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Other Februarys , by Ron Gillman our resident historian 
 
Radio 4 starts its day by informing its listeners of events that took place on that 
date in the past, and there seems no reason why the members of this U3A 
branch should not enjoy the same service. 
 
With a new American President, three events come to mind from the United 
States, starting with the birth of Abraham Lincoln who was born on the 12

th
 

February 1809.  It seems appropriate that the President who signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation freeing all slaves in the Confederacy should 
eventually be followed by a black President in office in the White House on the 
anniversary of his birth some two hundred years later. 

 
 
On the 17

th
 February 1909 the death occurred of the last great 

Apache chief, Geronimo.  He died not from a bullet but in his bed 
of pneumonia and in his 80s.  Whilst our vision of Geronimo is 
associated with the open spaces of New Mexico or Arizona, he 
died at Fort Still in Oklahoma, already a legend. 
 
 

A more recent anniversary on the 14
th
 February 1929, is that of the machine-

gunning of seven members of the Moran gang in a garage on North Clark 
Street by Al Caponeôs ñFamilyò, for control of the liquor trade in Chicago.  The 
St. Valentineôs Day Massacre has since moved into film as well as the history 
books.  The movie óSome Like it Hotô enshrined this incident as the basis for the 
antics of Jack Lemmon and Tony Curtis hiding from the Gang, producing the 
ultimate last words:  ñNobodyôs perfectò.  

If you have any comments or items  that you would like to include in the next 
N e ws l e t t e r  p l e a s e  c o n t a c t  T h e  S e c r e t a r y  o r  e m a i l 
kmercier@oxtonprentonu3a.co.uk 
 
We now have  a website 
ñwww.oxtonprentonu3a.co.ukò 
from which you can also 
contact us. 
 
All contributions to your U3A 
will be very welcome 
 
Webmaster and Newsletter 
Compositorð Ray Lerner 
 
N e w s l e t t e r  E d i t o r ð 
Rosemary Gillman 

Donôt forget the chocolate bourbons 
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Spring 2009 Newsletter 
Chairmanôs  Report        Spring 2009 
 
As this hard winter begins to turn to spring we look forward to new growth on 
plants and trees and to the emergence of animals from hibernation.  So too in 
our own U3A group we would like to see a blossoming of membership numbers 
and new groups starting up. 
It is gratifying to see some of our newer members coming forward to offer their 
help in running groups as this is what membership of U3A is all about ï sharing 
knowledge and experience.  There is a wealth of talent , knowledge and 
experience in all of us as we reach our third age and it is rewarding to share 
this with others.  So do make the most of your membership of our lively and 
forward looking group by sharing your talent! 

OPEN MORNING 
 
On the 4

th
 September we held an 

Open Morning at the TA Centre, 
Bidston Road when our group leaders 
pulled out all the stops and produced 
displays showing what their group 
could offer to members.  Success in 
advertising this was mixed with a lack 
of response from the free press to 
articles sent to them. However, Radio 
Merseyside were very responsive and 
gave out details on one of their 
morning shows. The churches too 
informed their congregations about the 
event. As a result we had several 
visitors and signed up 15 new 
members. 
We also had a disappointing response 
from the local councillors, most of 
whom did not reply to our invitation.  
Two did reply saying that they could 
not attend but would like to be kept 

informed about our group.  Our MP 
Frank Field was not able to attend but 
sent this letter to Kathleen Mercier:- 
 
ñI very much support the activities 
of the Oxton Prenton & District  
University of the Third Age. Many of 
us are lucky enough to live much 
longer than our parents, let alone 
our grandparents, and we do so in 
much better health.  Instead of 
retirement that consisted of one or 
two years after work, most of us can 
expect a retirement of one or two 
decades. During this time it is 
crucial that we keep our minds 
active while continuing to make 
links with new friends.  
 
With best wishes and thank you for 
the work that you doò 
 
Frank Field MP  
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Group Activities 
History Group ð Ron Gillman  
 
The February meeting enjoyed a splendid talk by Mike Benton, with Mike 
informing the group of his personal experiences, as part of the Royal Navy, 
whilst participating in the testing of nuclear devices in Australia. 
 
The meeting in March will feature Judith Varley, who will be speaking of 
sustainable communities over the centuries, and at the date of writing Judith is 
busy ensuring that her thorough research will make her talk another memorable 
month for the History Group. 
 
The great variety of the subject matter of each 
meeting is much appreciated by the members, 
and proves once more that history is not just a 
matter of dusty kings and queens, but a living 
entity we can all enjoy.  New members wishing 
to join us will find a warm welcome. 
 
 

Spanish Group ð Jutta Hesketh  

 
We have met fortnightly over the past year although at the moment the 

meetings are in abeyance for various personal reasons. 
This group is run on very much the same lines as the 
German group. 
All are good speakers now and it is to be hoped that 
when we can start again we will also have new members 
joining who might like to hone their skills in this language. 
Just think how pleased the Spanish citizens will be when 
you can converse with them in their own language! 

Let it not be said that the English do not speak any other language than their 
own, that will never do.  
  
Do take your courage in your hands and join us, the weather is bound to 
improve and it will be so much easier to come out. Much laughter is the order of 
these mornings and above all getting to know others of like interests and make 
new friends, what better way is there to keep one's brain active and healthy.     
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Outings  -  Ann Hillier 
 
Recently we have been on a number of very successful outings. 
 
One visit was to the Lady Lever Art Gallery with a wonderful guide called 
Dr. Paul O'Keefe. We were all mesmerised with his enthusiasm, energy 
and knowledge of some of the beautiful  paintings housed in the gallery. 
The gallery was established by William Hesketh Lever to enrich the 
cultural and educational lives of his workforce and the public at large.  It 
was opened in 1922 by Princess Beatrice (youngest daughter of Queen 
Victoria) and is believed to be the best surviving example of late 
Victorian and Edwardian taste and remains the only major public urban 
gallery built by its founder to house the collection he had assembled. 
After our visit we enjoyed afternoon tea in the gallery's tea room and 
very good it was too. 
 
In December we travelled to Tatton Park to view the mansion which was 
beautifully decorated for Christmas.  We lost count of the number of 
Christmas trees, all decorated in  Victorian style, that were placed 
throughout the house.  Although the weather was typically British, cold 
and wet, some of us were brave enough to wander for a short while 
throughout the parkland. 

January found us travelling to Liverpool to visit 
Sudley Hall where we were lucky enough again 
to have the expertise of Paul O'Keefe to guide 
us.  The house was built in the early 19th century 
and is surrounded by pleasant gardens and 
parkland which on this occasion we did not have 
time to explore.  This Victorian house contained 
some interesting, if not always beautiful, 18th and 
19th  century paintings from collector and 
previous owner, George Holt. At the time of our 
visit there was an exhibition of dresses from the period which were 
loaned to the gallery as part of Liverpool's  Capital of Culture 2008. 

On the same day we visited the Palm House in Sefton Park to see the 
exotic plants and also the statues surrounding the building.  We finished 
the day off with a cup of tea at Keith's Wine Bar in Lark Lane. That was 
an adventure in itself! 
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NETWORK 
 
 
Many of you will be unaware that we have been the ñhostò group of the 
Merseyside, West Cheshire and Flintshire Network of U3As since last April.  
Martin has acted as Chairman, Kathleen as Secretary and Barbara as 
Treasurer.  This has not been an easy task by any means as many of the 
member U3As were not in favour of changes.  We have tried to guide the group 
into sharing information and events and having inter-group meetings in subject 
areas such as poetry and walking as well as setting up minority interest groups. 
Discussions were always difficult with over 30 people round a table and 
decisions even harder to achieve. As a consequence a decision was taken at 
the end of January to create two Networks from the one ï one based on the 
Wirral and the other based on the other side of the Mersey. 
We hope that, in the future , the Wirral group of U3As will share more events, 
have study days and hold meetings with interest groups from other 
neighbouring U3As  as well as offering members the opportunity to join a 
Network-wide minority interest group. 
 
 
 
NORTH WEST REGION OF U3As  
 
 
Following an EGM in Birmingham earlier this year it was decided that each 
Region of the UK should vote for their own representative to the National 
Executive Council of the U3A movement. This is quite a change as previously 
the NW representative was voted for by the whole country. 
Our present representative is Alex McMinn of Aughton & Ormskirk U3A who will 
complete his term in 2010.  He is eager for groups to look to their membership 
to suggest a suitable replacement for him so that that person can become 
familiar with the work of the NW representative to the Third Age Trust and to 
become aware of what being a Trustee implies. 
We in the NW are automatically members of the NW Region and it is proposed 
that we should have a NW Regional Committee to act as the voice of U3A 
groups in this region giving our concerns/ideas to the NEC via Alex McMinn.  It 
will also give all members greater opportunities to take part in shared learning 
projects, study days and will enable more economical summer schools to be 
run geared to the interests of NW groups. 
There is to be a meeting to discuss the future of the NW Region on 29

th
 April in 

Preston when we are asked to send 2 representatives and nominate one of our 
members to be on this new committee. 
This reminds us that we are part of a National U3A movement albeit each U3A 
being autonomous. 
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German Group ð Jutta Hesketh  
 
The German group has met regularly over the past year and we are now able 
to talk almost only in this language with little recourse to the use of a dictionary! 
When help is needed we all are willing to suggest possible words and much fun 
is had by  everyone.. 
We have discussed German poetry, the historical connections with the 
Mayerling story, exhibitions and other notable events that Liverpool, city of 
culture 2008, had organized. 
  
Other topical subjects, such as the Chinese New Year, Easter and Christmas 
festivities around the world were also discussed. 
The most entertaining, at times demanding mornings have been those with 
contributions from the group itself, such as crossword puzzles and word 
searches. Stories written by the members were much enjoyed by all.   
  
We meet every fortnight; when "Hausarbeit" (homework) is set, they all do 
come back having fulfilled the tasks and we discuss their contributions. 
Praise should be given to the group for all their hard work, it is certain that they 
can now run rings around the Germans when next they travel to that country! 

Gardening Group  

 
  
The first meeting of the Gardening Group was held at the home of Gwenda 
Burrell in Oxton. This was a very successful meeting with seven people turning 
up. It was primarily a meeting to decide in what direction we should go. We 
decided that in the spring we will visit gardens of interest such as those 
provided by the National Trust and English Heritage. We visited Tatton Park 
with the rest of the U3A in December. We also organised a gardening quiz  for 
our meeting in November. After Christmas we watched a gardening DVD ï 
which gave us some useful tips! Then a question and answer 
session another week.  
These are some of the ideas suggested at our first meeting, 
many of which we have accomplished.  
It was good to get to know more personally about some of the 
other members of the U3A over a cup of tea and a biscuit.  
 
Meetings 4th Wednesday in Month  
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Music Group  - Ann Hillier  
 
To date we have listened to the music of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, 
Chopin ,Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov. We have delved into their lives (and 
loves) and each of us has learnt a little more than we did previously, I hope. 
From a beginning of six members we now have fourteen, split into two groups 
meeting the first and second Wednesdays of 
each month at 2pm until 4pm. Next year we 
shall continue working on the masters and 
then progress on to discover what we can 
about the more modern composers such as 
perhaps Pierre Boulez, Stockhausen and 
Iannis Xenakis not to mention the English 
composers. Our meetings are very informal, 
friendly and relaxing and in December our 
groups will join together on the 10th to listen 
to each others favourite pieces of music whilst 
enjoying mince pies and tea.  
 
Meetings 1st Wednesday in Month  
 

Environment Group  
 
Leader   Judith Varley .    Contact    Deryk Jones  608  6602 
This new group will meet for the first time on 5

th
 March when the future 

programme will be decided. Deryk will host the group. 

Craft Group  
 
Leader  Joan Benton  608 6226 
This new group met for the first time on the 9

th
 February and will 

meet in future on the first  Monday of the month from 2pm to 
4pm. Details from Joan. 

Cards  
 
Leaders  Gill & Ian McCloy  644 8252 
 
A small but enthusiastic group meet once a fortnight and 
have now mastered the game of canasta to add to the 
previous repertoire.  Thanks to John Roberts we have a 
canasta set and Gill and Ian have purchased a card 
shuffling machine so now we look quite professional.  
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Probably the most proficient in Russian after Graham, I was adopted as 

messenger by the restaurant staff.  Mid-morning, they informed me that lunch 

would be at seven oôclock, therefore I announced to my group that food would 

be available in one hourôs time.  It seemed to work.  And talking with the train 

workers got me to some unorthodox places.  Head down, I shouldered my way 

along a quarter of a mile of train, shiftily passing through the communal 

carriage to much tutting and frowning from the denizens, through the kitchens, 

restaurant and mysterious locker rooms and there it was - the end of the train!  

Yuri, the guardian of these nether regions who could also have passed for a 

slim sumo wrestler, had granted me access on condition that I allowed him to 

serenade me.  Glass in hand, who knows what he 

had been drinking. 

 

By two and a half days out, any rational attempt at 

timekeeping, Moscow or local, had gone.  Small 

dollops were OK.  At this station the halt was for nine 

minutes, so it was necessary to leap onto the 

platform, dash about scanning the goods on sale 

from the invariably elderly and shawl-wrapped 

vendors, and make wild purchases of unidentifiable 

matter.  Immune by now, I bought handfuls of tiny pirozhki of unknown content 

(savoury pasties about the size of a large grape), and fresh small orange 

berries in newspaper cones (ñeat them, plenty of vitamin Cò from Graham).   

 

Now we were approaching Lake Baikal.  It was sunny and early afternoon local 

time, probably mid-evening Moscow Time.  I had already tried some omul, the 

famous, and endangered, fish of the lake provided quite illegally by Misha.  

The Rossiya No. 1 continued climbing and rounded the last golden-to-scarlet 

stand of birches as I quietly sneaked off with camera to the end carriage for my 

pre-arranged assignation with Yuri. Yuri locked open the carriage door facing 

the lake, grabbed hold firmly of my belt, and I could confidently lean out into 

the open air just feet from the lake.  Health and Safety? 

 

On arriving at Irkutsk, one-third of the way to Moscow and the end of the first 

leg of the journey, Misha presented me with an official issue timetable which, 

by then, bore only a vague similarity to reality, in exchange for my remaining 

cognac.  I know now that some stations are just concrete-blocks with timber 

and logs stacked in sidings, some have a few izbi (little wooden houses) set 

between track and trees, and others are elaborate, significant.  Eric Newby 

once wrote that with this kind of experience you have done something that no-

one can ever take away from you, and time had become irrelevant. 
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A Time to Remember ð Another dispatch from Rosemary Gillman our 

Russian correspondent  

 

ñWear two watchesò, said Graham, ñand when we arrive in Kharbarov, set one 

at Moscow Time and the other at Local Time and remember, everything in 

Russia works on Moscow Timeò.  We got three hours ahead of ourselves in 

Moscow, thus allowing us eight hours before  the 12-hour overnight flight to the 

then Soviet Far East, gaining another eight hours, and arriving at 9.30 am 

(Moscow Time).   

 

Boarding the No. 1 Rossiya Trans-Siberian train late the following afternoon 

everyone was full of anticipation, and some trepidation.  Here we were, nine of 

us, all kitted up and ready to do a weekôs ñstudy tripò on the Big Red Train, just 

three weeks after the coup that toppled 

Gorbachev.  After testing the 

accommodation (bed linen clean but 

ever so slightly damp, only one or two 

cockroaches and, mercifully, a lavatory 

reserved solely for our party), we tried 

to agree on dinner time.  Two-thirty in 

the morning. 

 

Now travelling east to west, we feverishly tried to work out whether weôd arrive 

in daylight at a particular station:  interesting ones, such as Birobidzhan in the 

Jewish Autonomous Area, set in a vast continental land mass with nowhere to 

go.  Spectacular ones, like Maryinsk, with its baroque-style pink-painted station 

building.  Unnerving ones - Sverdlovsk Passenger Station, formerly 

Ekaterinburg.  And the puny lump of a grey obelisk marking the meeting point 

of Europe and Asia. 

 

Misha, day shift, and Anatoly, night shift, became our self-appointed guardians, 

who formed an attachment to my bottle of French (as opposed to Soviet) 

cognac.  Finding it impossible to sleep, I crammed into the cubby-hole that they 

inhabited, and drank black coffee made with boiling water from the samovar 

that was the size and shape of a half-scale oil drum, and solid fuel, of course.  

They drank cognac all night.  Next day we were an hour behind of being ahead 

of ourselves.  The excitement of gliding along the border with China had us 

gawping out on the south side for hours as did, on the corridor side, the endless 

forests with infrequent muddy tracks leading north.  It was autumn and all the 

way to the horizon the trees, mainly birch, were spectacular.   
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Scrabble Group  
 
Leader  Margaret Gittins  653 7538 
The group meets fortnightly on a Wednesday form 2pm to 
4pm.  We have attracted some new members recently, 
and the group has settled into its new routine well. 

Jazz Group ðRosemary Gillman  
 
 
Into our second year, and weôve continued to be fascinated by ñJazz, A Film by 
Ken Burnsò, which contains a wealth of rare footage of the early masters and 
lays a firm foundation for anyone curious about jazz.  Our group concentrates 
on Modern Jazz, from Miles Davis to the present.  In fact, very much present as 
four of our intrepid members attending a gig at The Bluecoat in October 
featuring Polar Bear, found out.  When their hearing returned, the visit was 
deemed a success by those who went.   
 

Other visits have included performances by Mike and Kate 
Westbrook and The Village Band, who take inspiration from every 
imaginable source, including William Blake, European folk songs, 
and Mardi Gras celebrations.  Kate sings in some five languages, 
and has an expressive voice with a remarkable range.  At the 
other extreme, weôve listened to John Zorn, an American 

composer whose main instrument is the saxophone, and who takes music to its 
limits in a highly original and audacious way, even if it incurs the wrath of critics.  
But our members are made of sterner stuff! 
 
Weôve listened to, compared, sifted, liked and disliked some 
strands of modern jazz, and this exploration of post-war 
developments and the profusion of jazz styles is proving both 
interesting and stimulating, all accompanied by lots of 
surprises, laughter, and enjoyment. 
 
 

French  Group :  Fortnightly meeting, Friday at 10.00 am 
Duration:  2 hours (max) 

 
There is no formal teaching in this Group. We have no native French speaker 
and only one member has a degree in French.  The meetings of the Group are 
organised and hosted by a Convenor, currently Mrs Pat Round. The Group has 
seven members.  The members each produce materials, intended to be of GCE 
O-level standard, such as: listening exercises from recorded sources, reading 
of prose passages, poetry and playlets, writing practice including dictation, 
crosswords and other diversions, general conversation. 


