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CRUISING THE PANAMA CANAL 

 
Our Silver Wedding anniversary was approaching.  Throughout 

our 25 years of marriage, we had probably spent half of it to-

gether.  A recipe for disaster for some; an excellent partnership 

for others.  The reason for our 50-50 marriage was simple – 

Alistair, my husband, was a sea-going Marine Engineer. 

 

―How do you fancy a trip along the Panama Canal?‖ came the 

call.  This was nothing unusual, as I had been lucky enough to 

travel to many far flung places of the world on board tankers 

and huge cargo vessels.  The Panama Canal sounded fascinat-

ing, so after doing all the necessary paperwork, booking flights 

and medical checks, off I went. 

 

The flight into Panama was long and dreary, and I arrived to be 

met by the company's agent and taken to a hotel for the night.  

He was sorry that the hotel they usually used was full, but I 

would be comfortable in the one chosen for me, the only prob-

lem being that they didn't speak English and my Spanish was 

non-existant.  However, it was a lovely room on the ground 

floor, leading out into a beautifully lush garden with a swim-

ming pool.  ―That will be nice tomorrow‖ I thought.  Feeling a 

bit peckish, as I hadn't eaten since lunchtime, I thought I might 

order a ham sandwich for supper – I didn't really fancy search-

ing out the restaurant, and just wanted a room service sandwich 

and then turn in for the night.  Of course, dialling the room 

service number caused quite a few language problems – no-

body understood me, so they just hung up.  On the 4th try – 

even using my fairly basic French – I gave up and went to bed 

hungry.   I was told by the agent to stay close to the 'phone 

because somebody would come and pick me up later that day 
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Sailing round the 

world in a dirty 

gondola oh, to be 

back in the land of 

Coca-Cola!  

 

Bob Dylan 

so I spent the day sitting in the shade just outside my bed-

room, listening to the gentle splish splash of water at the 

pool.  It was so inviting, but I didn't dare go in for a swim as 

I might miss the 'phone call.  Lunch was ordered by much 

hand waving and gesticulating to the room maid, and eventu-

ally the ham sandwich arrived.  Then came the 'phone call - 

―Be ready at 9.00p.m.   Check out, and wait in the reception 

area for someone to pick you up‖.   

 

Great – I was off.  But how would the driver recognise me?  

He didn't know me from Adam.  9.00p.m. came and I sat 

patiently waiting.  Several people came and went.  No-one 

came for me.  Then the door opened and a a small, dark local 

man approached.  ―Mrs Gillone.  Come with me!‖  How did 

he know it was me?  We went outside and I jumped into the 

people wagon – just the 2 of us.  ―Lock your door‖ he said.  

We set off into the dark night.  Fine for the first 10 minutes 

through the city, then we got to the jungle.  We were to travel 

the length of the canal, a journey of about 3 to 4 hours de-

pending on the conditions.  Fortunately it was dry, but very, 

very dark.  We passed dead dogs on the road, and several 

unsavoury looking characters.  ―That's why you lock the 

doors‖ my driver said.  ―They will try to open them and kid-

nap you‖.  Great.  Travelling along, I could get occasional 

glimpses of the canal itself – with huge ships funnels gliding 

by. 

 

We got to olon, at the northern end of the canal, unscathed – 

though I was feeling a little shaky by this time.  Nobody in 

the world knew where I was – Alistair had no idea if I had 

even left home, as communications those days were nothing 

like they are today.  My family back home assumed, as per-

haps I did, that I would step off the plane and onto the ship.  

They weren't to know I was driving along the Panama Canal 

with a strange man who told me I could be kidnapped!   

 

We arrived at the passport control around 1.00a.m. – the 

driver took my passport and left me in the car.  I was begin-

ning to get nervous now – perhaps they would disappear with 

my passport and I would be left in the middle of nowhere.  

Eventually the driver returned and we drove down to the 

docks.  No ship in sight!  ―No‖ he said ―You have to catch a 

small boat and go out to meet the ship‖.  Half an hour later, a 

small vessel backed up to the dockside.  Again, just me and 

the Captain.   He had a nice little wheelhouse, but there  was 

no room for me. 
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The bonds of 

matrimony are like 

any other bonds – 

they mature slowly 

 

Peter De Vries 

 

 

No railings or anything to hold on to round the side of the 

boat, just the doorknob on the door to the wheelhouse.  I 

clung on for dear life and we set off into the blackness.  No 

ships in sight at all!  After 15 minutes or so, the Captain 

pointed out into the distance, and I could see the lights of a 

huge ship coming into view.  At last!  To my dismay, the 

ship had discharged its cargo and was sitting very high in the 

water.  How do I get on board?  I could see shadowy figures 

above me and they threw a rope ladder overboard.  Unfortu-

nately it didn't quite reach the water.  The small boat edged 

nearer to the ladder, but we had to wait for the swell to lift 

the little boat a bit higher in the water so I could reach the 

bottom rung.  ―Thank goodness I'm wearing trousers‖ I 

thought.  This could be most awkward.  Have you ever tried 

to climb up the side of a ship, in the open water, up a rope 

ladder with a dozen people above you watching every move?  

No, I thought not.  Scary.  With all the strength I had, I 

heaved myself further and further, not daring to look down.  

The worst part for me was actually trying to climb over the 

railing at the top, but plenty of willing hands were there to 

help.  Fortunately the first pair of hands were Alistair's.  Was 

I glad to see him!  We hugged – perhaps a little too tightly 

from my side.  ―Happy Bloody Wedding Anniversary‖ I 

cried.  ―You have no idea what I have been through to get 

here.‖ 

 

Was it worth it?  You bet.  We went on to have the most 

amazing journey along the canal, with the privilege of being 

able to do it from the bridge of the ship.  A superb way to 

spend a special anniversary.   
 

SUSAN GILLONE 

 

—-oOo—- 

 

 

UNUSUAL HOBBY 

 
Tea/Coffee Covers Collection -- Travel the country or 

around the world looking for exotic blends of coffee and tea, 

keeping the packaging for collection purposes.  Get a nice 

scrap book or start a framing frenzy at home where you can 

have these all placed strategically face up on canvas.  You 

can add details below each one like where you got it from or 

the date when you bought it. 
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As a child my 

family's menu 

consisted of two 

choices:  take it or 

leave it 

 

Buddy Hackett  

 

 

U3A COOKING AND WINE GROUP (2) 
 

The day has dawned, the kitchen is sparkling like a new pin, 

the decision has been made about what to cook, every ingre-

dient has been sourced at the best price and the coffee is 

ready and waiting for the cooks to arrive. 

 

It is the first day of our new group and we are making Warm 

Roquefort cheesecake with pear balsamic vinaigrette and 

broccoli crunch.  Creole crepes for dessert.  A mixture of 

recipes provided by the wonderful group 1 (Kirkcudbright) 

and reliable favourites to give me confidence. 

 

Aware that others wouldn't know where to find things in my 

kitchen I had arranged all the ingredients for each dish on 

one plate/tray, with an array of knives, measuring devices 

dishes and pans.  I was working in the dark as I hadn't a clue 

as to how a group like this should work, only that we wanted 

to have fun and turn out something good for us to eat to-

gether.  We enjoyed coffee and discussed the timetable for 

cooking and divided up tasks, discussed finances and likes 

and dislikes for future menu choices, then 'Lets Cook'.  We 

managed to keep out of each others way, compared notes and 

opinions, mixing, seasoning, chopping, grating, all more fun 

when done with company, oh the triumph when the cheese-

cake came out of the oven looking and smelling great. The 

dressing for the pears was a disaster, probably the extra vir-

gin olive oil was too strong, so we hastily made a walnut 

dressing.  With hindsight it was a tedious mistake to make 10 

small crepes for the dessert, which would be served with 

banana, lime and rum. 

 

However within a couple of hours of starting we sat down to 

our lovely meal.  The warm Roquefort cheesecake was one 

of the best things I have ever tasted, sublime. The broccoli 

crunch - everything raw - was delicious and healthy and the 

pears good.  We toasted ourselves with a glass of cuvee pres-

tige - a soft fruity red wine which complimented the cheese-

cake and agreed we would want to make this again.   

 

It was a great way to spend a miserable October day and over 

a cup of tea we confirmed what we would make next month, 

can't wait!   

 

Contact Pat Geddes for more information on 01556 620144 

for more information on this group. 
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To a runner, a side 

stitch is like a car 

alarm. It signifies 

something is wrong, 

but you ignore it 

until it goes away 

 

Anonymous  

THE GREAT NORTH RUN 2011 - LIZ CUTLER 
 

When I turned fifty, I made the decision that I would do ―A 

First‖ or something ―Mad‖ every year until I was sixty!   

Well I forgot to stop and fourteen years on my ―Mad‖ thing 

for this year was to do the Great North Run.  I signed up with 

Breast Cancer Care and promised to raise £300 for them and 

I also raised money for the Loch Arthur Community. 

 

The day stated at Gosforth Metro Station with other runners 

waiting for the train.  As the doors opened the smell of 

―Winter Green‖ wafted through them.  I just about managed 

to squeeze on to the train as the doors closed behind me.  The 

atmosphere was jovial and positive as people talked together.  

As we came into Haymarket Station the driver wished every-

one well for the day ahead.  The train emptied and we all 

headed for the escalators that took us to the street above.  

The officials on duty met us with smiling faces (Yes smiling 

and officials are meant in the same sentence) and sent us in 

the right direction to find our stating places.  Your personal 

number is colour coded so that you know where to start and 

where your bus is, that will take your belongings to the finish 

line for you to collect after the race.   

 

You are never on your own, you speak with people you have 

never met before and will probably never meet again.  Just 

before the Run starts you are asked to take time out to re-

member all the loved ones that people are running in mem-

ory of, and ‗‘Abide With Me‘‘ is played.   A lot of tears are 

shed as people sing.  When tears are dried the warm up starts 

and happiness is restored to the day. The Red Arrows Fly 

Past follows the warm up.  This year it was the Red Arrows 

minus one after the death of the pilot a few weeks before.  It 

was the widow of the pilot who started the race at 10:40 after 

which she joined the runners and completed the race herself. 

 

With fifty six thousand people taking part I didn‘t get to the 

start line until 11:15 then it was best foot forward for the 

finish.  People from Newcastle and Gateshead come out with 

tins of sweets and cut up oranges to help you on your way.  

The route is lined by cheering supporters who keep telling 

you have not far to go now! Without these people I don‘t 

think a lot of those struggling would finish but with the con-

tinuous encouragement they make it to the finish line.    
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As you come to the Shore Road you see the twelve mile sign, 

just one point one mile to go and this is the longest of the 

whole run!!  The finish line keeps getting moved further and 

further away! At last you make it across that line and you get 

your medal and T-shirt. As you put the medal over your head 

energy suddenly creeps back into your legs and you can keep 

going to get your cup of coffee and the bus back to Newcas-

tle.  I have not come up with anything ―Mad‖ for next year 

yet so any ideas, within reason, are welcome! 

 

 

 

WELCOME TO THE 21st CENTURY 

  

Our communication  -  Wireless 

Our phones  -  Cordless 

Our cooking  -  Fireless 

Our food  -  Fatless 

Our sweets  -  Sugarless 

Our labour  -  Effortless 

Our relations  -  Fruitless 

 Our attitude  -  Careless 

Our feelings  -  Heartless 

Our politics  -  Shameless 

Our education  -  Worthless 

Our mistakes  -  Countless 

Our arguments  -  Baseless 

Our youth  -  Jobless 

Our ladies  -  Topless 

Our men - Spineless 

Our needs  -  Endless 

Our situation  -  Hopeless 

Our salaries/pensions/savings -  LESS AND LESS 

 

I never think of the 

future - it comes 

soon enough 

 

Albert Einstein  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/a/alberteins106492.html
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MUSINGS OF A BIRDWATCHER 

 
Going to the U3A monthly meetings in Castle Douglas can 

have its drawbacks.  You stand there minding your own busi-

ness, when someone whispers into your ear ―Hi Paul, can 

you do an article for the next U3A newsletter‖?  It‘s then 

when your brain turns to jelly and panic sets in.  I think to 

myself, what can I write about, what can I say that I didn‘t 

say in my last article?  So I‘ve tried to summarise the last 12 

months of the Birdwatching group. 

 

Like all outdoor activities, birdwatching is very weather de-

pendant.  Our November 2010 outing was called off because 

of heavy rain.  The December meeting and Christmas lunch 

was cancelled due to snow covered access roads, frozen 

ponds and lack of birds at WWT Caerlaverock.  January‘s 

meeting was cancelled because my Doctor said I had the 

H1N1 (swine flu) virus and we were still in the grip of win-

ter. 

 

What a relief when February came round and the temperature 

started to rise and the ice melted.  The group eventually man-

aged to have the birdwatching trip and belated Christmas 

lunch (soup and sandwich) at WWT Caerlaverock.  We were 

now back on track and in March we went to the RSPB re-

serve at Mersehead. 

 

There was a slight hitch in April when my wife dragged me 

off to the wedding of her nephew in South Africa.  So whilst 

I had to suffer the heat of Cape Town, avoid the lions of 

Kruger National Park, attend a wedding in the sun of Durban 

and try not to get sea sick on a cruise up the Indian Ocean, 

the Birdwatching group had a good day out at the Cally Es-

tate in Gatehouse of Fleet. 

 

In May a small group of us went to the Cream of Galloway 

but unfortunately this trip got rained off at lunch time.  In 

June we visited Barstobrick and had a very good day out 

trying to identify all the young birds that had recently 

fledged.  We also saw a Lesser White Throat which was a 

first for the group.   

 

In July we had our annual visit to the Mull of Galloway to 

see nesting sea birds on the cliffs.  By way of a change, after 

lunch, we went to Logan Gardens and finished the day with 

tea and cake in their cafe.   

 

Use the talents you 

possess - for the 

woods would be a 

very silent place if no 

birds sang except for 

the best. 

 

Henry Van Dyke  
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In August the rain intervened again and the trip was can-

celled. 

 

September took us back to the RSPB reserve at Mersehead.  

August and September are relatively quiet months for bird-

watching.  The spring migrants start heading back to their 

wintering grounds and the winter migrants have not yet ar-

rived in Britain.  That said we had very good views of 

Wheatears, one of which turned out to be an Isabelline 

Wheatear (according to the RSPB information board in the 

visitors centre). 

 

In October we had a guided tour of the new RSPB reserve at 

the Crook of Baldoon new Wigtown.  The day was overcast 

and damp and the birds distant, but we had a very informa-

tive tour with the warden.  The rest of the day was spent in 

the bird hide at Wigtown harbour. 

 

So what does the rest of the year hold?  This is dependent on 

the weather, but hopefully we will be able to have our Christ-

mas lunch in December.  

 

PAUL ROBINSON-WADDINGTON  

(Birdwatching Group 1) 

 

 

—-oOo—-   

 

 

INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT ANTS 

 

 

 The Slave-Maker ant is so named because it raids the 

nest of other ants and steals their pupae. Once the 
pupae hatch, they are made to work as slaves. 

 Workers in an ant colony only live for about 45-60 

days, but a colony's queen can live up to 20 years. 
 The animal with the largest brain in proportion to its 

size is the ant. They are the smartest species of in-
sects with about 250,000 brain cells. 

 By combining force of numbers with organized aggres-

sion, ants have become the greatest insect killers on 
Earth -- even of their own kind. 

 Ants began farming about 50 million years before hu-

mans thought to raise their own crops. 

 

A bird does not sing 

because it has an 

answer.  It sings 

because it has a song 

 

Chinese Proverb  
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U3A  RESIDENTIAL COURSE  
 

Between Easter and ―The Royal Wedding‖ I attended a U3A 

Residential Course in Preston. There were 5 topics to chose 

from, Astronomy, Art Appreciation, Geology, The Victori-

ans and Creative Writing. I chose Creative Writing.   

 

Disembarking at Preston station I had to wait for a U3A 

member to pick me up and as I was early I did what I like to 

do at stations or the airport, I ―People Watched.‖  It didn‘t 

take me long to pick out a lady I thought might be going to 

the same place as me. I was right! Our transport arrived on 

time and we duly arrived on campus, picked up our room 

keys and settled in.  All rooms were basic but they did have 

ensuite facilities.   

 

We all met in the Lecture hall to hear what the next 2½ days 

held for us. Groups would start straight after lunch and after 

dinner there would be a long walk or a short walk, for those 

who felt energetic, and then a quiz for those who felt brainy.  

―School started again at 09:00 the next day until 16:30. That 

night a lady who used to play Cello with the Hallé Orchestra 

entertained us with music and stories about her life and how 

she came to join the Orchestra. ―Term‖ finished at 4pm on 

the third day.  For the 2½ days we were worked hard but we 

had a lot of fun in our group. The amount of laughter coming 

from our room was commented upon. 

 

I met U3A members from groups in the North West region (I 

was the only one from Scotland).  In my group alone, out of 

the eleven people two came from my home town St.Helens, 

one was a relative of a Rugby player I knew and another lady 

and myself spent the 2½ days trying to remember the name 

of the Sister on Rennie Ward at the hospital I did my SRN 

training at.  The geology Group were blessed with good 

weather for their field trip to Shap in the Lake District, and 

the Art Group spent the afternoon at Manchester Art Gallery.  

 

We, in the Creative Writing had to spend the afternoon writ-

ing a story to be read out to the group the next day. It was to 

last no longer than 12 minutes which is about eight A4 pages 

all hand written, (no computers available).  As the weather 

was beautiful I found a secluded spot in the grounds and got 

writing.  I ―killed two birds with one stone‖ and wrote the 

story we had set for ourselves as homework in the Stewartry 

U3A.  

 

The difference 

between fiction and 

reality? Fiction has to 

make sense  

 

 Tom Clancy  
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The title was ―An Invitation to a colleague‘s  wedding ...but‖ 

The rest of the group and the Tutor, a very sprightly 80 year-

old who looked about 65, critically assessed all stories!  

 

Did I enjoy myself? Very much so. Was it value for money 

£185?  Three meals a day (young male student portions) sau-

cer sized biscuits with tea and coffee twice a day. Two nights 

entertainment, free transport to and from the station, the taxi 

fair was £21 and a lot of knowledge given and hopefully 

retained. Yes it most certainly was.  Would I go again? Defi-

nitely, but I would like some one to come with me next time 

please! 

 

LIZ CUTLER 

 

—-oOo—- 

 

DID YOU KNOW …. 

 

The Cocoabean Company in Twynholm offer the 

following: 

 Venue hire – the whole café space is avail-

able to rent for any type of function, from 

lectures and meetings to parties and music 

events.  The smaller function room is also 

available to rent throughout the day week-

days and weekends. 

 Truffle-making Workshops for adults can be 

booked where a range of truffle products are 

made which participants take home after-

wards. 

 Informal meetings in the café are encouraged 

and lunches, sandwiches, cream teas and 

early evening meals can be served. 

 U3A Groups are welcome for lunch and/or 

tea/coffee before or after activities. 

 

Contact Avive on 01557 860608 for further infor-

mation or look at www.thecocoabeancompany.com 

 

 

Chocolate makes 

everyone smile   -  

even bankers 

 

 

Ben  Strohecker 

Chocolatier  

http://www.thecocoabeancompany.com/
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WALKING GROUP 
 

The Walking Group meets twice-weekly on Wednesday af-

ternoons.  Our walks vary in distance - anything between 3 

and 7 miles, and depending on the terrain take between two 

and three hours.   Most walks are within the Gatehouse, 

Kirkcudbright, Castle Douglas and Dalbeattie areas, with 

group members taking turns at leading and sharing their local 

knowledge with us. 

 

We try to find some "off the beaten track" walks as well as 

using better known routes.  In almost three years we have 

only repeated one walk (Screel) and it rained both times! 

 

New members would be very welcome. 

 

—-oOo—- 

 

Dear Friends 

 

As the new year of U3A activities begins we are pleased to 

welcome new members to our ‗merry band‘ and look for-

ward to getting to know them as they participate in the 

groups and our monthly meetings.   Ronnie and I had no idea 

when we joined just how supportive these new friends would 

turn out to be but these last few months we have a great deal 

to thank them for.  As many of you already know our seven 

year old granddaughter Brodie, who lives in Cardiff, has 

Cystic Fibrosis.   For the last ten years a drugs trial to replace 

the faulty gene causing this dreadful disease has been taking 

place, but in the summer the Trust announced that unless six 

million pounds was found by October of this year, the fund-

ing for the research would run out and the hope of a better 

and longer life expectancy for so many children would only 

be a pipe dream.   As a family we pulled together to set in 

motion a series of fund raising events and we were com-

pletely bowled over by the response from our friends in the 

U3A.   Dinner parties were held;  afternoon teas organised;  

lunches prepared by the Cookery Group;  and a wine, art and 

photography auction was held in Kirkcudbright with local 

businesses contributing cheese, pate and chocolates for the 

participants.   Locally £4,866 has been raised with a further 

£9,850 from family initiatives – a total of £14,716.   Our 

heartfelt thanks go to everyone who organised and supported 

these events.   We don‘t yet know the result of the national 

funding campaign but as they say ‗we live in hope‘. 

 

Many thanks,  Maureen Duncan (Chairperson) 

 

 

 

A pedestrian is 

someone who thought 

there were a couple of 

gallons left in the tank 

 

Author Unknown  
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TALE OF WISDOM? 
 

Once upon a time, a traveller from a far and distant town approached a wise man 

who was just leaving the city into which the traveller was entering. The traveller 

stopped the wise man and said, "Can you tell me about the city from whence you 

have just come? What is the quality and character of the citizens here?" 

 

The wise man replied, "First stranger, tell me: What were the people like in the last 

town you visited? 

 

The traveller replied, "Oh, they were a cold bunch of people with no kind words for 

anyone. It was not a happy town. They were very judgmental, and the people were 

mean-spirited and unwelcoming. I couldn't get out of that town fast enough." 

 

The wise man paused and then replied, "Ah! .I believe you will discover that the 

citizens of this town are exactly the same." 

 

A short distance farther down the road, the wise man encountered another distant 

traveller entering the city. And likewise, the traveller asked the same question of the 

wise man, saying, "What is the quality and character of the citizens of this city, sir?" 

 

Again, the wise man replied, "First stranger, tell me: What were the people like in 

the last town you visited?" 

 

The traveller replied, "Oh, they were an amazing group of people! They were outgo-

ing and friendly and welcomed me with open arms. They were unconditionally lov-

ing, and I felt like each one was my brother or sister. Oh, I miss them greatly." 

 

The wise man paused and then replied, "Ah. I believe you will discover that the citi-

zens of this town are exactly the same."  

Any articles, group information, interesting facts, et cetera 

for the next newsletter will be welcome!! 

 

Email to mclarkgood@gmail.com or post to M Clark, 42 

Stirling Crescent, Kirkcudbright, DG6 4EZ 


