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Making our union
'pack a punch’

B By Maureen Wade
Chair, Birmingham UNISON
Retired Members Section

| WATCHED Andrea Egan on television as
she addressed UNISON Members at the
National Delegate Conference in Brighton,
for the first time since being elected as the
New General Secretary in December 2025.

Addressing the 1,300 delegates she laid
out her vision for the union for the next five
years. Andrea said: “We have a massive
opportunity in front of us, right here in this
hall.”

She said this was the chance to make
UNISON the powerhouse it should be:
Britain’s most powerful working class
organisation finally packing a punch that’s
worth its weight.

She said the union would not only be
taking on the employers and the politicians
to fight to improve conditions for our
members, but also the task is to change
UNISON so that we can win for our
members, and our communities, and then
transform our country.

Visas

She called on the Home Secretary, Shabana
Mahmood, to drop her shameful proposals
in relation to the migrant community,
making it clear that UNISON’s position is “an
attack on one is an attack on us all.”

Andrea also said UNISON would continue
to fight on behalf of its Disabled Members,
and would be “defending our members
from discrimination at work and in
society at large.” -

Andrea also spoke of the
“tsunami of hatred facing
trans people” and said
both the Supreme Court
judgement and the
EHRC guidance was

wrong. Andrea stated that in the past
UNISON had been too subservient to the
Labour Party, but that this era had come to
an end - in the future, if politicians want our
backing, they will have to back UNISON
members and UNISON policies. She said we
need actions not warm words.

Threat

She warned that the threat of a Far Right
government was looming, a threat that was
now a reality for our members currently
working in the 24 Councils controlled by
Reform.

She spoke of the need for massive invest-
ment in public services, and to bringing
services back ‘in house’, with utilities being
bought back under public ownership and
control.

| was impressed with the tone of the
speech, and the fact that she would be
taking the wage of a social worker (her for-
mer job) only, to keep her in touch with the
membership.

We share Andrea’s hopes that we will be
seen as a union now fighting for our mem-
bers, as well as campaigning to improve our
society as a whole. | also hope that she
and UNISON continue to
campaign for our 160,000
Retired Members.
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members update

B The May meeting on Women’s Aid

Welcoming
Women’s Aid

THE coffee morning in May
2026 was held at the BMI, with
a packed meeting to hear the
speaker Fiza Naseem from
Birmingham and Solihull Wom-
en’s Aid.

The meeting heard how this
organisation does amazing
work supporting women and
families suffering domestic
violence.

The meeting agreed to make a
donation to the funds of
Women’s Aid.

=
B Speaker Fiza Naseem

Delegates and resolutions

B The June Coffee morning underway,
which elected the delegates and
Resolutions for National Conference

agreed for National Conference

THE June Coffee morning focussed on this
year’s Retired Members National
Conference, to be held in Glasgow on 14 -
15 October.

The meeting agreed the delegates this
year will be Maureen Wade, George Lewis,
Perdeep Muthi and Ashbell Dryden. Sharon
Carby-will also be attending, having been
elected onto Standing Orders Committee.

The meeting went onto to agree four
resolutions for conference. They were:
® ‘People First not Digital First - Older
People being excluded from NHS Care’,
expressing our growing concern that GP
practices are forcing elderly patients to
book appointments on-line, and the prob-
lems digital exclusion creates in the NHS.
® ‘Support call for Prostrate Cancer
screening for High Risk Men’, following the
fact that Prostrate Cancer is now the most
commonly diagnosed cancer in men in the
UK, in particular the 45-69 age group, which
results in 12,000 deaths every year.
® ‘Ensuring Representation of Black
Retired Members on the National
Retired Members’ Committee’, looking at
the historic lack of black representation on
our National Committee.
® ‘The crisis in Palliative and End of Life
Care’, and the concerns at the news that
nearly 60% of hospices across England are
cutting or planning to cut front line services
this year, because of lack of funds.

- On our way!

ON Wednesday 15 July, we had our
annual summer outing, just as the
BRUM was going to press.

We had a packed for the trip to
Buxton, and a great time was had
by all.

Thankfully, the heatwave stayed
away, while being up in the Peak
District helped keep us cool too.
There’ll be a full report with no
doubt many pictures in the next
issue.
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Regional Seminar success

Fighting for fair Visas

U NISON West Midlands Regional
Retired Members held their annual
Seminar on the 6 June, at the Regional
Offices at Livery Street in Birmingham,
attended by approximately 40 members.

The seminar was opened by Emma
Humphreys, full time UNISON Officer, lead-
ing a discussion on the work being done by
UNISON both nationally and in the Region
around the ‘Fair Visa’ campaign. The aim is
to help organise migrant workers working in
the Care Sector on sponsored visa
arrangements. This places many workers in
precarious positions and puts them at risk of
exploitation, they face poor pay and work-
ing conditions, and are frighted to challenge
their employers, in case they lose their job
and visa sponsorship.

This gives then just eight weeks to find a
new job or face deportation.

UNISON nationally has raised this with the
government, and have organised letter
writing campaigns to MP’s. and also
organised a Lobby of Parliament.

In the Midlands Emma said a day of action
was held in Shabama Mahmoud’s constitu-
ency, with the workers themselves and
UNISON Officers distributing material , and
raising awareness of the their situation. This
has helped build the confidence of the
workers, and although it is difficult in work-
places that are not unionised, they continue
to meet as a group, and also have regular
WhatsApp meetings.

The campaign goes on and Retired Mem-
bers have committed to help where we can,
to support the aims of the campaign, and
fight to get rid of the individual employers’
sponsored Visa scheme and move to a
sector wide scheme.

Alongside this we need to fight the pro-
posals being put forward by Mahmood,
which will cut the availability of Visa’s in the
Social Care sector, and will prevent those
with Visas being able to bring their families
with them whilst working. It also intends to
increase the period of residency in the

country from five years to 10 before you can
apply for citizenship.

Stop the private sector
cherry picking the NHS

he second speaker of the morning was

author and journalist John Lister, a long
time campaigner on the NHS. being a found-
er member of London Heath Emergency and
Keep Our NHS Public.

John gave a detailed account of the
inception of the NHS and its founding
principles, compared to how it is today on
what is its 78th Anniversary.

John spoke about the chronic lack of
funding over the years, and the impact this
has had on the service and the quality of the
care they can provide.

The 16 years of austerity imposed on the
NHS has resulted in a decaying infrastruc-
ture, increased waiting times accessing
medical care and treatment, long delays in
admissions to hospital with people having
long waiting times on trolleys in A&E.

Alongside this is the delayed discharge
scandal, with mainly older patients
occupying acute beds for weeks because of
the lack of Social Care services.

John has recently published a book Wealth
v Health in the NHS, in which he talks of the
out-sourcing and privatisation of services in
the NHS, in particular in the Cleaning and
Catering Services>

But of more concern is the outsourcing of
surgical procedures. The private health
sector, has become the focus in terms of
trying to reduce surgical waiting list. This
has meant that private hospitals are cherry
picking cases that they will deal with, and
will not deal with chronic or long term
health conditions. Instead they want quick
turn around, overnight and day procedures,
like knee and hip replacements, hernia
repairs, or cataract removal. This leaves the
NHS with the complex and longer term
cases, that are both more costly and inten-
sive in terms of staff intervention.

John also spoke about the heavy financial
burden that PFl had placed on NHS trusts,

- paying exorbitant rents

for buildings they will

never own.
However despite this,

John spoke of the im-

* portance of our NHS,
and the need to fight for
a service free at the
point of delivery. He said
that he hoped with the
election of Andy
Burnham, we may see a
reset in terms of funding
" and we don't follow the

.

proposed ‘Ten Year NHS plan’ put forward
by Wes Streeting, which talks of further
privatisation, and increased digitisation of
the service, which in itself was excluding
older people from accessing health care.

A lively discussion followed and John was
able to sell his new book, at a reduced price
- although he should have bought more
copies with him!

Out of order!

he afternoon session was ‘Out of Order

‘presented by Regional Secretary
Maggie Morrissey with support from Bob
Deacon.

Maggie ran a workshop on how we put
together motions and amendments for
Conference, and how to avoid the pitfalls of
motions being ruled out of order by the
Standing Orders Committee.

This was particularly relevant for our
Region as at last year’s National Retired
Members Conference, we had a battle when
one of our motions was ruled out of order
on the grounds of ‘legal jeopardy’, without
an explanation of what this meant and how
to avoid this in the future.

This session was very useful, and Maggie
provided us with previous motions that had
been ruled out of order to look at, and iden-
tify why they had been ruled out.

| hope that this work translates into us
getting more motions on the Conference
Agenda. A good day was
had be all, despite the
heat, and we had a
good turn out from the
Birmingham members -
thanks to all those who
attended and | hope
you liked the Buffet.

B TOP: John Lister.

LEFT: the seminar in

action. RIGHT: Emma
Humphreys




b members update

Keep Far Right out of Brum

SEVERAL retired members joined around a
thousand people, mobilised in Birmingham
on 20 June, in protest at the fascist ‘Britain
First’ group holding a march in the city. It
was a national mobilisation for this nazi
outfit, but they could only muster a couple
of hundred, with not a Brummie accent to
be heard amongst the lot of them.

A huge police operation saved them from
the very noisy counter-demonstration. After
the briefest of ‘marches’ — very much a
‘Grand Old Duke of York’ event, with the BF
marching up Hill Street and then back down
again, chucking flares about - the police
then bundled them into New Street station
and sent them from whence they came.

There was a good turn out for the anti-
fascist protest, but it was disappointing not
to see any trade union banners there: in

Defend our Juries!
R ,/l', L TSN A ..: J.

fact ours was the only one!

The labour movement must take the lead —
not just on paper or passing resolutions, but
committing its resources to a thorough anti-
fascist campaign throughout its ranks, and
ensure mass mobilisations wherever the Far
Right raise their heads.

By Karl Anderson

ON Friday 12 June 2026, | met up with my
brother at Birmingham station, he was
coming from Machynlleth in Wales with
some of his friends and we all went on
the train to London and then to
Woolwich.

It was a lovely sunny day and Woolwich
seems like a really pleasant part of
London. However, it is also the home of
Belmarsh prison and Woolwich Crown
Court. We joined hundreds of other
people outside Woolwich Crown Court
because judge Justice Jeremy Johnson
was due to sentence Charlotte Head, 29,
Samuel Corner, 23, Leona (Ellie) Kamio,
30, and Fatema Rajwani, 21 — the ‘Filton
Four’ - who in May this year were found
guilty of Criminal Damage at a jury trial.

Charlotte, Samuel, Ellie and Fatema
broke into a factory in Filton, near Bristol,
owned by Israeli weapons manufacturer
Elbit Systems, in 2024.

The Defend our Juries campaign and
others had called the protest because
despite the conviction for Criminal Dam-
age, a new law allows judges to actually
sentence using the more severe terrorism
legislation — but the jury who convicted
them in May were unaware the four

Remembering Grunwick

RIS OF STRENSTH

WER OF UNI
AND THE PO o

¢ | DESIbifZ

|equiry|TUC

TO mark the 50th anniversary of the
Grunwick strike, a new film has been
produced called Saris of Strength. It tells the
story of the two year strike by South Asian
women for union recognition and better
conditions at the notorious Grunwick photo-
processing factory in Willesden, London.

There will be a showing of the film on Friday
21 August, 6 - 9pm at the Thinktank
Birmingham Science Museum.

The branch has bought 10 tickets to be
offered to members on a first come, first
served basis - if you want to come let
Maureen know.

could then be sentenced for anything
other than their verdict of Criminal
Damage, not terrorist charges.

This sentence of activists by a judge is
evidence that we don't have an inde-
pendent judiciary in the UK, and the right
to a trial by a jury made up of ordinary
citizens. We are one step closerto a
police state.

My thoughts are with these righteous,
courageous and principled people who by
their actions have actually saved lives and
now face 6-8 year prison sentences for
trying to stop a genocide.
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Birmingham Retired Members Section

COMMITTEE CONTACTS

Chair Maureen Wade Technology Steve Garnowski
Vice Chair Vacant (sennifer Delisser has Social George Lewis
stepped down) Co-ordinator
& Speakers
Secretary Marie Kehoe
. ] West Midlands Maureen Wade
Acting Perdeep Muthi Region Unison Brian Allbutt
Membership
Secretary West Midlands Maureen Wade
Pensioners Brian Allbutt
Treasurer Liz Hobbs Convention
Birmingham Nick Hulley Committee Loretta Parris
Unison Branch Members Doreen Grant

Committee Liaison

Welfare Officer Eleanor Dixon

without portfolio

TUC Pensioners Network Brian Allbutt

You can contact Birmingham UNISON Retired Members Section via

Birmingham Branch head office on 0121 200 3331

Coming up - dates for your diary

Our Programme for the rest of the year:

Wednesday 12 August — our Summer Picnic in the Park: this year we are
returning to Winterbourne Gardens: details to be circulated

Wednesday 19 August - Coffee morning: speaker from the Red Cross
and CPR training

Wednesday 16 September — Coffee morning: speaker on
‘Women in Moseley’

Wednesday 21 October - Coffee morning ‘Black History month’ event

Wednesday 18 November — Coffee morning, with Keith Clenton speaking
on ‘Birmingham at War’

Wednesday 18 December — the annual Christmas lunch at the
Hilton Garden Inn.

Farewell, McLare Buildng

THE Birmingham branch has now officially moved
out of the McLaren Building, to the new premises
at the Wharf off Bridge Street by the Canal Basin.

Here’s our Committee having its last meeting in
the building - how we’ll miss the views of the HS2
building site!

The Birmingham Branch telephone numbers and
emails remain the same, but the new address is:
Birmingham UNISON, 9 THE WHARF, 16 BRIDGE
STREET, BIRMINGHAM B1 2JS
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How to avoid or delay Dementia

or Alzheimers

DEMENTIA and Alzheimers are a worry for
us all, so here’s some tips to keep these
ilinesses at bay, taken from an article in the
Sunday Times Magazine by a Dr Fotuhi:

® Exercise regularly: If you only do one
thing for our brain, move your body every
day. Brisk walking increase blood flow and
allows new neurons, a vital part your brain,
to grow and form new connections.

® Get enough sleep: It is crucial to sleep
7 or 8 hours a night. During deep sleep the
brain activates its natural clearance system,
removing proteins linked to Alzheimer's
disease. Long term sleep deprivation is
associated with profound shrinking of the
brain.

® Eat properly: What you eat every day
directly influences your brains vitality and
levels of performance. A Mediterranean
style diet with leafy greens, berries, olive
oil, nuts and fish are good for reducing
inflammation and oxidative stress, which

By Steve Garnowski

will damage the brain over time.

® Reduce stress levels: Keeping calm can
make your brain grow bigger. Practise slow
breathing daily. Concentrate on the flow of
air in your nostrils. It’s a simple habit that
will calm your stress response and improve
your emotional regulation. Chronic ( three
months or more) stress is linked to a re-
duced hippocampus (a critical part of
memory storage) size, whereas relaxation
practices increase its health

® Train you brain: Challenge your brain
with activities that are new, fun and engag-
ing. Learning a language, practising an in-
strument or taking up dancing pushes the
brain to build new pathways. Endless scroll-
ing on a mobile phone offers little stimula-
tion. The aim is to stretch your mind in
ways that demand attention, memory and
flexibility.

Strangely, Dr Fotuhi does not mention
alcohol in his article, so that’s good!

That’s how
hot it got!

WITH the recent heatwave in mind, the
TUC has launched its campaign for
employment law to include a maximum
temperature employees can work in.

A priest friend in Maureen’s family came
to his place of work to find the intense
heat had done this to the alter candle!

‘Just the one

glass..

MAUREEN Wade and her husband
Bob recently went on holiday to
the vineyards of Bordeaux. They
decided to stick to the old health
adage of only drinking one glass of
red wine a day...

UNISON Retired Members joined other trade unionist on 28 April for the
annual Workers International Memorial Day, held in St Philip’s Square.

Every year, more people are killed at work than in wars, because of health and
safety breaches. A service was held in memory of those killed, alongside
speakers from trade unions.
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Ciao, Roma!

By George Lewis

E ARLIER this year, | took a very enjoyable trip to Rome.
My journey from Birmingham was smooth and une-
ventful, with no dramas at the airport. Thanks to my Irish
passport, | sailed through passport control in Rome with
no problems at all.

| arrived at the Hotel Morgana in the middle of the after-
noon. Conveniently located just behind the main railway
station, it was the perfect base for exploring the city.
After checking in and enjoying a much-needed cup of tea,
| freshened up and headed out to explore the local area.
| found a pleasant restaurant where | enjoyed (what else
but!) a pizza and a glass of red wine.

Later, | discovered the Fiddler’s Elbow, an Irish pub near
the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore. A couple of pints of
Guinness later, | was ready for bed. As | was leaving, a group of
musicians was setting up for a traditional music session. | intended
to return later in the week, but unfortunately never found the time.

The next morning, | had a guided tour of the Vatican Museums
and the Sistine Chapel. Wanting to look respectable in case the
Pope requested an audience, | put on my lightweight suit and head-
ed for the bus. Following advice from TripAdvisor, | had purchased a
two-day travel pass and had been warned to validate it before
travelling.

Unfortunately, despite my best efforts, the validation machine did
not appear to work. At the next stop, a ticket inspector informed me
that my ticket had not been validated and promptly issued me with a
€55 fine. An expensive lesson!

After eventually arriving near the Vatican, | managed to get slightly
lost before two helpful police officers pointed me in the right
direction. Within minutes | was standing beneath the famous dome
and meeting my tour guide.

It is difficult to describe the splendour of the Vatican Museums and
the beauty of the Sistine Chapel. Everywhere | looked there were
magnificent works of art, and | found myself completely spellbound.
After the guided portion of the tour, | spent some time simply sitting
and absorbing the atmosphere and the extraordinary artistic
achievements created in praise of God.

Later that day, determined not to receive another fine, | tried once
again to validate my ticket. When several buses appeared to have
faulty machines, | decided to walk instead. Along the way, | stumbled
upon an exhibition of Leonardo da Vinci’s inventions, featuring full-
scale models of designs such as a helicopter, an armoured vehicle, a
giant crossbow and flying machines inspired by birds. Interactive
displays and holograms brought many of the concepts to life. By the
time | returned to the hotel, | was thoroughly exhausted but
delighted with the day’s discoveries.

he following day, | joined an evening walking tour exploring the

life and art of Caravaggio. Earlier, | had taken a sightseeing bus
tour around Rome’s famous landmarks, although many of my photo-
graphs seemed to feature the backs of other passengers rather than
the attractions themselves.

The Caravaggio tour was fascinating. We learned about Michelan-
gelo Merisi da Caravaggio, a brilliant artist whose turbulent life was
marked by violence and controversy. We visited the streets where
he lived and the churches where many of his masterpieces remain
on display. The guide recounted his numerous appearances before
magistrates and the events that ultimately forced him to flee Rome,
after killing a man in a duel. After further troubles in Malta, he died
while attempting to return to Italy and seek Papal forgiveness.

sy W
B The ‘must see’ Trevi Fountain in Rome
A nother highlight of the trip was visiting the Trevi Fountain and
the Pantheon before attending an evening concert at the
Capuchin Convent. Performed by Roma Opera Omnia, the pro-
gramme of early choral music perfectly complemented the historic
surroundings.

The ticket also included entry to the Capuchin Crypt, an
extraordinary and somewhat macabre site containing the skeletal
remains of nearly 4,000 Capuchin friars. Their bones have been
arranged into intricate decorative patterns across six chapels. While
unusual, the crypt serves as a powerful reminder of the brevity of
life and the inevitability of mortality.

Sadly, that brought my short visit to Rome to an end. Anyone who
has visited the city will understand why it leaves such a lasting
impression. Its history, art, architecture and atmosphere make it an
unforgettable destination.

For anyone who has not yet been, | would strongly recommend
adding Rome to your travel list.

B The macabre Capuchin Crypt, made up of the remains
of 4,000 monks
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[ [ ] Finnair from Heathrow to Helsinki and

A F I n n I S h a d Ve n t u re Helsinki to Ivalo, the local airport near Inari,

with a night in a Helsinki airport hotel at the
n - start and end of my break.
. | set off on a Sunday morning by coach to

By Liz Hobbs I n s n o Wy S a b m I Heathrow. On the aircraft, the Finnair
safety video was in clearly spoken English

which | took as a good omen — having hear-

ing loss means | often can’t hear announce-

ments.

As | left the plane in Helsinki | heard an air
hostess say it was — 8° outside. There was a
light covering of snow on the ground and
whilst it felt cold, it wasn’t really biting, so
was a pleasant surprise.

The next morning | boarded my flight to
Ivalo. The flight was delayed by about four
hours but staff were great. I'd filled in an
online Finnair form about not being able to
hear flight announcements clearly. Every
time there was an announcement about the
delay, an air hostess gave me a handwritten
note.

Around lunchtime they handed out free
bars of Karlfazar chocolate. I’'m normally
not bothered about chocolate, but |

I n December | decided it was time for me problem that will prevent you from going instantly became a fan of this Finnish brand.
to go to stay at the Wilderness Hotel, at away, so | booked an ‘Arctic Highlights’

Inari in northern Finland. I'd not had a break on the hotel’s website, for late he next morning our first outing was
holiday abroad for several years. You never January. snowmobiling. Three or four couples
know when you might develop a health Using Trailfinders, | booked flights with (who shared their snowmobile) and | met

Albert, our guide.

He explained how to drive a snowmobile
and set off slowly, with me behind him,
going across the frozen Inari lake.

He was very supportive, stopping a couple
of times to check | was OK and giving me the
thumbs up. We then got up to 35 kph which
felt quite fast. | didn’t notice the cold as |
was concentrating so hard. Great fun!

We had lunch of hot salmon soup served in
‘kuksas’, small wooden bowls the Sami
make from birch burrs. We sat in a wooden
cabin, in front of a wood fire. We then
walked to an old Sami Lutheran Church built
in 1760.

Albert encouraged us to use the word
‘Sabmi’ which is the Sami word for Lapland
as Lapland is actually a derogatory term
meaning ‘land of the small people’.

B TOP: Liz crossing a frozen lake on a Snowmobile. ABOVE: an icy countryside walk.

BELOW: a visit to a Reindeer farm
he next morning was a coach trip to a

nearby Reindeer farm run by a Sami
family. It was -32°, a bit colder than Inari.
We were able to feed the reindeer and
whilst having a hot drink in a cabin, heard a
bit about the Sami culture.

Snowshoe walking that afternoon was
another new experience. | was the only one
who needed poles in our small group. It
was quite hard to get the technique,
especially on narrow paths through
woodland but I didn’t fall over!

We were lucky with the weather as you
can see, so allowing us to fully enjoy the

Continued on next page P
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Finnish adventure

(continued)

beauty of the snow covered land-

Satu, our guide, took us by a river
it goes down to -40°.

We left our snowshoes and poles on
we crossed the bridge to an open hut
in front of a wood fire. The snow-
on our return. Finnish society has a

The next day | was on a dog-sleigh
from the hotel. It was delayed fill
cold in the morning for the dogs.

Like the snowmobiling, | was the
group. We were given instructions on
stand on the narrow wooden slats at
around waist height and move one
around knee height, if the dogs are
overtake the sleigh in front.

| was directly behind the instructor.
The dogs stopped their loud yapping as soon as we began to move.

The instructor stopped us all a couple of times to check we were
doing OK. | was struggling a bit - my sleigh, with no passenger, was
lighter therefore the dogs kept wanting to overtake the instructor,
so | had to use the brake a lot. My balance is a bit dodgy so this was
hard.

After | was given a weaker dog team, | thought | was getting on OK
when the inevitable happened.....I lost my balance and next thing |
was being dragged along the ground by the dogs!

Luckily the outdoor clothing ‘suit’ provided by the hotel, protected
me so | wasn’t hurt at all. The instructor soon stopped the dogs, but
was impressed that I’d held onto the sleigh.

| was demoted to being a passenger with Meica, a German
fishmonger, driving.

Being a passenger meant cold fingers and toes, despite two pairs of
gloves and socks, plus a woollen blanket over you! However,
afterwards | got to chat to Meica.

hat evening | went Aurora snowshoeing. | wasn’t very successful

in taking photos of the aurora borealis but luckily Meica emailed
me some she’d taken earlier in the week. So I've included one of
hers.

On my final morning | did a 4-mile round walk to the Inari Sami
museum which is excellent.

My flight back from Uvalo to Helsinki was held up for about six
hours, but we were in the terminus and got some free food and hot
drinks.

I always have at least one book with me and had a Sudoku
magazine, so kept myself entertained. It was all part of an exciting
and enjoyable adventure. | wonder when | can go back??? m

B Meica’s picture of the Aurora

B The wooden church dating back to 1760

B ABOVE: the river that never freezes, even at minus 40! LEFT:
one of the sleigh dogs resting before Liz’s next adventure
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Midsummer in Midsomer -
with murder on the way

d

By Jeanette Sheridan

E VERY June the Midsomer Murders
Society have their ‘Midsummer in Mid-
somer’ event in Oxfordshire, where we visit
locations used in filming the Midsomer
Murders TV drama, eat lots of food and
generally have good fun.

On Friday we drove down to The Peacock
in Henton and, after checking in, we had our
usual ‘Meet and Greet Lunch’ —there were
21 of us for the meal with people travelling
from different parts of England plus six
making the journey from Germany and one
from Sweden!

In the afternoon we had a ‘Murder Mys-
tery’ event staged by Antony with nine of
our group volunteering to take part. Oscar
Oakington had been murdered and the
suspects were his estranged wife, mistress,
daughter, son, younger brother, doctor,
handyman and maid. We had one more
volunteer to play the police constable.

The ‘death’ scene was enacted with some
(over)acting by the wife, mistress, daughter
and maid, and then the doctor declared
Oscar dead.

F ollowing this acting masterclass each of
the suspects were interviewed (after
Antony had given us the information we
needed) and then it was decision time —
who dunnit!

After all that excitement we had to get our
brains in gear that evening for the
Midsomer Quiz — a lot of guessing went on
and laughing.

Saturday morning we had a location visit to
Mongewell Church which is still in use
as a church today.

From Mongewell we made our
way to Dorchester where we
met the brilliant Blue Badge
Guide, Bobbie, who told us
some of the
history of
Dorchester
and took us
to locations
used in
Midsomer
which

included the Abbey. We also managed to
gatecrash a game of ‘Gay Music Bingo’
where we were made very welcome by
Cindy.

B Murder she wrote! Clues abundant in the

he highlight of th kend is th
e highlight of the weekend is the death of poor Oscar.

Saturday evening meal when a ‘star
guest’ joins us. This year it was held at Hen-
ley Rugby Club and our guest was Daniel
Casey who played ‘Sergeant Troy’ in Mid-
somer. This is the third time he has joined
us so he was made an honorary member of
the Society. He had driven to Henley from
Cardiff where he was making an episode of
Casualty and had to go back on Monday to
continue filming.

He is very friendly and easy going and
chatted about all sorts of things - his child-
hood, his family, working on the stage play
of Midsomer: he sat at each of the three
tables — one for the starter, one for the
main and one for dessert — so everyone got
a chance to have a chat with him

Sunday we headed to West Wycombe
where we had a private guided tour of the
Hellfire Caves (yet another location) with
two very enthusiastic and knowledgeable
guides, Willow and Holly. After all the hot
weather it was lovely to go down into the
caves where it was so cool, if not chilly by
the end!

After the lovely cool caves we had to walk
up the hill to step into the (usually not
accessible) Dashwood Mausoleum — most of
us opted to stand in the shade once we got
there! Willow and Holly again gave us lots

of information about the site
That evening we had our farewell
dinner at The Lions of Bledlow
(another location) to finish off our
annual interesting and enjoyable
weekend.

B Pub grub

B Left: Jeanette with ‘Sgt Troy’ - actor Daniel Casey.
Above: Mongewell Church. Below: The Hellfire Caves -
literally, ‘very cool’
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The story of the 1795 flood

By Bob Wade

At the end of the last heatwave,
Maureen and | went for lunch at the
Woodbridge Inn near Coalport in the
Ironbridge Gorge. It is by the ‘other’ iron
bridge in the gorge, which many people do
not know about.

Inside the pub, sitting on the banks of the
River Severn, there was a small pamphlet
telling the story of the great flood that hit
Britain in 1795, which explained why iron
bridges became prominent in this corner of
Shropshire.

In the winter of 1794-95 central England
suffered a severe ‘big freeze’, with a pro-
tracted period of eight weeks where the
average temperatures were consistently
-3 degrees. The rivers Thames, Severn,
Trent, Ouse and Neme froze over.

But between 10-12 February 1795, there
was a sudden, rapid thaw accompanied by
heavy rain, leading to massive flooding.

The flooding was greater than the last
reported ‘Great Flood’ of 1770, with water
levels rising 20 feet in 1795, several metres
higher. The Shrewsbury Chronicle, on 13
February 1795 reported: “The Severn was
overflowed its banks to a higher degree
than ever was known in the memory of
man.”

In 1795, the Shropshire-West Midlands
area was undergoing the Industrial
Revolution. Steam power was driving river-
side industries such as the new iron works,
and mechanising traditional industries such
as milling and malthouses.

Many lives were saved by the Nightwatch-
men who witnessed the alarming rise of the
River Severn, warning people living on the
riverside to head for the hills, while in the
towns got people to move themselves and
furniture upstairs. Furnaces were rapidly
shut down or flood defences put in place, to
avoid steam explosions.

As the Shrewsbury Chronicle commented,
it was: “.. a striking instance of the real

utility of our Night Watch.”

What could not be saved however, was
this stretch of the River Severn’s network of
bridges, vital for local commerce. The
wooden ones were easily swept away. The
stone ones — many standing since the
Middle Ages — ‘blew up’, according to
witnesses. What had happened with these
was that during the protracted big freeze,
ice had gathered and expanded in all the old
cracks and crevices, then rapidly thawed
leaving large gaps and the structure
compromised. When it was then struck by a
sudden mass of water, it did appear to
‘explode’ upwards.

Every bridge was destroyed — except one.

F ourteen years earlier, Abraham Darby
Il (and not Thomas Telford as every-
body thinks) had designed and built Britain’s
first bridge made of iron, near Coalport in
what is known today as the Ironbridge
Gorge. The new industrialists were heart-
ened that, as the Shrewsbury Chronicle
reported: “The Iron Bridge brav’d the
storms, firm as a rock.”

After the 1795 disaster, the Shropshire
County Surveyor of Public Works, Thomas
Telford (hence he gets the credit) said all
new bridges should now be made of iron.
He constructed one at Buildwas, while John
Onions replaced the destroyed wooden one
at Coalport with a similar iron construction
pictured above, which is still an operational
bridge today (although only for vehicles
weighing under three tons).

B ut disasters can not only lead to
technical advancements in response,
but can also have societal consequences
too. The big freeze had already caused food
shortages, as the frozen rivers stopped both
water mills working and river-borne
transportation. This was compounded by
the widespread flooding that destroyed
many water mills, crops and livestock. Many
areas of the country were facing starvation

l

while granary owners were accused of
stockpiling grain and food products to
capitalise on soaring prices.

This lead to in March 1795 what became
known as the ‘Revolt of the Housewives’.
While the rich and powerful in London
spoke hysterically of ‘riots and disorder’,
the movement was actually very peaceful.
In towns and villages across the country, the
women marched on local granaries and
bakers suspected of profiteering and
occupied them, not leaving until they had
negotiated a fair price for foodstuffs with
the owners.

The initial response from the government
was suppression. To set an example, the
Militia was sent into East Sussex to quell
one such housewives protest. However,
seeing the women had just cause, the
Militia went over to women'’s side.

With revolution raging just across the
Channel in France, many amongst Britain’s
rulers thought reform a better path to take
than repression.

The ‘Speenhamland System’ (remember
that from your school days?) was
established in May in response to high
bread prices and rural poverty

The system topped up workers’
incomes using funds collected from parish
rates, with payments calculated based on
the price of bread and the number of family
members you had.

So that’s what the great flood of 1795
brought us — better bridges and the
beginnings of a Benefits system.

B TOP: the ‘other’ iron bridge at Coalport.
BELOW: the adjacent Woodbridge Inn




By Nick Hulley

BIRMINGHAM has a lot of places that are
allegedly haunted or subject to paranor-
mal activity, as you would expect from a
city with its history and size.

These places are way too numerous to
list here, so I've chosen just a few in the
city centre.

Personally, | have an open mind on the
subject. 1 don’t know if there are ghosts
or if there is an afterlife (who does, for
certain?). I’'m just relating to you a few of
the places where ghostly/paranormal
things have been reported. You, the read-

er, can make your own mind up (mwa ha ha
haaaa)

Birmingham

Town Hall

DURING its construction in
1833, two workmen working
on a pillar inside the building
died when the pillar col-
lapsed onto them.

People have reported seeing two men in
working men’s clothes dating from the
early 19™ century.

Another ghost has reportedly been seen a
number of times is that of an elderly man
who sits right at the back of the hall puffing
on a pipe before disappearing altogether.

It is also claimed that the Town Hall is
haunted by the ghost of Charles Dickens
who gave his first reading of A Christmas
Carol there on Boxing Day 1853.

New Street Station
THERE have been many
sightings of different ghosts
at New Street Station. The
two most reported sightings
are of one Walter Hartels, a
train driver, who shot himself
following the breakdown of his marriage,
and a spectral figure who has reportedly
been seen walking the platforms wearing
Victorian clothing and has been given the
name of Claude.

Alexandra Theatre

BUILT in 1901, the Alex has several appari-
tions that have been reportedly seen in-
cluding Leon Salburg who became manager
of the Theatre in 1911 and was found dead
in his office in 1937.

Other resident spirits are former Master
of the Wardrobe (name unknown), a for-
mer stage manager named Dick Turner
who is reportedly seen wearing a top hat
and jangling a bunch of keys.

Apart from these sightings there are occa-
sions when electrical devices are drained of
power for no apparent reason, knocking
and tapping noises are heard that have no
obvious cause.

Birmingham Council House
BUILT 1874 to 1879, the entrance door to
the Lord Mayors Office largely consists of
frosted glass. The office still contains the
desk of Joseph Chamberlain who was Lord
Mayor from 1873 to 1875.

He was responsible for instigating slum

clearance programmes, the building of
schools, libraries and other public
amenities. Sometimes when the office is
empty, staff have reported seeing the
figure of a man moving around the office
through the frosted glass door and the
smell of flowers when they know there are
no flowers in the office.

Joseph Chamberlain liked to have fresh
flowers in his office.

Symphony Hall
SYMPHONY Hall unlike the aforementioned
“haunted places” is a new building.

Staff who work in the Hall’s café have
reported that when the café area has
closed and they are clearing up, that vari-
ous objects move around or are thrown
through the air as if by invisible hands.

This is commonly known as poltergeist
activity.

I should state that | have been in all the
aforementioned buildings, at least once and
never experienced anything out of the
ordinary.

The Council House | have been to on many
occasions when | was Branch Officer for
NALGO and UNISON. This was the only
building where | have witnessed strange
and bizarre events, but it had nothing to do
with ghosts or other
paranormal activity!

& In the next issue,

Nick will continue his
ghostly trail to Aston
Hall and other places




fun & games

TIME to get those brain-cells working.
SUSAN MCcNEILL has put together
these teasers for you...

Who wrote the 1971
novel The Day of
the Jackal?

Which American city
hosted the Summer
Olympics in 1996?

Which Scottish actor won an Oscar
for his role in the 1987 crime film
The Untouchables?

The English towns of North Shields and South Shields
are separated by which major river?

Which village in the
Lake District was the
home of William
Wordsworth and his
sister?

Which Motown group had a 1965 hit with Stop in the
Name of Love?

What is the main currency of Morocco?

Harold Philby known?

In which town in West Sussex does the Bluebell
Railway line terminate?

By what first name
was British spy and
Soviet secret agent

What type
of creature
is a mud
skipper?

Which
fruit

is the main
ingredient of
guacamole?

What is the missing word in the title of Stieg
Larsson's crime novel The Girl who
kicked the............. Nest?

Of which European country
and the Azores a part of?

In which Swiss city are the
headquarters of FIFA?

Which part of a cinnamon
tree does the spice come
from?
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We need to be on our toes over the Pension Fund

By Karl Anderson

IN THE Spring issue of BRUM there was an
article entitled 'Pension warning at
Regional Council' which said that: ‘currently
the WM pension fund is booming at be-
tween £11 - 23 billion. However, as the fund
is doing well your employer may seek to
adjust the percentage they pay'.

Maybe | am worrying for no reason. |
perhaps mistakenly thought that worry and
anxiety were what | sometimes felt when |
was working all those years.

Final Salary

Back in 2014, UNISON campaigned to keep
our pension a Final Salary scheme and we
said at the time that the West Midlands
Pension scheme was fully funded.

Nevertheless, the Tory Chancellor Gideon
Osborne robbed our pension and from then
on we had a Career Average scheme.

Like the rest of us, | am now receiving my

QUIZ ANSWERS

8. East Grinstead

Frederick Forsyth 9. Kim
Atlanta 10.
Sean Connery 11.
Tyne 12.
Grasmere 13.
The Supremes 14.
DITHET)] 15.

a fish
Avocado
Hornet's
Portugal
Zurich
the bark

West Midlands Pension. It may not be as
much as it might have been if it had
remained a Final Salary scheme and unlike
some of our bosses, | didn't get a golden
handshake, but it's my income now.

Why then am | worried? It's 35 years since
1991 when millionaire Robert Maxwell em-
bezzled over £400 million from the
Mirror Group Newspapers (MGN) pension
fund, and pension theft doesn't happen
anymore, does it?

It may not be called pension theft, but
two weeks ago | heard Councillor Harris
Khaliq speak, who is in the new Birmingham
City Council cabinet and is part of the
‘Better Birmingham’ independent group.

He spoke about a number of things, but he
also spoke about the pension scheme. He
said Birmingham City Council had over
some years overpaid the West Midlands
Pension scheme and, while the City Council
did not want to cause the Pension scheme
to collapse, he said they intended to get
this 'overpayment' back.

His comments indicated
that the City Council had
paid more than the mini-
mum employer contribu-
tion, although didn’t
explain whether this was
through choice or error.

Many people still say
the West Midlands Pen-
sion scheme has a

healthy fund and there is nothing to be
concerned about. Statistics show that local
government employees on average die
within seven years of retiring. This alone
should mean the Pension scheme can keep
a healthy fund.

But West Midlands Councils like
Birmingham have massively reduced their
workforce over the years, so there is less
income from pension contributions.

Investments

In addition, the West Midlands Pension
scheme is intending to become an ethical
investor - that's good, but with Europe and
the UK preparing for another war, they may
think oil and weapons are good investments
for them right now perhaps.

The article in the Spring issue of BRUM
said that in
three years’
time, the
auditors
reassess the
fund and it may
be that employ-
ers will have to
increase the
percentage
they pay. May-
be we should
be keeping an
eyeonitjusta
bit sooner.

ham?

ARE you a retired member of UNISON and live in or near Birming-

If so, come along and meet the Birmingham UNISON Retired
Members Section. We are a busy lot and we are always open to sug-
gestions of other things to do.
Interested? Then just get in touch with the Branch office
on 0121 200 3331 to find out about membership.

PICTURES: what we get up to - out and about

on a ramble,
enjoying the

annual Christmas
Lunch and a coffee *~
morning quiz time

Come and join us!




