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In 2020 COVID-19 brought a 
world-wide crisis into being 
and the UK experienced 
national disruption on a scale 
not seen since the last World 
War. In March the Worldwide 
Heath Organisation classified 
the spread of the virus as a 
pandemic and Britain faced a 
national lockdown. It was at this 
moment as the Mass Observation 
team packed up their laptops for 
home working, that we hurriedly 
drafted a ‘special’ Directive 
questionnaire to our national 
panel of regular volunteer writers. 
Although we knew many of 
them would have started putting 
pen to paper, we requested 
they record their lives at this 
extraordinary time and continue 
doing so until we were back 
in touch. At the time, we didn’t 

      

fully understand the implications 
of the virus or what lockdown 
meant. We were concerned that 
the restrictions would disrupt 
the postal service and prohibit 
us from communicating with 
the Observers. While this didn’t 
happen, we felt confident that 
our writers would record their 
reactions to the virus as the 
situation developed.

Fast forward to Spring 2021 and 
to date we have received over 
8,500 submissions.  This includes 
narrative responses to three 
further Directive questionnaires 
in Spring Summer and Autumn 
along with our annual 12th 
May day diary call. In 2019, the 
Archive had received 224 replies 
to our 12th May appeal. In 2020 

Mass Observing Covid-19
What a time to be alive! It feels 
like we are living in a movie 
... The country has been in 
lockdown for seven weeks 
now and it is starting to get 
difficult.. (MT_20220_374 
response to the 12th May from 
a teacher)

Article continues on the next page 

Welcome to the latest edition of 
the Mass Observation Bulletin, 
our first for 2021. We hope that 
you have been keeping safe and 
well and have made it through the 
winter lockdown without incident. 

This edition of the Bulletin brings 
you an update of our activities 
during 2020, specifically relating 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
article below outlines how our 
panel of Mass Observers diligently 
recorded lockdown in the UK. On 
page 4, you can read about how 
successful our 12th May project 
was in 2020 and find out how to 
access some videos exploring the 
diaries in greater detail. 

On page 3, you can find out about 
a recent special visitor to the Mass 
Observation Archive and find out 
about how Dr Stella Simms has 
been using our food collections 
to recreate wartime recipes 
popular with Mass Observes 
during the Second World War. 
We also include details of a new 
publication of Mass Observation 
wartime diaries. You can find out 
more about Blitz Spirit by Becky 
Brown on the final page. 

Very best wishes from the Mass 
Observation team. 

Jessica Scantlebury
Bulletin editor 



Mass Observin Covid-19 
continued 
We also opened our collections 
policy to collect diaries and 
reflections on COVID-19 from 
community groups, special 
interest groups and U3A groups.  
We are still cataloguing the 
material and discovering its 
riches. Some writers contributed 
a few pages, while others 
wrote diaries sometimes 
extending over 70 pages. We 
also received artworks, poems, 
and photographic essays. The 
youngest writer to contribute 
is 3 years old, while the oldest 
is 94. Occupations range from 
health workers, artists, teaching 
assistants, police officers, 
university professors to care 
assistants. This rich and growing 
collection of personal writing 
has come from across the UK 
and therefore includes regional 
differences as the pandemic 
plays out with different 
restrictions in geographical 
areas. 

The writers have all had different 
experiences of the pandemic. 
For one Mass Observer 
lockdown has been a positive 
experience and writes that ‘I'm 
quite introverted and not very 
sociable and so it is actually 
improving my mental health 
to be at home. I feel far more 
relaxed and less anxious.’ 
(G7105 response to Summer 
2020 Directive). One noticed 
that she started to experience 
time differently and said: ‘After 
a few weeks of lockdown, I took 
the calendar down from the wall 
and threw it away. There didn’t 
seem to be any point marking 
the days and weeks’ (S7592). A 
woman, whose granddaughter 
was born on the 12th May, 
explains that since she found 

out her daughter was pregnant 
in October she has been 
‘dreaming what sort of granny’ 
she would be. ‘COVID-19’ 
has stripped all that way’ she 
mourns as she feels a sense 
of loss as she has been unable 
to attend appointments, scans 
or be a birthing partner for her 
daughter. (Ref: MT_2020_6). 

The overwhelming response 
to our COVID-19 calls provide 
a collective picture of people’s 
lives across the UK through 
individual personal testimony 
during this extraordinary 
time. Current researchers are 
already seeing the value of this 
material with regards to people’s 

responses to political demands 
during the pandemic and the 
value for future Historians. 
It will provide opportunities 
across disciplines and interest 
areas for understanding 
the lived experience during 
this pandemic; our actions, 
thoughts and opinions.  This 
collection is available as a public 
resource and can be accessed 
at The Keep (www.thekeep.
info). The Mass Observation 
team welcome enquiries and 
conversations regarding its use 
and potential collaborations 
for learning, teaching and 
engagement.

The Covid-19 A-Z Ref: CV19_15



The Blitz Spirit with 
Lucy Worsley
In late 2020 the production 
company Brook Lapping visited 
with the historian Lucy Worsley 
to film a programme about the 
“Blitz Spirit” during the Second 
World War. The programme 
was broadcast on Tuesday 
23rd February on BBC One and 
focuses on accounts from six 
people during the blitz in Lon-
don. One of the people included 
was the Mass Observation dia-
rist and investigator Nina Masel. 
Nina was just 18 when she was 
writing for Mass Observation 
and submitted reports on life 
in the East End and conditions 
in Air Raid shelters. You can 
watch the programme on the 
BBC iPlayer. 

A Taste of History 
Lucy Worsley in the store at The Keep

Dr Stella Sims writes about 
her inspiration for ‘A Taste 
of History’; a short YouTube 
series exploring the history 
of food using the Mass 
Observation Archive. 
In this video project I recreate 
recipes taken from or inspired 
by 1941 food diaries held at 
the Mass Observation Archive, 
going back in time to a moment 
in history to cook and taste what 

someone said they were eating 
on a particular day. 

I did a PhD at Sussex University 
some time ago, and I’ve used 
the incredible MO collection for 
my academic work in the past 
– I could spend hours poring 
over these vivid fragments and 
insights into everyday lives. 
In more recent years I have 
worked in the media researching 
and producing history 
documentaries and series such 
as BBC1’s Who Do You Think 
You Are? 

I wondered what kind of 
research had been done on 
food, and if MO writers had 
shared any recipes in their 
diaries, or other interesting 
insights to do with food. Of 
course, I discovered MO had an 
absolute abundance of writing 
related to food, spanning both 
the earlier project as well as 
the newer correspondence 
since the 1980s. In the end, 
I decided to focus on a huge 
collection of food diaries sent in 
by individuals during the early 
years of the Second World War. 
A short history series was never 
going to cover everything in 

this fascinating collection, but 
I managed to narrow down my 
focus to five peoples’ menus. 
I selected these based on the 
fact that they were particularly 
interesting writers or menus 
which illustrated certain broader 
points of historical interest 
on food during the war: the 
rationing of key foods like 
meat, butter and sugar; the 
role of the Ministry of Food; 
famous wartime recipes like 
‘Woolton Pie’ and meat-free 
substitutes; import problems; 
and campaigns such as Dig For 
Victory. But what I love most 
about this project is how it puts 
the ordinary men and women at 
the centre of these big moments 
in history and shines a spotlight 
on these ‘unofficial histories’, 
particularly women’s stories. 
The voices that come through 
are opinionated, quirky and very 
human, their experiences vary 
according to place, income and 
class. In particular I enjoyed 
discovering the occasional very 
emotional response to taste, 
such as the woman who wrote 
with joy in October 1941 that 
she was served “two awfully 
good cakes with cream and jam, 
light, scrunchy pastry!” These 
rare treats were few and far 
between during wartime.

A Taste of History can 
be found on the Mass 
Observation Archive’s 
YouTube. Search for Mass 
Observation on YouTube.com 



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. 1179673) 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

12th May 2020 
We received over 5000 diaries 
for 12th May 2020 and our two 
placement students from University 
of Brighton, Beth and Keziah have 
undertaken research exploring the 
different themes which have come 
through this collection of diaries. 

As you might expect there has 
been much talk of lockdown, home 
schooling, loss and grief, but also 
hope, happiness, creativity and 
kindness. We have created a series 
of short films focusing on a selection 
of 12th May diaries, which are available to view on the Mass 
Observation website. 

There is still time to submit your 12th May 2021 diary to the 
Archive. You can find out details about the project and the 2020 
videos here: www.massobs.org.uk/write-for-us/12th-may. 

Blitz Spirit: Voices of Britain Living Through Crisis, 1939-1945
‘What extraordinary voices of Britain living through crisis! A brilliant 
testament to resilience.’ Anne Glenconner

‘A stirring and evocative account of life on the home front. Full of 
surprises that bring a fascinating perspective on the blitz spirit.’ - 
Deborah Cadbury, author of Chocolate Wars and Princes at War

In Blitz Spirit, Becky Brown presents a collection of entries from 
the diaries ordinary British people sent in to Mass Observation 
during the Second World War. This new collection tell the human 
story of the Second World War, of the individuals grappling with a 
world turned upside down. From panic-buying and competitively 
digging for victory to extraordinary acts of bravery, Blitz Spirit is a 
remarkable collection of real wartime experiences that represent 
the best and worst of human nature in the face of adversity. 

Phantoms of Surrealism
19 May 2021 – 12 December 2021

On a hot summer day of 1936, a 
woman dressed in a bridal gown 
paraded in Trafalgar Square; 
her head completely covered in 
red roses. Artist Sheila Legge’s 
appearance as ‘the phantom of 
Surrealism’ launched the ‘London 
International Surrealist Exhibition’, 
held at the New Burlington 
Galleries in Mayfair.

This exhibition at Whitechapel Art 
Gallery will examine the pivotal 
role of women within the Surrealist 
movement in Britain in the 1930s. 
Material from the Whitechapel 
Gallery’s archive, together with 
items from the Mass Observation 
Archive, will shed new light on 
the contribution of women to 
the surrealist movement: www.
whitechapelgallery.org. 


