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Welcome to Bulletin!

We are writing this edition 
of the Bulletin from home. In 
March, like most of the world, 
our offices closed its doors 
and we continued to run MO 
n from our own houses, using 
Zoom and other digital tools to 
communicate with each other 
and work on projects. Since then 
we have sent out Directives, 
collected diaries as part of 
our annual 12th May project, 
supported researchers, and run 
numerous teaching sessions 
introducing students to MO. 

You can read more about our 
activities in this Bulletin.

During the lockdown, we 
noticed people were interested 
in diary writing as a means of 
documenting the unprecedented 
time and as a relaxing activity 
during a stressful time. 
Consequently, we saw an 
increase in applications to join 
the MO Project. 145 people 
joined the Project and we also 
received over 5,000 12th May 
diaries. If you are one of these 
writers – welcome! We hope you 
enjoy being a Mass Observer.

Homecoming by Colin Grant
'Prickles with beautiful, comic and brutal details'  - 
Observer
** A BBC Radio 4 Book of the Week**
Homecoming draws on over a 
hundred first-hand interviews, 
archival recordings (including 
the Mass Observation Archive) 
and memoirs by the women and 
men who came to Britain from 
the West Indies between the late 
1940s and the early 1960s. 

Using personal testomey, Grant 
explores the transition from 
the optimism of the first post-
war arrivals to the race riots of 
the late 1950s. Voices  from 
nurses in Manchester; bus 
drivers in Bristol; seamstresses 
in Birmingham; teachers in 
Croydon; dockers in Cardiff; 
inter-racial lovers in High 

Wycombe, and Carnival Queens 
in Leeds. These are stories of 
hope and regret, of triumphs 
and challenges, brimming with 
humour, anger and wisdom. 

Homecoming reveals the rich 
tapestry of Caribbean British 
lives. It explores how the arrivals 
weave themselves into the fabric 
of British society, while retaining  
a distinct culture of their own?

'We were converted from children 
of the empire to Commonwealth 
citizens to foreigners and 
immigrants.'

- Joyce Estelle Trotman



Mass Observation (MO) is well 
known for documenting life 
on the Home Front during the 
Second World War. But how 
did it record the end of the 
war?

In the weeks preceding VE 
Day, MO augmented its work 
with a series of investigations 
to capture the mood of the 
British public as they prepared 
for the end of the war. This 
work included studies to record 
reactions to the surrender of the 
Axis Forces (including reactions 
to the death of Hitler) and plans 
for VE Day. It also featured 
observations of activities on the 
day itself and the general mood 
of the public in peacetime.

The accounts in the archive 
show how time seemed to stall 
during the last few months of 
the war. After the Allied landings 
in Normandy in June 1944, the 
end of the war seemed certain 
with one writer noting: ‘I think 
that it had to come. It ought to 
make the war last not long.’ (File 
Report 2131)

But even after this, the war 
continued. MO reported that 
people were tired of successive 
announcements, constantly 
contradicted, that peace 
was imminent. The official 
announcement of Hitler’s death 
on 1 May 1945 seemed to signal 
a definite end to the conflict and 
caused great excitement. But 
some were sceptical, and MO 
notes that one in four people 
questioned on their reactions 
doubted the news. One man 
said: ‘He’s not dead; don’t 
believe it. They’ve got him 
hidden away somewhere.’ (File 
Report 2263)
Victory in Europe was declared, 
with public holidays for the 8th 
and 9th May 1945 confirmed. 
The records in the Archive 
indicate that many people felt 
uncomfortable with celebrating 
while the war continued in the 
East. Kathleen Hay, a shop 
assistant from Dewsbury, 
wrote in her diary on VE Day: 
‘Listened to the King and 
everything. Struck by stress on 
ourselves and America and lack 
of praise of Russia. Margaret 
said again and Zillah agreed 
that we were celebrating too 
soon. Walked home at 10 and 
watched the bonfires – it was 
now dry – and amazed by the 
beautiful fireworks…Home with 
mixed feelings. Relief, yes, but 
also foreboding in my heart. 
Margaret said she wouldn’t be 
surprised if the fighting flared up 
again.’ (Diarist 5331)

These feelings were put to one 
side for many, and MO captures 
celebrations and street parties, 

which included the lifting of 
licensing laws for the night. The 
organisation instructs some 
of the paid investigators to 
observe the streets of central 
London, including the Mall, 
Trafalgar Square and Piccadilly 
Circus. At 1:50pm, one observer 
chronicles: ‘Moved towards 
Trafalgar Sq. The fountains 
are playing and music is being 
relayed over the loudspeaker. 
The Sq. is littered with paper 
and wood and Inv. Counts 10 
bottles. 9 land girls, arm in arm, 
4 wearing paper hats skip by 
St. Martin in the Field singing. 
There is the sound of bells.’

The ringing of church bells 
is a running theme in the 
accounts, with many capturing 
the constant sound of the day. 
Other accounts record the lyrics 
of songs sung and the general 
‘good mood’ of those on the 
street. An investigator remarks 
that chanting of ‘L-O-N-D-
O-N LONDON!!’ can be heard 
constantly. Another records that 
crowds burst into spontaneous 
singing of ‘Roll me over’, ‘The 
Hoky Poky’ and ‘When Irish 
eyes are smiling’. 

Article contines on page 2.

Mass Observation records VE Day



MO & VE day continued 

E M Lockwood writes that: 
‘There were crowds of people 
and everybody seemed to be 
on good terms with one another. 
People were walking along 
the streets arm in arm, singing 
and shouting at the top of their 
voices. Soldiers were shaking 
hands and talking to people 
they had apparently never seen 
before. It was a good feeling to 
be in a crowd again.’

Meanwhile, in Piccadilly Circus 
there is a large bonfire: ‘Crowds 
round bonfire, much shouting 
and singing. It is possible to 
see much of the fire because 
of the denseness of the crowd, 
but flags move in a circular 
way indicating that people 
immediately nearest must be 
dancing around fast.’ (File 
Report 2263)

Mass Observation continues to 
record reactions towards the 
end of the war and also records 
VJ Day on 15th August 1945. 
The material collected by Mass 
Observation on VE Day and VJ 
Day can be consulted in Topic 
Collection 49: Victory 
Celebrations.

Blitz Spirit: 
Ordinary Lives in 
Extraordinary Times
Becky Brown has selected 
extracts from MO to anthologise 
the voices of everyday people 
as they deal individually and 
collectively with the crisis of the 
Second World War. Due out in 
September 2020, Blitz Spirit, 
uses diaries to explore how the 
Blitz affacted society. 



The Mass Observation Archive specialises in material about everyday life in Britain. It contains papers generated by the original Mass Observation social 
research organisation (1937 to early 1960s), and newer material collected continuously since 1981. The Archive is in the care of the University of Sussex 
and is housed at The Keep with the University of Sussex’s Special Collections. The Mass Observation Archive is a registered charitable trust (no. 270218) 
and is recognised by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council as having outstanding national and international importance under 
the Designation Scheme.

The MO Bulletin is produced and edited by Jessica Scantlebury. It is distributed to Mass Observers and members of the Friends of the 
Archive scheme. Why not join our Friends scheme? Not only will you be kept up to date with the latest MO related news, but you will 
also help to support Mass Observation’s activities. 

See our website for further details: www.massobs.org.uk or email moa@sussex.ac.uk

Did you keep a diary 
during the lockdown?

Did you keep a diary to 
document COVID-19? We 
are collecting diaries from 
people not signed to the Mass 
Observation panel. These 
diaries can be physical or in 
electronic formats. Find out 
how you can submit your diary 
here: www.massobs.org.uk/
write-for-us/covid-19 or email 
us using the address moa@
sussex.ac.uk.  

Two new Trustees for the Archive
The Mass Observation Archive’s Board of Trustees have been joined by two new members: John 
Brewer and Lucy Noakes

John Brewer graduated from Oxford University in 1987 with a BA in Modern History. He worked 
in financial markets, as a trader and investor, for nearly thirty years and is now retired and living 
in Brighton, spending much of his time providing project management and research services to 
collectors, friends and enthusiasts within the classic car industry.

Lucy Noakes, a Professor of History at the University of Essex. As a historian, Lucy works on the 
social and cultural history of early to mid 20th century Britain. She has a particular interest in the 
experiences and memories of those who experienced the First and Second World Wars. Lucy has 
published numerous books using material from the Mass Observation as source material. She recently 
gave a lecture at the University of Essex on “Why the Blitz Spirit is the wrong metaphor for fighting 
COVID-19”

The Oxford Centre for Life-Writing

The Mass Observation Archive has partnered with The Oxford 
Centre for Life-Writing on their Life-Writing of Immeasurable Events 
project during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each week they send out a  
creative prompt, which people will be free to interpret as they wish 
and submit a response to the Centre. Responses can be in any 
form - anecdotes, poems, journal or diary entries, essays, short or 
long. 

More details can be found on The Oxford Centre for Life-Writing's 
website: https://oclw.web.ox.ac.uk/immeasurable-events

The Hidden History of the 
Mantelpiece
In the spring Jessica Scantlebury joined Dr Rachel Hurdley on 
Radio 4 to discuss how Mass Observation has documented the 
history of homes by asking people to record every item on their 
mantelpiece. In the programme, Rachel visits a number of archives 
and museum and contemplates how the development of the 
mantelpiece reflects wider changes in society. 

You can listen to the broadcast here: www.bbc.co.uk/
programmes/m000gl97


