann Lang took this photo of the group relaxing on our arrival 

at Minehead Harbour.  

Our next amble will be the Jubilee Riverside Walk at Dunster 
Marsh on Wednesday 23 February at 10 am. We’ll meet near 

the seats just beyond the A39 underpass (path to the right). 

Parking can be on the old A39 road (free), Dunster Steep car 

park (pay) or roadside in Dunster Marsh.  

New members are always welcome. If you’d like to join us, please contact me.  
Jill Pudwell 

The deadline for contributions to the next edition of the newsletter is Friday 4 March 2022. 

Please send your photos and copy by then to newsletter@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk. 
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Photography 

We met on 21 January and 4 February at the Community 

Hall in Minehead and hope to continue to meet there at 

11 am every first and third Friday in the month. Our 
January meeting started with Derek Webb demonstrating 

some simple but effective ways of manipulating an image 
to bring the best out of it. Basing his demonstration on 

images from Italy, he produced results that were most 

inspiring! Members then showed their own photos on the 
theme of ‘Walks and walking’, including images of 

signposts and boots, but also of walks in autumn 
woodland, in mist, and also with wonderful wide views, 

like the one above by Derek. More great images on the website!  

The February meeting featured a talk from me on the life of Francis Frith, who is so well known 
for the old postcard views that his firm produced. 

Stewart Lane 

 

Scrabble  

The Scrabblers have been back in action at the Methodist Church Lounge since September, and 

now that things are looking more positive, we have space for some new members. 

Our meetings start at 2 pm and finish shortly after 4 pm. We are a very friendly group and 

welcome players of all abilities – there is always plenty of laughter and encouragement, so why 
not come and try us out? It's best to call or email in advance to let me know you'll be coming. 

The next meeting is booked for 16 March. Contact me at scrabble@minehead-district-u3a.org.uk 

or on 01984 639459. 
Barbara Cook 

 

Tap Dance 

The group has had new members join since the beginning of the year. We've practised a number 

of steps, and everyone is making great progress. For warming up to, we keep some of the dances 
simple, but we can now add more detailed steps to familiar routines. We always enjoy the session 

while improving our exercise levels, balance, and memory. Tap dancing is also good fun! 
Jane Lay 

 

Ukulele Absolute Beginners 

We have now started a new block of six ukulele lessons with a small group of beginners. Within a 
few weeks everyone should feel confident enough to join Ukulele Group 1 or 2. If you would like 

to try learning to play the ukulele, please get in touch so you can be added to the waiting list. 

Jane Lay 

 

Ukulele 1 

Ukulele 1 is now meeting regularly again and it’s great to get together for a sing and strum. We 

are extending our repertoire while still focusing on songs primarily from the latter half of the last 

century. That gives us a huge range to choose from, covering a diverse range of genres. If you 
can play half a dozen chords (or more), you’ll be very welcome to come along and join us. We 

meet every two weeks on a Tuesday at 2 pm in Carhampton Village Hall.  
Mike Lay 

 

Ukulele 2 

Ukulele group 2 had a very enjoyable afternoon playing to a local charity group at their birthday 

celebrations. We were joined by some members of Ukulele Group 1. It was the first time we'd all 

played out together and we performed well as a group. The audience gave us great feedback and 
resounding applause. It was a good feeling playing to an audience again after two years! 

Jane Lay 
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January 2022 Speaker’s Morning 

Working with the ghosts at Hampton Court Palace  

Before starting her presentation, Sarah Slater explained something 

of the nineteenth-century practices surrounding death, 
demonstrating for us the elegant Victorian mourning gown she was 

wearing for her talk. It was during the nineteenth century that a 
belief in ghosts intensified and public interest in spiritualism grew. 

Hampton Court Palace, imbued as it is with centuries of history, is 

of course a likely setting for many ghost stories. At night the Palace 
is very atmospheric, with a feel that is quite different from the one 

it has during the day.  

From the 1760s, there have been ‘Grace and Favour’ apartments at the Palace – some 60–70 in 

all – with the largest having 46 rooms! Many of the occupants were elderly widows of courtiers 

and high-ranking officers, who were permitted to live there with their servants and families. We 
heard tales of ghosts and hauntings, including that of The Grey Lady, Dame Sibel Penn, who died 

of smallpox caught from Queen Elizabeth I, who luckily survived the disease. Apartment 39, in 

the wing where Sibel died, is now administrative offices and to this day staff report hearing 
footsteps approaching when there’s no one there. And the HR Manager says that one day, as she 

arrived early for work, she actually met The Grey Lady coming out of the apartment!  

The most famous Palace ghost is that of Catherine Howard, the fifth wife of Henry VIII, who was 

Queen in 1540–1, before being beheaded. Henry had secretly left Hampton Court Palace during 

the night before her arrest. Believing him to be in the Chapel Royal, Catherine ran to beg mercy 
of the King, but of course to no avail. In the gallery outside the Chapel Royal, it is said, her ghost 

still screams at night. What is remarkable is that dogs don’t like to enter the gallery, and that 
some women faint where tests have shown there to be a ‘cold spot’. One day two women fainted 

on successive tours of the Palace at that place where Catherine turned and screamed on realising 

that the King had abandoned her to her deadly fate.  

Margaret Shaw 

 

Welcome to our new members 
A warm welcome to those who’ve recently joined us – we hope to see you soon!  

• Ian Anthony, Dunster 
• Mike Reynolds, Watchet 

• Anna Thomas, Woodford 

• Heather Keane, Woolston 
• Cherry Burroughs, Lorna & Terry Chivers, Diane Erfurt, Keith Garner, Jane Head, 

Kevin Long and Mark & Val Stuart – all from Minehead 

 

If you need this information in a different format, such as large print, 
please contact the newsletter editor. 


