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PRESIDENT’S 
REPORT

Having interesting classes to 
enjoy with friends, as well as 
speakers and films to see, 
will warm us as the darkness 
and cold of the winter 
solstice shortens the days.  
U3A Box Hill provides us 
with so much more than 

mental stimulation, it is the sharing our 
experiences from which we derive the most value.  
In Term 3 we will have another course of 
neuroscience lectures presented by Ethan 
Newnham.  Titled “EIGHT EXPERIMENTS THAT 
CHANGED OUR MINDS” this is the latest in the 
Mysteries of the Brain series and will be in the 
main room from 11.30 to 12.30 on Mondays.  
Beginners Ukulele will also begin in Term 3 in 
the main room at 3:00pm on Mondays. (This class 
is full but you can join a wait list)

An Easter-themed AGM completed a 
successful first term

With 46 members 
present our 33rd

AGM on 
Wednesday 27th

March was well 
attended.  After the 
formalities of the 
Treasurer, Rose-
Mary Cassin, 
presenting the 
Annual Financial 
Report for 2023 for 
member ratification, and the President reporting 
on U3A Box Hill’s performance during 2023 and 
the election of the 2024/5 Committee of 
Management (see below), 

we were treated to a very interesting talk by 
Captain Jorgen Berg, a man who has spent a 
lifetime travelling the high seas, especially the 
huge and wild Southern Ocean.  He has worked 
in 65 countries but this talk concentrated on 
working for the Australian Antarctic Expedition 
Division to procure an ice-breaker to enable to 
provisioning of the Australian Base at Mawson.  
The attendees then tucked into Easter buns and 
eggs.

THE NEW COMMITTEE

2024 Terms
Term 1 5 February – 28 March
Term 2 15 April - 28 June
Term 3 15 July – 20 September
Term 4 14 October – 29 November

Valerie Bourke President
Susan Webster Vice President
Rose-Mary Cassin Treasurer
Chris Dwyer Secretary

Betty Shaw Programme Coordinator
Lee Wallin Publicity / Community

Chris Marks Facilities
Seng Poon UMAS Coordinator
Gwen George Office Manager
Mario Bonnici Audio Visual
Kathy Burt Event Organiser
Shirley Earl Membership Services
Stanley Barker Website / Newsletter
Claire Harris Event Organiser
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PICTURES FROM THE AGM

Captain Borg and President Valerie Bourke

    
Councillor Amanda Mc Neill

Treasurer Rose-Mary Cassin

Audience

AGM Raffle

The AGM Raffle raised $200 for the Florey 
Institute of Neuroscience & Mental Health. 
Thankyou all who supported this worthwhile 
cause.

Housekeeping

Our maintenance chief, Chris Marks, has kindly 
allowed his number to be on display in the office 
should any issues arise.  He lives close by and 
can usually sort out problems or liaise with the 
City of Whitehorse if needed. 
Please, if you eat at our tables, clean up after 
yourself.  Do not leave this for the next class.
The Fletcher’s Sign is to be updated and 
replaced.

Conference of like minds

State-wide 
conference run by 
U3A’s peak body in 
Victoria, U3A 
Network Victoria, 
will be held mainly 
on the Friday 4th

October at the Story 
Hall RMIT in the 
city.  We have used 
U3A money to 
purchase four 
registrations for 
members who may 
wish to attend, or 
attend for half a 
day.  The program 
is published elsewhere but the keynote speaker is 
Dr Norman Swan.
Interested members contact 
valeriebourke@yahoo.com.au
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Dine out

Let me know if you are interested in re-booting 
our dine-out session on the first Wednesday of 
the month at 6pm at The Manningham.   I’ll let 
you know via the E newsletter we email out 
weekly during term.

Weekly E-newsletter

Please send the President items you think would 
be relevant and beneficial to all our members for 
inclusion, but the editor will have the final say re 
publication.   
Valerie Bourke editor E-News

Betty Shaw

Many of you are concerned about the welfare of 
our much loved Programme Coordinator , Betty 
Shaw . She is recovering from her fall but is 
under medical and family orders to take a rest 
from U3A duties for a few months till her health is 
fully restored. We should all respect her family's 
wishes not to make contact until advised.

Valerie Bourke, President.

Join Our IT Support Team!

We are looking for someone 
who is confident with 
computer hardware and 
software. Experience with 
WordPress or Linux is a 
plus, but not required.

Would you like to apply your 
expertise in a volunteer role 
at U3A? This is a fantastic opportunity to 
contribute to our community while keeping your 
skills sharp in retirement. You could find a fulfilling 
role in our friendly team, staying engaged and 
maintaining your professional skills.

Manfred, our IT support person, believes in 
shared knowledge and collaboration. If you're 
interested, please reach out to him at 
[m@c14.au].

We look forward to welcoming you to our team!

Writing Group

The U3A Writing Group which meets on 
Tuesdays from 2.00 to 3.30pm, would like to 
invite new members to join us. The meetings 

don't take the form of 'classes' about writing, 
or experimentation with different techniques. 
Rather members bring along copies of short 
pieces of their writing which they distribute, 
then read aloud to the group, who offer 
comments, suggestions, advice. The focus is 
often personal experiences and reflections, 
sometimes fictional stories, or discussion of 
social issues, usually in prose form but 
sometimes poetry. Both form and subject are 
very varied. If you'd like to see what we do 
please just come along, no need to enroll until 
you've decided you're keen to join. Or if you'd 
like more information please contact the 
coordinator of the group, Barbara Hatley,
barbara.hatlley@utas.edu.au.
Hope to see you soon!

POLICE AIR WING TALK

Mario Bonnici introducing David Key

In mid-May we were treated to an awesome talk 
from recently retired Police Air Wing Sergeant 
David Key.

David explained first that the Air Wing undertakes 
crime prevention and detection (the helicopter 
that wakes you at 3:00am is friendly protection), 
traffic monitoring, air-to-ground intelligence, 
searches and rescues. Then he concentrated on 
rescues during the 1998 Sydney to Hobart Yacht 
Race and the 2009 Kinglake Fires.

His dramatic footage gripped our attention. U3A 
members stayed rivetted and learned a lot about 
the 4 Police helicopters themselves, their crews 
and the equipment. Accounts of night 
surveillance, the varied nature of call-outs, 90 foot 
waves in the Strait, frozen winches, the speed of 
fire-advance, animals sensing out safety and the 
benefits that result and Coronial Inquests kept us 
engrossed.  

Judy Joyce gave David our honest and profuse 
thanks.
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Box Hill / Deepdene choir 

Our Box 
Hill / 
Deepdene 
choir is seen 
here 
practising 
for the 
concert to 
be held at 
the 
Deepdene 
Uniting 
Church on 
the 23rd of 
June at 
3.00pm.
Afternoon 
tea will be 
served.

Exercise to Music

Resistance bands are being put to good use by the 
Exercise to Music Class.

Helen Gourlay surprised the CURRENT AFFAIRS 
class by handing everyone a special Mother’s Day gift. 
It was such a kind and thoughtful gesture to make.

Another U3A Box Hill Regional Tour,
this time to Lakes Entrance, will be run in the 
second week of the school holidays, 23rd to 26th

September.  Based in Lakes Entrance, the 
itinerary will include visits to a number of regional 
towns along the Gippsland highway, visits to 
wineries and cideries, historical homesteads and 
a cruise of this magical lake system. These very 
competitively priced tours were initiated to show 
the support of city people for the regional areas 
so devastated by the lockdowns.  Email Valerie 
Bourke at valeriebourke@yahoo.com.au  for a 
copy of the itinerary.

                 THE BETTER BIG BANK
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Oil Painting

Not as simple as it looks – but Sok-Cheng 
Chang’s Oil Painting group is busy at work as 
usual.

The Musical Brain

On May the 20th

the Music 
Appreciation 
class and invited 
U3A members 
were treated to 
an excellent 
program on the 
interaction 
between Music 
and the Brain.

Young 
neuroscientist Ethan Newnham engaged us with 
a presentation covering many aspects of this 
study. Accompanied by a series of illustrative 
slides he provided a detailed explanation on
How Music Reaches the Brain: Why We Like 
Music and How Music Can Benefit the Brain. 
Reference was also made to the benefits of 

music therapy for people suffering from brain 
injuries, Parkinson’s disease, Dementia and 
Autism.

Those unable to attend Ethan’s previous lectures 
on brain functions discovered his talent for 
imparting scientific knowledge in a manner both 
engaging and informative.
The Monday morning class of 50 members 
greatly appreciated that gift while widely 
extending their understanding of ’the musical 
brain’ .

No one was surprised by the announcement that 
Ethan had recently been awarded a scholarship 
to assist in his Master's degree studies at Oxford 
University. 

The Music Appreciation class wishes him every 
success as he embarks on this exciting venture 
later in the year. 
.
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What are Book Groups?  

In March 2024, Book Group 3 discussed Toshikazu 
Kawaguchi’s 2019 novel, ‘Before the coffee gets 
cold’. Near the end of the session conversation 
stayed cross-cultural, with a member mentioning 
Azar Nafisi’s 2003 ‘Reading Lolita in Tehran’. The 
group then chatted about its theme - that of sharing 
the experience of reading a book (in Nafisi’s 
scenario a radical one) and how doing that calls for 
an open mind.  

The whole session made a couple of us wonder how 
long book groups have been around and how to 
define one. Although we haven’t reached any 
profound conclusions, we decided that for the 
interest of any or all members who enjoy reading 
books we’d relay what we discovered.

Our searches began on the Internet. It led to a touch 
of disgruntlement because the searches illustrated 
how much the Internet is dominated by North 
American culture. 

Repeatedly, the honour of establishing the first book 
group was accorded to an Anne Hutchison. She was 
initially London and Lincolnshire based, the well-
educated daughter of an Anglican cleric and 
schoolteacher. En route to the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony in 1634, Anne organised a women’s group to 
examine and discuss the ship’s chaplain’s weekly 
sermons. Once she arrived in the colony, she 
expanded this into a bible study group. Well, yes, 
we thought, that chimes with the idea of reading a 
book and sharing thoughts about it. We also 
gathered that the opprobrium her group 
encountered from others aboard the vessel probably 
meant that the group had involved critical thinking 
and a degree of dissent from the norm. 

Her group’s biblical focus meant that we weren’t 
fully comfortable with Anne being accorded the 
honour, though. So, we probed further. 

We found Victoria’s Council of Adult Education 
(CAE) site and trawled lots of Web entries about 
how to establish and structure a book group. From 
them we learned that, state-wide, the CAE runs 
some 500 book groups. Many other educational 
institutions offer groups as well. Some sounded very 
didactic. That didn’t necessarily accord with our 
preconception of encouraging critical thinking in the 
general populace.  Because book groups occur 
globally in a wide range of social contexts, we 
weren’t content with narrow and formal definitions 
focused on fixed structured learning . . . our hunt 
continued. 
Many Web entries cited European origins and were 
philosophically inclined. They claimed eighteenth 
century roots rather than Anne’s seventeenth. 

Several suggested that the beginnings of book 
groups can be traced back to 400 BCE, when texts 
were discussed in the Socratic Circles of the great 
Greek philosophers. A couple of sites favoured the 
idea of Benjamin Franklin’s moral, political and 
natural-philosophy-oriented Junto Club being key. It 
was established in Philadelphia in 1727 and for 40 
years members (male) met on Friday evenings to 
discuss recent print output.  

Most entries, however, focused on the idea of what 
we now consider to be book groups as emerging 
during the mid-nineteenth century. In 1866 in the 
USA, for example, a Sarah Denman gathered 11 
ladies together at her house in Quincy to encourage 
their intellectual and spiritual development and 
foster a tolerant approach 
to women, their ideas and 
societal roles (inclusive of 
ones within the political 
sphere). 158 years later 
her ‘Friends in Council’ 
Book Club is still extant. 

Sara Denman: Image 
courtesy of Historical 

Society of Quincy & Adams 
County.

Some sites argued for a 
link with later-nineteenth century improvements in 
literacy – in the desire for self-advancement. These 
considered the proliferation of groups and 
discussion circles within mechanics institutes and 
literary societies to be crucial. 

The early twentieth century mixed gender 
Bloomsbury Group of writers, artists and 
intellectuals became famous/infamous and got 
several mentions. 
Centred on the 
inner London 
suburb of 
Bloomsbury, its 
members were 
renowned/notoriou
s for literary 
activity and their 
liberal ideas about 
politics, gender 
and sex. 
A Bloomsbury Group Meeting Venue: Image courtesy 

The National Trust, England.

All of this was proving socially interesting but none 
of it answered: ‘What is a book group now (i.e. in 
2024)?’

We realised that twenty-first century book groups 
come in all shapes and forms and embrace more 
than print-based media (i.e. they often include audio 
and e-books). 
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Some groups are organised by bookshops -
generally the outlet identifies an author or book, and 
members appear at the venue to discuss the writer’s 
latest offering or else they have a round-robin chat 
about the writer or book. Alternatively, members 
gather virtually and discuss via a bookshop-
moderated online chat. Favoured authors benefit, as 
do sales and the readers themselves.

Libraries run book groups too – some have their 
own onsite and/or virtual meetings. Their groups 
aren’t too dissimilar to those run by bookshops. The 
library pre-purchases multiple (12 seems to be a 
common number) copies of a book and draws up 
discussion notes. Any registered member of the 
library is then free to make use of the library’s 
service. Local group leaders collect the library’s 
packs in advance of their group’s consideration of 
the volume and are responsible for returning the 12 
or so copies of it after the group’s discussion is over. 

Across Australia, New Zealand, North America and 
Europe, there are book groups like our own U3A 
circles. These groups are listed in community 
programmes. People sign up and a volunteer 
leader/tutor organises the rest. The groups are 
infinitely varied. Some are genre grounded – fiction, 
non-fiction, biography, mystery, fantasy, classics, 
indigenous author etc. Some leaders may always 
lead. Or different members may take it in turn to be 
in charge. Sometimes, there isn’t even a focal 
‘book’: members simply bring along a volume that 
they’ve read recently and comment upon it in the 
hope of quickening the interest of others.

And around the world there is even more variety 
than that. Some of the most vibrant book groups 
turned out to be in India. The Out-of-Context Group 
in Goa works on the simple concept of being open 
to all. It has been running since 2016. Meetings 
(except during COVID) are in person and the venue 
is rotated around the island. Out-of-Context has no 
particular target audience. Books or stories and 
venue are notified by poster or online social 
messaging about three weeks in advance of a group 
meeting. That allows time for anyone who chooses 
to read the offering to do so. Then people just turn 
up and join in. 

https://thebetterindia.com  describes eight more 
Indian book groups. The one in Delhi has over 8,000 
members; Bengaluru has more than 2,000. Groups 
in Hyderabad and Kolkata attract similar numbers. 

All four of these latter groups meet in open public 
spaces, usually a park. Sometimes there’s a trigger, 
a dramatized performance of a particular excerpt 
from a selected book; at other times there might not 
even be a focus. People simply wander around and 
sit down when they find a sub-set that appeals, be it 
a discussion on Dostoyevsky’s ’Crime and 

Punishment’ or a chat about a latest cheesy 
Romance. 

Group shot, 
Bengaluru:  

:Image 
courtesy 

Cubbon Park 
Book Group  

Group shot, 
Kochi.           
Image courtesy 
Instagram.com.

Another option is the simple one of reading or 
listening to your own book – be it hardcopy, audio or 
‘e’ (Kindle is common) while other people are 
around. The new urban complex of Gurgaon 
(located near Delhi) has a Silent Book Group, 
loosely structured around a chosen weekend time 
and space at which you read for an hour silently. 
Afterwards you have three options - continuing to 
read, chatting with others or leaving. A Kolkata 
group meets once a month in an open space and 
varies things by including randomly organised 
interactivity – a panel discussion, a quiz, a debate, a 
members’ writing competition. Mumbai residents 
seem to have chosen to eschew large-scale 
gatherings in parks and opted for Facebook notice 
of group meetings in local spaces like bars and 
cafés. 

Rampur, famed for its library of 12,000 rare 
manuscripts and collection of Mughal miniatures, 
has no general bookshops. Its stores stock school 
and academic texts only. Under the guidance of a 
Cultural Historian, the predominantly female 
members of that city’s group choose to keep the 
city’s traditional love of books alive through their 
Amazon orders and use of Kindle.

At the end of this tour, we felt able to answer the 
question: ‘What are book groups?’ We think they’re 
social gatherings of people who have a deep 
affection for the content of books and want to share 
it with others. Their loved ‘books’ are available in 
hardcopy print and can be from any genre. The 
books can be enjoyed through mixed media as well, 
because the key to the phenomenon is in the 
collective response, companionable exposure and 
sustained regard for different views. If your opinion 
is to the contrary, it’s welcome.  




