
PRESENTATION of 

u3a in the Time of Corona
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at time of publication, National Co-ordinator for SLPs

and Jo Livingston, 
Subject Adviser for Living History

at RSLP Day, Preston, 3rd August 2022

This was a hybrid meeting and unknown to those of us in the room, 
nothing was getting through to those online.

So we’ve compiled the set of slides 
with the script that we used to present them.

Do share this presentation with your u3a 
or any of your groups who may find it of interest.

If anyone would like to see the original presentation 
it could be done again on zoom 

(and is short enough to fit into the free version).
Please contact Jo for this.

Our emails –

Jdsimpson057@gmail.com 

Jo_Livingston@hotmail.com 

It might be suitable for an AGM as it’s quite short 
but could be developed into a discussion 

depending on the time available – 
AGMs being unpredictable.

mailto:Jdsimpson057@gmail.com
mailto:Jo_Livingston@hotmail.com


U3a in the Time of Corona
A4 paperback, 120 pages

JS  Very early on we had thought that the best record of this project 
would be to produce a book. Also early in the project, it had been 
decided that all the entries would be offered to the Mass Observation 
Archive, and they had accepted. This idea had originally come from Sam
Mauger who was familiar with the war time diaries from World War 2.
By the end of the summer of 2020, we thought Covid might be over and
advised the Diarists we would not take any more entries.
 During that Spring and Summer 2020 selected entries had (with the 

Diarists permission) been included in the U3A online Blog “Sources” and there had been an article in Third 
Age Matters magazine. Shared Learning Projects have traditionally had a more tangible outcome and we 
wanted as many people as possible to see all aspects of the diary entries, not just the positive bits, but the 
record of hopes and fears and gloomy times as well.

CONTENTS
In the Beginning   

How it all started, in Wuhan and elsewhere
Don’t Panic!   

Panic buying, food, loo rolls, home deliveries   
Vulnerable? Me?   

Health of individual and household, physical and mental
Family and Friends  

Concerns about adult children, especially key workers, and elderly parents
Missing the Children  

Grandchildren, missing them, giving help with home schooling
Filling Those Empty Hours 

Occupations– art, cooking, music, exercise, books, gardening etc
Learn, Laugh, Live
             U3A – how it used to be, how we’re keeping it going, technology
In Tune with Nature? 

Natural world - for mental and physical health, environmental aspects
Not on the Bright Side 

Downside - loss of friends and family, knock on effects 
Such a Thing as Society?

How communities supported each other, including Clap for Carers
What the Future Holds . . . ?

What do people think the ‘new normal’ is likely to be?

JL  We had to base the book on what was sent in and that provided the structure – people were responding 
to various problems as the weeks went on, so we just followed where they led, from the initial panic buying 
and problems getting a food delivery, through anxiety about family members of all ages, then how to fill the
time, how to keep the U3A going (and learn zoom) and find out, cautiously, how much we were allowed to 
interact with other people. It was important to show all sides of the contributions – there were some very 
funny ones, especially to do with loo rolls, hair cutting and even dentists, but many others were losing 
people to covid, without the support from family and friends that normally accompanies a death, so it was 
important that their voices were heard as well.   



JS   In the beginning there was panic buying and none of us were used to seeing empty shelves in the
supermarket.  Some  of  us  joined
the  queue  during  the  early
morning slots allocated to us older
folks and NHS staff. Some tried to
arrange  delivery  slots  and  often
failed. People with limited mobility
and without the support of family
and friends were most vulnerable
and  often  didn’t  like  to  ask  for
help, but there were examples of
neighbours  who  stepped  in  and
kept them going with supplies and
networks  of  helpers  soon  started
up.   In general people got used to

making do.

JL  Once the need to get food supplies had settled down, most people’s concerns were for family members.
Many had partners, or occasionally parents, in care homes, which was a source of huge anxiety at that
time, and our children were trying to juggle working from home with teaching their children, unless they
were  key  workers  which  meant
extra  worries  for  us  as  parents
who  could  do  nothing  to  help
them. And then there were all the
family  events  that  just  didn’t
happen,  or  only  within  a  single
household  –  grandchildren’s
birthdays  missed,  weddings
postponed and funerals limited to
five  people  who  couldn’t  even
hug.  Though  some  families
managed  to  have  huge
gatherings  on  zoom,  from  all
round the world – and didn’t even have to do the washing up at the end of it.  

JS The Diarists wrote about keeping busy and having time to do all the jobs around the house they hadn’t
got around to, but all that began to
be less attractive as time went on
and  all  most  people  wanted  was
human  contact  and  interaction
again.  Dealing  with  the  deaths  of
family and friends due to Covid was
the  most  difficult  thing  and  of
course there was the ever-present
worry  that  you  might  catch  it
yourself.  Couples  either
appreciated  one  another  more  or
became  more  infuriated  with
partner’s behaviour as the months
passed.



JL  If anyone had been asked beforehand what they would find most difficult about daily life in lockdown, I
doubt if many would have put lack of hairdressers at the top of their list. But it was clear that for many it
was  the  last  straw at  a  very  difficult  time.
Some turned to dog-clippers, wielded by their
partner. There were stories of secret sessions
in back gardens, with the neighbours asking if
they could join in.  People began comparing
their  hair  to  Boris  and  one  even  accused
Nicola  Sturgeon  of  secret  visits  to  her
hairdresser  because  she  always  looked  so
smart.   And  there  was  outrage  when
Germany allowed hair salons to reopen when
ours were still closed.    

JS   People  with grandchildren greatly
missed  being  able  to  hug  them  and
missing  out  on  seeing  them  grow  up.
Seeing them on Zoom did not provide
the  physical  contact.  The  loss  of
ordinary socialising was acutely felt.

JL  How we filled the time – some were very organised, others quite dismayed by all the empty hours. Some
saw it as a great chance to learn a language or a musical instrument (though that didn’t always go down
too well with the rest of the family).  Baking became very popular until a shortage of both flour and yeast
made that a challenge. Others took
to  walking  in  the  wonderful  spring
weather,  alone  of  course  or  with
someone from the same household.
Like many dog owners I  had a ‘get
out of jail free card’ – you can’t keep
a  border  collie  indoors  for  three
months! And there were two distinct
views on housework – ‘a chance to
get  everything  spick  and  span’  or
‘can’t have any visitors for months –
why bother?’ I must admit to being
in the second group.



JS People were motivated to try to be
creative and paintings, drawings and
fabric items were all produced. Some
people put their skills to good use by
making  face  masks  and  items  for
local  hospitals.  Diarists  provided  us
with  photos,  poems  and  the
wonderful cartoons used in the book.

JL  The U3A was a lifeline to some but yet another source of deprivation for others. Many U3As rose to the
challenge, holding committee meetings on zoom, sending out emails and newsletters to their members and
doing everything they could to keep the show on the road. But there were some which were more inclined
to close down for the duration, to the great distress of their members. Of course, the new technology of
zoom – new to most  of  us,  anyway –
was  probably  the  saviour  of  the  U3A.
We were rapidly divided into those who
could set up a zoom meeting, or at least
know how to join one, and those who
wanted  nothing  to  do  with  it  and
preferred to wait  until life returned to
normal.  Of  course,  at  this  stage,  we
were all thinking in weeks and months –
if we’d known then it would go on for
nearly  two  years  some  may  have
decided differently.       

JS  There  was  often  the  dark
side.  Have  we  now  forgotten
watching  those  horrible
statistics  every  night  and
feeling  powerless?  People
wrote about their fears of the
world  never  being  the  same
again  or  worried  that  they
might  not  adapt  to  going  out
again or returning to their once
busy lives.



JL  Communities were affected by lockdown in two opposite ways. The positive was getting to know the 
neighbours like never before and the coming together of people for Clapping for Carers, VE Day. And we all 
realised how much we depend on key workers, not just in the NHS but transport workers,  postmen and 
women, the bin men and all the
behind the scenes jobs that we’re
not even aware of until they stop
working. But it was also a pretext
for what in the war were known
as ‘little Hitlers’ – those who’d
shop their neighbour if they saw a
visitor, the trigger-happy police
who believed that a walk carrying
a cup of coffee was a picnic and
the shops that covered up what 
they deemed to be non-essential
items. Life was difficult enough
without these characters making it worse.

JS The book finally got published in November 2020. Some people bought the book and liked it.  
We are very glad that it was produced and we think that It is an important record of the times we lived in,

especially since we seem to have very quickly got 
back to normal. 
We hope it never happens again but this book is 
an important reminder of what it was like at the 
time it was all happening and our lives were 
turned upside down. 
We are indebted to the contributors and to the 
team of people who helped us in its compilation. 

We’ve  discovered  recently  that  as  well  as  the  whole
archive being at Mass Observation, the book is listed in
the British Library Covid-19 Projects Database.

To order a copy of u3a in the Time of Corona -

Go to the national U3A website https://www.u3a.org.uk/  
       then ‘Support for U3As’, then ‘Brand Centre’.
You’ll need to login or register (if you haven’t already done that)
Then enter the title into the search box and it will take you to the book.
It costs £10.82* including p&p.

SEE ALSO Pt.2  Looking Back on Lockdown    (online only)
https://www.u3a.org.uk/learning/u3a-research/current-and-recent-projects

    Apologies – the Brand Centre made a decision to raise the price by £1.50, without telling us. 
You can’t be more angry about that than we are!

https://www.u3a.org.uk/learning/u3a-research/current-and-recent-projects

