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DURING THE FIRST LOCK-
DOWN in the spring of 2020, 
face to face sessions of all the  

Restoration Trust’s groups, in which 
members met up in fairly large num-
bers, were suspended because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Thanks to 
Zoom, a teleconferencing platform, 
they moved online throughout that 
first lockdown for emotional and 
mental health support, with a key 
part of the virtual gatherings being 
participation in a creative activity. 

With the second lockdown due to 
commence in November 2020, the 
Restoration Trust  decided to go one better by invit-
ing everyone who is, or has been, a member of any 
of their projects to join a weekly Zoom drop-in  
under the umbrella title of Stay in Touch, or SIT. 
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People from Wiltshire, Norfolk, Suffolk and London 
came together at the first meeting on 10 November. 

SIT has been a godsend for many Restoration Trust 
enthusiasts who would otherwise have felt lonely 

Laura Drysdale D I R E C T O R  O F  T H E  R E S T O R A T I O N  T R U S T 
People have been suggesting 
Restoration Trust theme tunes 
lately. ‘This Is Me’ from The 
Greatest Showman has strong 

support – ‘I am brave, I am bruised, I am who 
I’m meant to be, this is me’. My own earworm 
is the empathy anthem by James, ‘Sit Down’, 
asking ‘those who feel the breath of sadness’, 
are ‘touched by madness’ or ‘find themselves 
ridiculous’ to ‘sit down next to me.’ It’s  not 
for nothing that our Covid connection project 
Stay In Touch goes by the acronym SIT. Here 
we are, people from Restoration Trust projects 

past and present, sitting down in front of our 
screens, not next to each other, but as close as 
lockdown allows. These gatherings go hand-
in-hand with our digital offer of equipment 
loans, data, training and support for people to 
get online – digital exclusion is a cruel subset 
of the greater cruelty of inequality. We meet 
on Zoom, with invitations emailed out the day 
before, and posted on a private Facebook site. 
When the pandemic finally retreats, I hope 
we’ll carry on with SIT, because it’s becoming 
part of our identity as a kind of cultural thera-
peutic community. 
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The 9 February 2021 meeting, chaired by facilitator Ian Brownlie (top right).
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Shared enthusiams: Ian Brownlie’s ‘nature suit’ (above)  
and (below) Sue Tyler demonstrates eco-dying.

and isolated. With a 
Facebook forum solely 
devoted to ‘staying 
in touch’, members 
have shared personal 
enthusiasms that have 
included hang-gliding, 
historic reenactment, 
favourite  

musicians – Dolly Parton, Emelie Sande and 
the Sex Pistols, among others – and family 
memories. While this has helped foster a 
sense of community, the driving force behind 
SIT has been the creative challenges various 
artists and experts experts have set the mem-
bers, often using materials sent out in the post.

Since last November, artist and facilitator Ian 
Brownlie has encouraged Stay in Touchers to 
enjoy activities such as constructing pipe cleaner 
chairs for fruit, drawing faces on paper bags and 

We’ve got three 
job opportunities 

available for people who are under 25 
and on Universal Credit. If you think 
you’d enjoy working with us as a Dig-
ital Engager, a Mental Health Support 
Worker or an Admin Assistant, please 

contact us by email with a CV and  
a short covering letter as soon as  
possible. More details on our website.  
n We’re looking for case studies 
for our Baring Foundation report on 
heritage, creativity and mental health. 
Please get in touch by email if  

 
you have exam-
ples of excellent practice in  
historic landscapes, archaeology,  
historic buildings or archives. There is 
a £200 fee for organisations contribut-
ing case studies of around 800 words. 

“I love this group. 
Every Tuesday,  
I switch on and  
talk to people.”

  AURA TODD

posing for photos with them over their heads,  
creating word collages (bottom) and an introduction 
to eco-dye printing. The resulting work has been 
witty, inventive and sometimes beautiful, as well as 
a lot of fun to do.

“A real lifeline”
Conservator Helen Lindsay, who introduced mem-
bers to the preservation of books and documents, 
was impressed: “I really like the SIT Gatherings. 
When people ask questions and are so interested 
they want to find out more, then I feel as if I’m shar-
ing my knowledge, which is very rewarding.”

Simon Chaplin, a Human Henger and member of 
the Restoration Trust’s Expert Advisory Board, is 
in no doubt about how important SIT has been for 
him: “It’s been a real lifeline in uncertain times and 
I don’t cope well with uncertainty. It’s nice to know 
that at least one thing will definitely happen every 
week.” These sentiments are echoed by the Burgh 
Castle Almanac’s Sue Tyler: “I was really scared of 
Zoom when we first started because I’m not good at 
talking, but I have really enjoyed these groups. Just 
having that connection with other humans, once a 
week, is fabulous.”

SIT meetings will be running until the end of lock-
down – whenever that may be. With the Restora-
tion Trust also offering to help with members’ food 
supplies, medical issues and benefits, it’s easy to 
see that SIT is part of making it through to the other 
side of Covid-19. n
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