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From our President 

Dear readers 

It is now autumn. I can see it in the stars as Gemini, Cancer and Leo are the astronomical 
highlights of the evening. A starry night can fill you with a sense of wonder at any age. 

Many of us are in our autumn years nevertheless let us continue to live with passion, to 
devote ourselves to people, to groups, to causes and to creative work. In these turbulent 
times be an active critical thinker. 

Learn, laugh live with U3A. 

Fiona 

 

 

Editor’s Note 

Sorry this Newsletter is a little later than expected.  As a result we are well through Term 1 
with two very good presentations completed (reports circulated via Facebook and to come 
in the next Newsletter).  Presentations for Term 2 are not quite finalised so the final 
timetable for Term 2 is on hold for a short while.  I have had a number of suggestions for 
talks later in the year but still have a few opportunities if people would like to offer to do 
talks (and they can always be scheduled for 2026). 

The President has referred to “turbulent times”.  In the USA it has been  expected and 
accepted that newspapers express preferences for political leaders and their reporting can 
be biased to reflect that.  In Australia the hope is that the media will be more neutral.  I 
intend to implement that ideal, and won’t comment on recent events in the USA or those to 
come in the Commonwealth Elections due shortly.  There is of course opportunity to discuss 
such matters in the current affairs discussion group with tea in the church meeting room. 

As always, I encourage members to offer articles for inclusion in the Newsletter and would 
welcome material sent by email or SMS. 

Martin 
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Mallacoota U3A and the Gippsland 
Stargazing Project 
George and Fiona Raitt 

The session began by introducing the Gippsland Stargazing Project.  George and Fiona were 
introduced to this project by Mark Tregellas who was attempting to get the area recognised 
as a Dark Sky Area.  The current project is an initiative of Destination Gippsland (DG) aimed 
to encourage astrotourism to the Gippsland area.  The project is also active at Loch Sport, 
with some other areas showing interest. 

U3A Mallacoota has kept in touch with Destination Gippsland about raising community 
interest in astronomy while accumulating several telescopes for use by members and public 
stargazing events The DG  project has also included a loan of equipment to U3A Mallacoota 
including 2 telescopes – both in the room for the presentation – some binoculars and 
torches (with red filters to assist in maintaining good night vision and avoiding the 20 
minute reset needed to recover from exposure to white light). 

In Mallacoota a physical presence of the DG Project is a signboard at Betka Beach, 
introducing the Stargazing Project and offering some tips for people wishing to learn about 
the stars.  This includes a QR code linking to a tourism website.  Some sample screens from 
that website were shown including images of the aurora Australia and the Milky Way.  
(Although not part of the DG Gallery U3A Caroline Jones and some other members of U3A 
have also included pictures of these phenomena and other astronomical events, such as 
comets, on the U3A website and Facebook pages.) 

Indigenous star knowledge is a key part of DG’s project: the website includes a video 
retelling of Gunaikurnai creation stories.  George and Fiona note that they were not 
qualified to discuss this topic but for those interested there are published works by a 
number of astronomers who have studied indigenous star knowledge1( including the 
connection between seasonal constellations and movements of whales along our coast) and 
the Black Duck songline2 starting in Mallacoota. 

The presentation then moved on to the equipment available to U3A Mallacoota, focusing on 
the devices provided by DG.  The equipment is geared towards visual astronomy with some 
ability to produce photographs to share and take away.  The compact Dwarf 2 telescope 
takes images of deep sky objects.  Also adapters allow amateur ‘smartphone’ photography 
of the night sky through a telescope lens.  This equipment is not comparable to gear used by 
skilled astrophotographers, but enables visitors to take away a souvenir of the observing 
session. 

 
1 Duane Hamacher, How Indigenous Elders Read the Stars (2022) (Torres Strait peoples) 
2 Robert Fuller, ‘Reawakening the Black Duck Songline’ (2021) (Yuin/South Coast peoples) 
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From DG U3A Mallacoota has an 8 inch GOTO (ie 
driven by computers which follow an object) 
Catadioptric telescope, called a Schmidt Cassegrain 
telescope.  The design is comparatively easily 
portable. 

U3A Mallacoota also has 1 collapsible 12 inch 
diameter GOTO Dobsonian (funded by the East 
Gippsland Foundation); and 2 manual Dobsonians one 
donated by Wonthaggi U3A; and a 4-inch Dobsonian 
donated by the Mallacoota P-12 college. The 12 inch 
telescopes require a bit of handling to move and 
setup, but they have been used successfully at 
different places around Mallacoota. 

Individual members of U3A Mallacoota also own their 
own Dobsonians (of various sizes) which they have 
brought along.to events. 

To allow use of smartphones it is necessary to have an 
adapter which fits over the eyepiece of the telescope 
and holds the smartphone firmly in position.  The 

group has several types of adapter which can fit various models of smartphone. 

A key aspect of astronomy is the ecliptic, which is the plane of the solar system where all the 
planets are found. Its position varies through the year as the earth orbits the sun, but you 
can find it by observing the path of the sun and moon across the sky.  The constellations of 
the zodiac form the background of the ecliptic, the planets appear to move through these 
constellations.  For instance, you may hear “Jupiter is in the constellation Taurus this 
month”.  The ecliptic and the South Celestial Pole are key reference points for locating other 
objects in the night sky.  These references can be used with the free Stellarium app (suitable 
for most smartphones) to locate constellations. Screenshot below shows Uranus, Jupiter 
and Mars on the ecliptic during March 2025. 
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Our U3A has partnered with Destination Gippsland to provide make this equipment 
available for the community.  Our aim is to share with the community as much of the 
equipment as possible, through a pool of experienced users.  This follows the U3A 
movement being based around shared learning.  We are amateurs, inspired by attending 
various star gazing events around the country.  Fiona has joined the Astronomical Society of 
Victoria to learn more from other enthusiasts.  Our U3A plans to hold more public events to 
show off the new equipment and would also like to train interested people on the setup and 
use of the equipment.  Contact us through  info@u3amallacoota.org.au to arrange a viewing 
night near you. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Citizen Science in Mallacoota 
Martin Butterfield 

Martin began by commenting on some philosophical views of the need for observations, 
including the view of Bishop Berkely in the early 18th  Century that “to exist is to be 
perceived” and the more modern  quantum theory which holds that without an observer 
existence can neither be proven nor disproven.   The observer must record their 
observations for policy makers to take notice of them. 

Recording wildlife has a long history including traditional art in the Kimberly.  Examples 
shown in past presentations to U3A Mallacoota have included species now extinct in the 

mailto:info@u3amallacoota.org.au


P a g e  | 5 

 

area such as thylacines.  In English culture nature recording is usually considered to have 
begun with “The Nature of Selbourne” published in 1789 by Gilbert White a rural vicar.  At 
that time many vicars were important naturalists with plants and animals named in their 
honour.  Possibly the modern equivalent of these records is posting on social media.  A fine 
example are the videos of wildlife using nest boxes posted to Facebook by Caroline. 

In terms of modern formal recording much of the work is subject to paywalls and takes 
significant time to be published.  However recent developments such as eBird and 
iNaturalist publish key information at no cost and almost instantaneously.  This can involve 
considerable transmission across satellite networks    

Major examples of organised mass participation recording of wildlife were given from the 
US with the Christmas Bird Counts, started in 1900 as an alternative to hunting and killing 
birds.  In Australia  the Royal Australian Ornithological Union (RAOU) was launched in 1901 
and organised a visit to Mallacoota in 1914.  A second organisation the Bird Observers Club 
(BOC) was formed in 1907 and  has published reports of a camp at Mallacoota in 1965.  (The 
RAOU and BOC have now 
merged to become Birdlife 
Australia.) As a further step in 
the  published history,  Bruce 
Pascoe, while a teacher at the P-
12 College, recorded a study of 
the birds of Mallacoota in 1975.   

Recording birds is a well 
recognised element of modern 
citizen science with the world-
wide eBird computer application 
used to record birds in the area 
since 2014 (with some keen 
observers submitting their 
historic records for earlier years).  
Somewhat more recently a more 
general app, again developed n the 
US but world-wide in scope, ‘iNaturalist ‘ has become popular.  Martin commented on the 
responsiveness of these apps with confirmation of sightings involving satellite 
communication with computer systems in the US occurring within minutes of sightings 
being made in Mallacoota (and of course anywhere else with internet connectivity).   

As an illustration of the scale of iNaturalist, Wikipedia states that it holds 170 million records 
and some 350.000 users were active in February 2024.  Also an article in The Conversation3 
noted that “There are more than 100,000 citizen scientists in Australia alone. As a nation, 
we’re the third-biggest contributor to the global citizen science platform iNaturalist“. 

 
3 https://theconversation.com/citizen-scientists-can-help-save-australias-threatened-species-if-we-
give-them-more-direction-231606 

1 Map of project area 

https://theconversation.com/citizen-scientists-can-help-save-australias-threatened-species-if-we-give-them-more-direction-231606
https://theconversation.com/citizen-scientists-can-help-save-australias-threatened-species-if-we-give-them-more-direction-231606
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Martin moved on to consider the wide range of material in iNaturalist for a project he has 
set up covering an area centred on Mallacoota.  It includes: the two Victorian Postcodes 
centred on the town; part of NSW (life doesn’t stop at the border); and an area out to sea 
(capturing data from pelagic birding excursions from Eden).   

A key benefit of iNaturalist is that many experts review sightings, with their confirmation 
providing an element of quality assurance to the records.  In tricky cases this can build up 
through discussions into a far better identification of the specimen.  Examples were given of 
the identification of an unusual wattle (Acacia pycnantha) and a species of both Hibbertia 
and Boronia in which the specific identification was adjusted several times by discussion 
between observers.  A little later in the presentation it was noted that discussion – 20 
comments - of a washed up Hoodwinker Sunfish (Mola tecta) -note the picture in the lead-in 
image-  involved staff of the Victorian and South Australian Museums, academics and the 
person who first described the species.  Tissue samples were also taken before the sea 
reclaimed it! 

The remainder of the presentation was an illustration of the range of material held by 
iNaturalist for the Project area4.  These can be accessed through the Observations tab in 
iNaturalist clicking on the filters button to get this screen. 

2 Data selection screen from iNaturalist.com 

 

The project area has 1,045 records, covering 507 species.  The largest group of species (384) 
are plants, with a few groups have very few records (eg Protozoa 2 records; Amphibia 4 
records).  There are relatively few (41) records for birds as most birders report their 
sightings to eBird5.  

 
4 https://www.inaturalist.org/observations?project_id=u3a-mallacoota-plant-walks&verifiable=any 
5 https://ebird.org/explore 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations?project_id=u3a-mallacoota-plant-walks&verifiable=any
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Current affairs discussion group 
George Raitt 

Our weekly current affairs discussion group is held in the church meeting room Wednesdays 
during school term at 3pm with afternoon tea provided. 

The group has noted that 3 March is the anniversary the proclamation signed by Queen 
Elizabeth II on 3 March 1986 which brought into force UK legislation (mirrored by legislation 
of the Commonwealth of Australia and the States) which ended all remaining powers of the 
UK parliament over Australian states and to make laws for Australia, and confirmed that the 
High Court of Australia is the final court of appeal, thus giving Australia full legal 

independence from 
Britain.   

We discussed the origin of 
constitutions given to 
legislatures for each of the 
Australian colonies, and 
for the Commonwealth 
itself, being Acts of the UK 
parliament at 
Westminster. 
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One of our recent discussions followed on changes made in New South Wales to recognise 
the indigenous place name for Gulaga, named Mt Dromedary by Captain Cook in 1770 when 
he sailed past.  We discussed the origin of Cape Howe, also named by Captain Cook, and its 
significance referring to famous British naval and military figures involved in the American 
War of independence (which led to Britain stopping transportation of convicts to North 
America, hence the need to find somewhere else to send British citizens convicted of 
various offences, often property offences which today might be regarded as trivial).  
Discussion considered the current day significance of the name Howe Hill, the prominent 
feature to the north overlooking Mallacoota inlet. 

The following map was noted, of the country of Auckland, Colony of New South Wales, 
between 1843 and separation of the colony of Victoria in 1851, in which Howe Hill is named 
‘Cunawurra’. The town of Koonawarra on Lake Illawarra is said to derive from the Dharawal 
word "gkoonawarra" meaning "a high point of land with smooth, round stones". The word 
has also been said to mean "swan".  In some of the old grazing leases covering Howe Flat, 
the word is spelt ‘Connewarre’ (also the name of a lake on the Bellarine peninsula, which is 
thought to mean ‘black swan’). 

 

 

Other discussion topics include assumptions about the cost of proposed ‘small nuclear 
reactors’, the status of projects to produce ‘green hydrogen’ in Australia, the international 
experience of tariffs and trade wars from the depression era (1929-1939), the Trump first 
term and the current time. 

Our weekly current affairs discussion group is open to anyone who wants to bring a topic or 
topics for discussion.  
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Some Book commentary 
Martin Butterfield 

One of the minor positive impacts of buying a property in a new area is gaining 
access to different shops.  Our new (to us) apartment is in the suburb of South 
Yarra, on St Kilda Rd close to Commercial Rd.  A little way down Commercial Rd 
is the Sacred Heart Op Shop: this has a very good book area (possibly reflecting 
the interests of residents of South Yarra and Prahran).  Some tomes from there 
have joined my collection of ‘exploration books’.   

The first of these I read many (~60) years ago when my parents first acquired a 
copy.  This is “The Ascent of Everest” by Sir John Hunt.  It is his official book of 
the first6 ascent of the mountain.  It is an excellent read, and includes a chapter 
by Hillary covering the actual summit climb.  In my rereading I was particularly 
impressed with the amount of climbing undertaken by Hunt: definitely not just 
an administrative leader.  A surprise was finding out after reading the book that 
the journalist from the (London) Times – James Morris – later became very well 
known as the author Jan Morris. 

The second book acquired from there was “Last Climb” by David Breakshears 
and Audrey Salkeld.  This is a summary of George Mallory’s development as a 
climber and – mainly - his Everest Expeditions in the 1920s.  The content is 
largely possible as the files of the Everest Committee held by the Royal 
Geographical Society ”... contained almost every piece of paper written to or by 
that committee since … 1919”.  The authors have done much extra research, 
some involving Mallory’s son and grandson, and reviewed the material 
available since Mallory’s body was discovered on Everest in 1999.  (The partial 
remains of his partner, Andrew Irvine, were found in 2024, apparently 
emerging from a melting glacier much lower down the mountain.)  An 
engrossing read with a great deal of historical detail. 

The St Peter’s Op Shop in Mallacoota has also contributed with “The Heart of 
the Antarctic” by Sir Ernest Shackleton7.  This covers Shackleton’s first 
expedition to the Antarctic (rather than the more famous one in which their 
ship sank and Shackleton sailed a whaleboat to the Falkland Islands).  Another 

 
6 Or at least first proven.  It will probably never be known if Mallory and Irving made it – Hillary and Tenzing 
did briefly look for any evidence on the summit).  The key object sought is a camera, but that was not on 
Mallory’s body nor with Irvine’s partial remains.  
7 As a local connection he was the father of Lord Shackleton, one of the Committee sponsoring Larry 
Gray’s kayak expedition to the Arctic  
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excellent book.  Again the author quotes verbatim from expedition diaries: his 
own in the case of the attempt to reach the Geographic Pole and Professor T W 
Edgeworth David for the journey to the Magnetic Pole.  It was of particular 
interest to me that the Magnetic Pole moves around (and at this time in an 
unexpected way).   

The journey overall must compete well with Cherry Apsley-Garrad’s account of 
the Scott expedition for the title of the “Worst Journey in the World”.  The 
journey from New Zealand to the ice takes 2 weeks and everyone is soaked for 
the entire time.  The ways of coming close to death while in Antarctica include: 
washed out to sea on ice floes; starvation – especially the party going South; 
dysentery; and falling into ‘bottomless’ crevasses8.  Surprisingly all the party 
make it back to the UK. 

That last point is a contrast to the Scott expedition which becomes the second 
to reach the Geographic Pole, with 5 people, including Scott, dying on the 
return.  A particular feature of this book is the meteorology  with details of the 
temperatures down to minus 75F wind chill and daily wind runs of 1000+km.  I 
am taken with Apsley-Garrard’s conclusion that "Take it all in all, I do not 
believe anybody on Earth has a worse time than an emperor penguin" 

Death is also a feature of the expedition to the Antarctic led by Sir Douglas 
Mawson’s9 recounted in the “Home of the Blizzard”: in that case 2 of his 
companions die on a journey and he has to make a 2 week trip back to base 
solo.  He arrives back very late but in time to see the ship disappearing over the 
horizon.  Others have stayed in the base hut to overwinter (again).   

Summary Bibliography 
Apsley-Garrad C;  “The Worst Journey in the World”; Pimlico 2003 
Breakshears D and Salkeld A; “Last Climb”; National Geographic Society 1999 
Hunt J; “The Ascent of Everest”, Hodder and Stoughton 1954 
Mawson D; The Home of the Blizzard; Wakefield Press 1996 
Shackleton E; “The Heart of the Antarctic”; Penguin 2000 
 

 

 
8 Only fatal in the case of a pony.  It was going to be shot that night, but the humans were relying on the 
meat! 
9 Also a participant in the Shackleton expedition 


