
From our President  

Dear members 

A big thank you to Robyn Hunziker for her work as editor of this newsletter for the past few 

years. Robyn has retired as editor due to family commitments. This month we welcome Martin 

Butterfield to the role. 

Spring has sprung and I am sure we all feel better for it. Along the roadsides the wattles and 

the heaths are a joy to behold. The daffodils in my garden have turned my thoughts to poetry – 

Wordsworth of course. I hope my article on poetry will have you remembering your favourite 

poems or looking for new ones. Catch up in this newsletter on U3A sessions you missed in the 

last term. 

Next term is a short one before the Christmas silly season begins. VCE exams in the Commu-

nity Clubrooms may require a change of venue for some of our events. Please check the ven-

ues carefully on our website, Facebook page or the posters in the Post Office Arcade. (And 

good luck to the students sitting their exams. I am sure we are all glad exams are behind us.) 

Hope to see you all soon,   

Fiona. 

Editor’s Note 

 

I join Fiona in thanking Robyn for her work for the U3A as Editor of the Newsletter.  I shall try to 

fill the role  with informative and interesting material for your enjoyment.   

We have a good range of articles in this edition,  compiled by members of your Committee.  

However membership of the Committee is not necessary to get an article published here!  For 

future editions I would welcome articles from members on topics of their choice. I suggest a 

maximum length of 2 pages (as a guideline rather than a rule) and would be happy to assist 

with formatting if required.   

Of course our bread and butter is the regular meetings during school terms.  I have a few ideas  

—and agreement in principle from most of the presenters— for terms 1 and 2 in 2025 and will 

publicise those early in the New Year.  However I am sure that members of the group have sto-

ries that they can share with us: this could come from their background in the workforce, their 

knowledge of the history of the area in which they grew up (perhaps comparing it with Mal-

lacoota); or their current hobby.  Please give some thought to volunteering to give a session.  

(Or if you know someone else has a good story to tell ask them if they could give a session 

(even though “dobbing in” is un-Australian).  Myself and/or other members of the Committee 

can assist with practical matters if needed. 

Martin 
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The Trials of a Greenland Kayak Expedition:  

Larry Gray presents to U3A Mallacoota 

Larry arrived in Mallacoota at the 

age of 15.  He was interested in 

kayaking and with a friend set off 

paddling North.  That trip ended up 

in the Torres Straits and news of 

that generated an invitation for 

him to join the first Australian ex-

pedition to the Arctic in 

1986.  They’d see real kayaks and 

anoraks. 

Larry had never been overseas be-

fore and was surprised to find he 

had to buy a suit, as he’d be meeting famous people such as Dame Elizabeth Murdoch and Lord Shack-

leton (a serious expeditioner, and son of the famous explorer Ernest Shackleton).  The aim of the expe-

dition was to follow in the footsteps (or at least paddle-strokes) of Henry ‘Gino’ Watkins a British ex-

plorer who was kayaking off Greenland when he disappeared in 1932. 

When they arrived in Greenland it was still light at 10pm so he went for a walk and met some locals 

who invited him to their house.  After a while only women were left, and they explained that it was too 

dangerous to walk home at night due the risk of bear attacks.  He assured us nothing untoward hap-

pened. 

Further drama followed with piteraq storms showing winds of 240kph and requiring many ropes to 

hold the expedition’s main ship in place.  It was really too late in the year for the expedition but the or-

ganisers had contracts to fill so it had to go ahead.   

They saw some locally manufactured kayaks with sealskin stretched over a wooden frame.  The sealskin 

was made supple by the women chewing it. The 

frame was all washed up driftwood as this far North 

no trees grow. In contrast the expedition’s kayaks 

were made in the UK and fitted to the paddlers.  

At times, the main boat couldn’t keep up with the 

paddlers especially when going through ice 

fields.  These were very noisy and pushing over the 

ice wore out the paddles which had to be repaired 

with fibreglass.  Larry commented that they didn’t 

realise how dangerous this was.  Glaciers were also 

noisy and could crack off icebergs containing ice 

thousands of years old.   

They camped near an abandoned rock igloo, the shelter of which saved them from the worst of one 

piteraq storm  When they called in to towns everyone would turn out to see them.  This showed them 
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some of the local culture, including hunting for seals which the men would inflate via a tube so 

the seals could be floated back to town.  One species was eaten by people, the other was fed to 

the huskies.  It was beginning to get colder and the ice was getting thicker. 

Larry was paddling through a gap be-

tween two icebergs at one point and fell 

behind the rest of the group as he 

stopped to change film.  Chunks of ice 

and boulders fell down and generated 

roaring waves: suddenly Larry was up-

side down without a paddle.  All he 

could see was dark water, and feel vibra-

tion in the ceiling of ice.  He was able to 

find a crack in the ice which opened 

enough for him to climb out with difficul-

ty as it was very slippery. 

He found the nose of his kayak and the others members of the party came back and were surprised to 

find him alive.  His kit was everywhere and his kayak had 15 holes in it which had to be repaired with fi-

breglass.  This required them to find a cave so that temperatures would be warm enough to set the fi-

breglass. 

Life continued to be difficult with a severe storm arriving.  They tied down the kayaks and retreated to a 

cave.  This got flooded as an iceberg blocked the entrance!  The storm lasted for 4 days and they lost 

food and cooking gear.  One member of the team lost feeing in his legs so he crawled into the sleeping 

bag with Larry to help warm himself up. Another warming tactic was to pass round a water bottle 

warmed with body temperature urine! 

When the storm finished, they wondered what had happened to the support boat, as they hadn’t seen it 

for a while.  Perhaps the others had died in the storm?  They did some repair work on the kayaks and 

shot a few ducks for food, burying them in snow to prevent bears being attracted.  They found a ruined 

hut which gave them some shelter from the weather. Wild huskies turned up and were a problem in 

some situation when going outside the hut.  Then the boat turned up. 

Life then got even more difficult with a severe storm.  The sea was freezing and ice rubbed against the 

boat, so they had to go out to sea.  The wind got even stronger with gusts of up to 280 kph.  This storm 

also lasted 4 days.  The rudder and steering broke, the mast collapsed, the propellor disconnected from 

the shaft and the captain broke his back. Even the bilge pump wouldn’t work as it was blocked with 

food.  It was pure luck not to have been crushed by icebergs. The crew were saved by the arrival of the 

Johanna Kristina, the last supply ship of the season,  which got them back to the small town of Julianan-

hub where their boat was taken out of the water for repairs. 

Larry went for a walk round the town and was invited into an Inuit house for a meal of seal meat hanging 

on racks.  The people were very friendly, although Larry rated the lady of the house as more dangerous 

than the icebergs or the wild huskies. 
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After repairs to the boat, they got back to England where again they were dealing with famous 

people.  After two weeks there, he returned to Mallacoota where he was promptly arrested for 

a speeding offence in Melbourne!  He appeared in court, presenting his passport to the judge 

along with the explanation that he’d been “up a fjord in the Arctic with a bunch of eskimos” – an expla-

nation that brought the house down. He got off, and found a friend had borrowed the car,  claiming he’d 

“jammed the throttle.”    

He wrote and played the music for the Greenland film, which was produced and recorded by Chris Cop-

ping from Procol Harum.  One day he got a call from Chris, urging him to come to Melbourne to hang out 

with a friend. But Larry didn’t want to make the drive and the friend turned out to be Joe Cocker. He re-

turned to the Arctic 10 years later, for the making of the film Chasing the Midnight Sun, which he co-

produced with his wife Mary O’Malley, and carried out expeditions to warmer places. 
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Interesting weblinks relevant to Larry’s talk. 

Gino Watkins: https://explorersweb.com/great-explorers-gino-watkins/ 
Lord Shackleton:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Shackleton,_Baron_Shackleton 
Storms in fjords  https://www.eskp.de/en/natural-hazards/piteraqs-downslope-wind-storms-
in-southeast-greenland-935818/ 

 

https://explorersweb.com/great-explorers-gino-watkins/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Shackleton,_Baron_Shackleton
https://www.eskp.de/en/natural-hazards/piteraqs-downslope-wind-storms-in-southeast-greenland-935818/
https://www.eskp.de/en/natural-hazards/piteraqs-downslope-wind-storms-in-southeast-greenland-935818/


. 

 

 

 

 

A surprising little book of love poetry   

Fiona Raitt 
 

I inherited a little book of poetry from my mother titled “Sappho - One Hundred Lyrics”.   It is in-

scribed to my maternal grandmother “To Mary on her 22nd birthday from Johnnie”.  I believe John-

nie is my grandfather with whom she emigrated to Australia after World War 1. 

I was overcome with the beauty of the verse so I went to the library to find out more.  The first sur-

prise was all Sappho’s works in the library books were fragments.  On making a closer inspection I 

realised the poetry in my book was written by Bliss Carman  (Canadian Poet 1861-1929 and Canadi-

an Poet Laureate (1921-)) and contains verse written in the style of Sappho based on some of the 

surviving fragments. 

So by now you are probably saying “Sappho”, nudge, nudge , wink, wink.  But what do we really 

know about Sappho and her works?  The answer is we really know very little about Sappho.  I picked 

up several books at the library and read Wikipedia.  As scholars have interpreted her poetry and 

other people’s non-contemporary references to her to get biographical details it is all very subjec-

tive and varied.  Every theory put forward seems to have a counter theory.  It is simply bamboo-

zling. 

Sappho was born about 630 B.C. on the island of Lesbos and lived to about 570 B.C.  It was a fertile 

island with 5 coastal cities each commanding a harbour from the rocks above.  It was known in an-

cient times for its produce – grains, orchards and olive groves.  Her family was likely aristocratic.  

She had 3 brothers.  Her father died when she was six.  There were some tyrannical leaders on Les-

bos at the time and her family were exiled to Sicily at one time, which indicates they were a politi-

cally important family.  Some say Sappho had a husband and a daughter called Cleis. 

Sappho was performing her lyric poetry in a period when lyric poetry was highly regarded and culti-

vated in Greek life and Lesbos had its own strong traditions.  Lyric poetry was performed with mu-

sic.  It was solo or choral singing with a variety of instruments.  As the music was never written 

down nothing is known about the music.  The poetry followed a strict lyric form.  It was perfor-

mance poetry for public and private occasions.  Sappho was esteemed in antiquity and her work 

was admired by her contemporaries and she was called “The Poetess” like Homer was called “The 

Poet”.  Sappho was sometimes called as the Tenth Muse of the Ancient Greek Canon.  She was 

quoted by Plato and the Roman poet Catullus.  Sappho was one of the first Greek poets to write 

from the viewpoint of a specific person – the lyric “I”.  She wrote about personal themes - desire, 

jealousy, love and family.  Much of her poetry explores feelings from a woman’s point of view.  She 

also wrote hymns and wedding songs. 

It was not until centuries later that some writers of Athenian comedy despoiled her reputation with 

ribald jokes and stories portraying her as a promiscuous heterosexual woman or a prostitute.  In Ro-

man times some called her masculine and a lover of women.  I suspect that some of her male critics 

were unable to acknowledge a woman with such outstanding talent. 
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Sappho was a prolific poet and of the 10,000 lines she is thought to have composed only 650 lines 

have survived in fragments.  Only one complete poem ‘Ode to Aphrodite’ survives.   Fragments are 

still being found on pottery shards and papyrus even as recently as 2014.  Some fragments have 

even been recovered from the papyrus used to stuff mummified crocodiles!   Some say volumes of 

her work were destroyed in the sack of Constantinople, and later particularly targeted by Christian 

zealots for its lustfulness, but others say they may have just fallen out of favour as they were 

written in an obscure dialect of ancient Greek and so not transcribed to parchment.  More recently, 

in the early 19th century Sappho became a model for independent women and women’s rights.  In 

the late 19th century Sappho was adopted by some lesbian writers and the word lesbian refers to 

Sappho and the island of Lesbos. 

So going back to my little book, here is a poem that brought me to tears. 

LXI 

There is no more to say now thou art still, 

There is no more to do now thou art dead 

There is no more to know now thy clear mind 

Is back returned unto the gods who gave it. 

 

Now thou art gone the use of life is past, 

The meaning and the glory and the pride, 

There is no joyous friend to share the day, 

And on the threshold no awaited shadow. 
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So now I am off to find more poetry by 

(William) Bliss Carman, the Canadian 

poet inspired by Sappho’s surviving po-

etry fragments who wrote this poem.  



Mallacoota Fire Brigade: Working together as one 
Captain Tracey Johnston presents to U3A Mallacoota 

The Mallacoota Fire Brigade has a long history, having been officially established on 8th December 1947, with Mr Dave Allen as 

the first Captain.  At that time the Brigade had 19 members.  It is thought, but not proven, that a less formal fire-fighting 

group existed in the town since 1927 with photos found of ladies in crinolines participating around that time. 

In 2023, after living in Mallacoota for some 30 years, Tracey was elected the first female Captain of the Brigade after serving 

as Second Lieutenant for 2 Years.  She was nominated for the position by Lyn Harwood who, as a Lieutenant for several years, 

had been the only previous female to hold a Brigade Management position. 

The Brigade currently has 15 members, all unpaid volunteers, of whom: 

8 are classed as ‘Operational’ members having completed the Chief Officers minimum requirement to turn out and have 

passed the General Fire Fighter requirement.  Of these 2 are available 24/7 (On the day of her talk Tracey was ‘it’ and 

had her pager gone off she would have had to bolt!), work commitments limit 3 members and the other3 are cur-

rently travelling or otherwise unavailable.  Their average age is 59 years 

4 Probationary members who have recently joined, one of whom is the youngest member at 29 years of age;  

3 Non Operational members.  Their average age is 75 years. 

Data from the 2021 Census for the Mallacoota District shows that volunteering is most evident in the 40 -69 age groups. 

There are over 295 courses that can be worked through. These cover a range of skills from Tree Hazard Awareness to Strike 

Team Leader and Structural Fire Fighter. All courses are provided free with meals and accommodation provided at no cost. 

Thanks to the Mallacoota Fundraising Group the Brigade was able to purchase a vehicle that can be used to travel to courses.  

Two members of the Brigade are qualified to fight fires inside structures and another2 for external structure fires.  Tracey 

described some aspects of fighting the recent fire at the Cann River café for which she was called out at 3:30am.   

Brigade Management Team (BMT) is the Captain and up to 5 Lieutenants.  They are supported by the usual people in roles 

such as secretary,, training officer, community engagement which can be filled by non-Operational members  Above .the BMT 

is the Orbost Group leading into the central staff up to the Chief Officer.(CO).  The CO is appointed by the Minister for Emer-

gency Services.  

After attending an incident there is work associated with ensuring everything is ready to go on the next call out.  The appli-

  Page 7 



ance needs to be restocked. This includes topping up with fuel; drinking water needs to be replenished; and ra-

tion packs replaced.  The hoses are washed and put up on racks to dry, with new hoses put on the truck.  If 

breathing apparatus has been used, empty cylinders need to be replaced (and the used ones set aside for collec-

tion by Toll): replacement cylinders will be received in a few days.  If there was suspected asbestos at the scene, which is 

usually the case with older buildings, all gear is stripped off at the scene and double bagged and tagged into HazMat bags to 

be sent away for cleaning.  

 

Tracey moved on to the process of Fuel Load Assessment, an essential part of determining the Fire Danger Rating.  Each fuel 

layer (see image) is assessed visually in turn and given a hazard rating. Particular emphasis is placed on how the fuel is ar-

ranged within each of these layers. The hazard ratings are then combined to produce an Overall Fuel Hazard Rating.  The 

bush currently looks thick and overgrown as a result of the ‘Verge Effect’. The edge of the bush gets more sunlight, water 

and air flow so therefore grows thicker. But often just behind this wall of lush growth, the vegetation can be quite sparse.  

Also, in the current situation with several recent very wet months, the soil is moist further reducing the level of risk.  Tracey 

noted that some of the vegetation in our area flourished in the year after Black Summer, including some species of orchids 

and the wonderful flowering of grass trees. 

The process for undertaking a hazard reduction burn on public land requires a number of assessment documents to be com-

pleted.  These are then centrally reviewed and if the need for a burn is accepted a date is allocated.  If the weather is inap-

propriate (eg rain preventing ignition or too hot/windy) on the day, the burn is called off and the process is restarted.  

A key issue is for people to look after their own situation.   

A major point for this is understanding and being aware of the Daily Fire Danger Rating.  Googling “Fire Danger Rating 

Mallacoota Victoria”: will take you to the CFA site; click on East Gippsland Fire District, select the four day fore-

cast.  

It is also crucial to have a plan and be ready to implement it during the season.  Online resources are available from CFA   

Practice implementing your plan - including 

after dark - before the season.  If evacu-

ating, leave early. 

 In particular keep yards clear: 70% of 

houses burn as a result of built up debris 

(including garden clippings, old furniture 

etc.) in and around the home and yard. 

Tracey noted some of the issues with lithi-

um-ion battery fires (eg Electric Vehicles; 

battery scooters) which can be almost im-

possible to extinguish, especially if away 

from reticulated water. 

In answer to questions Tracey explained 

that although the CFA and SES were sepa-

rate organisations, at the local level they 

often worked closely together.  There was 

also some discussion of the need to keep 

hydrants accessible in the built-up area. 

 

 

Tracey showed a range of the personal equipment used by fire fighters and offered to open the fire station for interested 

people to inspect this equipment and other Brigade material.  Those present greeted this idea very positively.  
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Aurora spotting in Mallacoota 

Caroline Jones 

In recent months, Mallacootans have enjoyed observing and photographing the aurora australis 
or southern lights from the Mallacoota area.  In August, a group of students were fortunate to see 
it from Gabo Island (see The Mouth edition of 29 August) and in September and October, some 
magnificent images have been posted on community Facebook groups.   

Further auroras are anticipated in coming months, but their exact timing is so unpredictable.  
Thankfully, there are a few resources to make it a little easier.  These are the three most useful.   

Aurora Hunters Victoria group on Facebook.  The group provides a wealth of information on 
when, where and how to observe the aurora.  If you are not on Facebook, this is reason enough 
to sign up.  The featured posts include tips on photographing auroras whether you are using a 
smart phone, DSLR of mirrorless camera.  It’s also a means of showing off your photos and link-
ing with people who share your passion for aurora hunting.   

The website aurora-alerts-uk.  Although it is based in the UK, it tracks auroras across the globe 
and lets you see where others are seeing auroras in real time.  While it is a website rather than 
an app, you can simply add it to your home screen.   

The SpaceWeatherLive app.  Another useful tool is this app which pulls together data from sev-
eral websites on space weather.  In simplistic terms, the aurora australis is usually visible when 
the interplanetary magnetic field (Bz) index is in the negative.  The more in the negative, the 
stronger the aurora typically.  The science behind predicting auroras is still developing, but these 
tools will help.   

A tripod (or something to prop up your camera or phone), charged batteries, warm clothing and a 

view southward are the only other things you need.  
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The Ukulele - A little bit of Joy  

Fiona Raitt 

After the fires and when Covid had us all wearing masks and keeping our distance, I was 
lucky enough to begin learning ukulele.  Padma was running the Ashes to Music Program 

and running ukulele classes.   

At first I borrowed an instru-
ment then I bought one in 
one of my first online pur-
chases during the pandemic.  
The first classes were held 
masked, sitting on the beach 
in the fresh air at Bastion 
Point.  Although it was a little 
hard to hear Padma at times 
over the wind and waves, it 
was a magical introduction to 
playing the ukulele.   

 

These days I go to play with others at Strum in the Community Clubrooms or gather a few 
friends at home for a little bit of ukulele joy.  My ukulele is always handy and surprisingly I 
love to practice because 10 minutes of singing and playing ukulele brightens any day. 

The ukulele is often associated with Hawaii but the origins of the ukulele can be traced 
back to Portugal.  A guitar like instrument called the machete was popular on the island of 
Madeira.  In 1879 over 400 immigrant workers from Madeira landed in Honolulu on the im-
migrant ship Ravensong.  Legend says they jumped ashore and burst into song playing their 
strange little instruments. 

Here are 4 versions of the origin of the name ukulele 

meaning jumping flea in Hawaiian referring to quick fingerwork 

meaning the gift that came, from the Hawaiian uku meaning gift and lele meaning to 
come 

the nickname “the jumping flea” of Edward Purvis, an English officer attached to the Ha-
waiian royal court, a man of small stature 

from ukeke  lele  or dancing ukeuke, the ukeke being a Hawaiian 3 stringed musical bow 

The Hawaiians wholeheartedly adopted the ukulele.  After the Royal household adopted 
the ukulele, it became symbolic of Hawaii.  A talented musician, Queen Lili’uokalani wrote 
the famous song Aloha ‘Oe for the ukulele.  (You’d know it if I hummed it to you.) 

So if you have a ukulele languishing in the wardrobe, bring it out, let me know and we can 
share a little bit of ukulele joy. 
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A review of “The March of Folly” Barbara W Tuchman 
Martin and Frances Butterfield 

We came across this book in the Stonnington Library in Melbourne and found it extremely interesting as 

a commentary on political folly through history.  Although first published in1984 (the date (possibly not 

just a coincidence) it is also a timely read with the pace of the march currently picking up more than 

somewhat in some countries (particularly one across the Pacific). 

The author is a distinguished American historian and the book is a rigorous study, but written in a very 

readable and amusing style.  The author defines three attributes to define folly: 

An action was seen as counterproductive at the time: 

A feasible better alternative was available at the time; and 

It is a group decision not just by an individual.  

I suspect that there is a 4th attribute lurking unlisted.  That is the existence of a reasonably clearly identi-

fiable group of perpetrators.  I had a hankering to include World War 1 as a missing example, but while I 

would put this down to a few English politicians and Generals I suspect that a historian would find a 

much wider group sharing the blame for the event as a whole. 

The book covers 4 examples of folly: 

The Trojans taking the horse within their walls (date uncertain, perhaps ~800 BCE). 

Actions by Renaissance Popes provoke the Protestant secession (1470 -1530) 

The British lose America (1765 - 83) 

America betrays herself in Vietnam (1945 – 73) 

Obviously Tuchman has been embarrassed for choice in selecting those examples, but there is no doubt 

they are excellent specimens of the type.  How could the Trojans take the horse inside the walls when 

the priest Laocoon argues against it, according to later versions of the story coining the phrase “Beware 

of Greeks bearing gifts.”?   

As well as her overall theme Tuchman’s narrative explained many aspects of the periods she was writing 

about of which I had, at best, a hazy overview.  In the section on the Papacy she covers well the major 

Italian families of the time (notably the Borgias and Medici) and shows the fluidity of national borders 

with Kings of Spain and France both claiming large parts of what is now Italy.  The causes of the Ameri-

can War of Independence are well explained (American resistance to one ‘peace initiative’ was led by 

merchants concerns to protect their revenues from smuggling; the Boston Tea Party was to overcome 

attempts to benefit the British East India Company). 

I also enjoyed some of her examples, with these two coming from the section on Vietnam.  John F Ken-

nedy was reportedly furious both with an adviser (for disagreeing with Kennedy’s stated views) and him-

self (for realising that the adviser was correct).  Another adviser to JFK is described as a positivist who 

“would advise the President, on learning of a nuclear attack on Manhattan, that the first phase of urban 

renewal had been accomplished at no costs to the Treasury.”. 

I am unsure how available the book is but perhaps an inter-library loan is your friend?  I suspect the prin-

cipes Tuchman develops could be usefully employed in assessing the outcome of the Presidential elec-

tion in the USA.   
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