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Introduction

When coronavirus reached Britain and lockdown was 
announced in late March KOVE’s immediate concern was 

the wellbeing of its members. One of our chief objectives is to 
improve the quality of life for older people by combatting social 
isolation – and now we were being officially told to isolate! 
Social activities and local campaigns ground to a halt: no more 
meetings, walks, film club, forums...

After ensuring members had the essentials (groceries and 
prescriptions delivered, daily exercise, phone/email contact 
with staff and each other) we thought about ways to keep 
people entertained during the long hours and days at home. 
Conversations with members about what they were doing 
and wanted to do revealed that many are very resourceful and 
creative. From that came the idea to draw together writings and 
artwork produced during this unique period. 

Some seized lockdown as an opportunity to deal with 
neglected tasks, others found it allowed their imaginations to 
flourish. For some it provided time for contemplation of life, 
though not everyone has had an easy time of it, this is also 
reflected in a few contributions. From paintings, drawings, 
photography and knitting to diary entries, poems and short 
essays, all aspects of the lockdown experience as lived by 
KOVE members are contained in Lockdown Pie.

Ags Irwin
Chair, KOVE
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Lockdown Pie

First make a pastry case,
whatever you can bake.

It must be big enough to take
the whole of Lockdown Pie

Now reach for the top shelf, 
take down the box of good intentions 

and failed tries.
We’ll start with the books:
And, beginning with Proust, 

lay the base of the pie.
Add Greer ’s Whole Woman

Seth’s Suitable Boy
Knausgard’s Family demise
and the pie starts to rise.

Next for some filling. 
Empty those drawers of useless bras,

old socks and tights
too small for your thighs.

Put them in layers
for Lockdown Pie.

Bring out that box of old photos
Too painful to see.

The pictures of those you’ve lost,
of who you used to be.

Gently place them on top,
add a drizzle of tears.

Now it is time to put in your fears
but don’t fill it too high,
leave room for more
in Lockdown Pie.
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You can now add your wishes,
your hopes and your dreams,

your unfulfilled plans, your fantastic schemes,
all the things that life promised

and you promised back,
just tip ’em all in, with a terrible grin,

 into Lockdown Pie.

And now it is finished, so put on the lid,
just say ‘Goodbye’ 

to horrible Lockdown Pie.
Ags Irwin
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At the beginning it was 
very odd to be indoors all 

thetime as I am used to being 
busy outside the home. I am 
a retired GP and have some 
health conditions so I have to 
be careful. I have only been 
outside once, an essential 
journey to the bank. 

I am a little nervous about 
going out because a lot of 
people in Swiss Cottage 
don’t seem to respect social 
distancing rules. I have 
food allergies so can’t eat 
ready-meals, but luckily my 
daughter and son-in-law 
have brought me fresh food 
and my medicines have been 
delivered from the pharmacy. 
I have never done so much 
cooking as I have these last 
three months! 

Once I adjusted to being 
at home I began to utilise 
my time very constructively 

and positively. I sorted out 
and shredded mountains of 
paperwork and cleared out my 
wardrobe. 

I’ve done the little mending 
jobs that usually get put off, 
like replacing buttons, and I’ve 
become a bit arty, painting the 
leaves from pineapple tops as 
decorations. 

Ramadan fell during 
lockdown. I can’t fast but I 
have been praying five times 
a day and reading the Koran 
– 30 chapters in 29 days – 
considering the meaning and 
making notes.  

I’ve joined OPAG* phone 
meetings, taken spoken 
Arabic classes via Skype and 
joined some Zoom medical 
meetings. I’ve also been doing 
physical exercises at home. 
I am feeling so well at the 
moment.

Shahana 
*Ageing Better in Camden’s Older People’s Advisory Group

At the beginning
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Towards the end of February 
I took the opportunity 

to have a few weeks’ 
break, visiting my family in 
Melbourne with the added 
attraction of warm weather in 
the Southern Hemisphere.

Two pleasant weeks passed, 
but towards the third week of 
March, with a slight feeling 
of autumn on the way, there 
appeared to be a sense of 
anxiety. What was making 
people feel this way? 
A virus was present almost 
everywhere in the world it 
seemed. Shops, libraries, 
cafes and public venues were 
closing. Soon after, nothing 
was open.

Airlines were inundated 
with people wanting to fly 
out of the country to many 
destinations around the globe. 
No time to waste, I needed to 
return to London. 

I decided not to change my 
flight online and went directly 
to the airport. I was able, 
miraculously, to find the last 
available seat on the airline I 
always use. It was also the last 
flight of that aircraft before 

it would be grounded until 
lockdown was over.

Arriving at Heathrow the 
absence of the usual ‘buzz’ 

was remarkable. Straight 
through the formalities of 
passport control and baggage 
collection; it was over in a few 
minutes. 

A Desperate Escape
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The Underground was still 
running, which was a relief. 
No passengers in sight and 
the train not stopping at 
all stations, which meant it 

took only 20 minutes to get 
to Green Park. The abiding 
memory I have is of changing 
onto the Jubilee line. 

First the bright lighting – 
clearly the area had been 
recently cleaned, everything 
was bright and shiny – but it 
was the silence as I walked 
through. 

Not one person passed me 
either way. It was an eerie 
feeling, one I will always 
remember. After all, it was 6.45 
on a Tuesday morning, when 
normally the Underground 
would be buzzing. The world 
was locking down. In the UK 
it had begun the day before, 
23rd March. 

A few days before I left 
Melbourne I met two girls 
from London, on their big 
‘Aussie Adventure’. 
They had been there about 11 
months and planned to stay 
another 10 or so. They were 
working in the small cafe 
where I bought coffee. 
 
I asked them where they lived 
and they told me Belsize Park, 
did I know it? 
‘I most certainly do,’ I replied.
 
After a little conversation, I 
discovered that one of the 
girls and her family had lived 
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in the same road as I had – we 
could have been neighbours! 
I urged the girls to book any 
plane with available seats, to 
get home to London and their 
families. 

The next day I called in and to 
my joy they had done just that. 
It was a delayed flight but they 
did arrive home to their very 
happy families. 

Since then we have kept 
in touch by text and have 
now met and talked about 
our respective escapes! An 
amazing meeting, and all 
because I needed a cup of 
coffee!

While waiting at the airport 
I met a couple from Iceland. 
They had arrived from New 
Zealand after only three weeks 
of a planned eight-week 
holiday. How disappointing 
that was for them. 

They had managed to find, 
with great difficulty, two seats 
on the plane via Australia 
but had been unable to book 
onward seats to Reykjavik. I 
have wondered how they got 
home to Iceland, but I’ll never 
know. 

Then lockdown!

Suzanne Pawaroo
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As a news junkie I had 
been watching this novel 

coronavirus spread like a stain 
across the globe. The sudden 
leap from China to Italy and 
then to Spain confirmed that 
it was global and heading 
our way. Curiously, neither 
our government nor any 
official health body was 
communicating the potential 
seriousness to the public. 

In early March I spent a few 
days with my 90-year-old 
mother in Dorset, returning 
to London on the morning of 
Monday 9th. I wasn’t to know 
I wouldn’t be able to see her 
again for 18 weeks. 

I volunteer at the British 
Museum on an object handing 
desk, coincidentally in the 
Asia Gallery. Usually we get 
huge crowds of tourists from 
China, but those had declined 
dramatically over early 2020, 
until it was down to only 
Chinese students resident 
here.
 
By coincidence, on my 
last shift (afternoon of 9th) 
I inducted a new trainee 
– a Hong Kong Chinese 

post-graduate student. She 
seemed unfazed by the 
prospect of the virus reaching 
Britain. 

She shook my hand on 
meeting, didn’t wear a mask 
and didn’t want the latex 
gloves BM management 
had provided for use when 
handling objects. I liked her 
laidback attitude, but neither 
of us could know that nine 
days later the Museum would 
close its doors indefinitely. 

The next day, 10th, I played 
bridge with some older 
friends. They asked visitors to 
wash their hands on arrival 
but otherwise were relaxed. 
That was the last time we 
played. 

The 11th was a lovely, sunny 
spring day and KOVE had 
a group walk around Swiss 
Cottage. People said they’d 
rather go out and be careful 
than feel like shut-ins. When 
we said goodbye we didn’t 
realise it would be 21 weeks 
until we met again. 

Thursday 12th I attended a 
routine mammogram at my 

The Second Week of March
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local hospital. I was surprised 
to see no one wearing mask 
or gloves, not even in the 
small, enclosed room where 
the mammogram took place. 
I was handed a clipboard and 
pen that had been handled by 
many other people. 

I thought about saying 
something but decided I 
must be over-reacting. On my 
way home I was hailed by a 
friend from her car. She also 
works with older people so we 
stopped to chat. After a few 
minutes she said she felt like 
a kerb-crawler and invited me 
to get in. 

She kept both windows open 
so a breeze blew through 
and we talked for another 15 
minutes, sharing our worries 
about the implications of the 
virus on the people we work 
with and our own families. In 
the evening I went to my yoga 
class. At the end the teacher 
said, ‘If we are still able to 
meet, who is up for next 

week?’ All said, ‘Yes’, but I was 
beginning to have doubts. The 
centre closed that weekend. 

By Friday 13th I was looking 
to ‘higher powers’ for 
information, like Richard 
Horton, Editor-in-Chief of The 
Lancet: 

‘ The UK is on the edge of an 
avoidable calamity. In addition 
to deaths preventable by more 
aggressive government action, 
it will be health workers 
who absorb the brunt of 
government complacency.’

(His predictions turned out to 
be only too painfully true.) 

By the weekend I accepted 
that my life as I had known 
it was going to change for 
at least a few weeks, maybe 
months, along with the lives of 
everyone I know and billions 
around the world that I don’t 
know.   

Deborah Knight 
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The silence was the strangest thing

The silence was the strangest thing
When there was dancing in the streets  

Mute masked figures
Moving in a curious choreography

No sense to be made of 
This crazy reverse magnetism
A Pandemic’s People dance
Turning. Moving sideways 

Backwards
Leaping from street to pavement

And, spying others
Running away in fear 

There’s green growth in the trees 
Spring is here

The only sound that can be heard
Freedom

From a singing bird.

Ags Irwin
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I am 82 years old with very 
limited mobility. 12 months 
ago I gave up the car, thinking 
the savings on tax and 
insurance would offset paying 
for taxis. Until January 2020 
this worked well. 

As I’m not on the internet I 
regularly telephoned orders 
to Sainsbury’s and weekly 
caught the Plusbus to 

Morrison’s.  
All went well until lockdown! 

Plusbus was cancelled by 
Camden and when I tried to 
order from Sainsbury’s as 
before I was told, ‘We have no 
delivery slots available so we 
cannot take your order.’ It was 
about five weeks before things 
improved.

Alas, until Plusbus 
resumes and libraries 
open again I feel as 
though I’m serving 
an indefinite prison 
sentence. 

But on the plus 
side I am reading/
rereading my book 
collection, doing 
the puzzles in the ‘I’ 
newspaper, which I 
have delivered daily, 
talking to friends on 
the phone, listening 
to TMS cricket 
commentary on the 
radio and watching 
too much TV.

Margaret Gibbs

Lockdown Reflections



15

I have been coping with 
lack of broadband during 
lockdown and have realised 
that getting up to speed 
(literally) is essential in the 
modern world. 

Being online is a necessity 
– trying to get through to 
services by phone is pretty 
pointless. For example, the 
lift went out of service in my 
block of flats and it took over 
six weeks, with lots of fruitless 
phone calls reporting it, before 
it was fixed – and it ’s still only 
temporary. 

One aspect of lockdown that 
strikes me is that there is no 
time to plan for enjoyment; all 
one’s energy seems to go on 
survival. 

I have kept busy sorting out 
the paperwork from my late 
husband’s estate. That has 
been constructive, and I am 
generally happy at home. I 
have a phone call once a week 
from a befriending service but 
I’m pretty self-sufficient. 

I have been going out to buy 
food, but can only carry a 
certain weight and having no 
lift made that more difficult. 

It ’s been nice seeing fewer 
cars on the roads but I 
haven’t gone far from my 
neighbourhood. One reason is 
that public toilets have been 
closed!

Anon

Day to Day
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Kilburn Heights

Now marooned on the edge of London – half in, half out                                                                                                   
but I’m still a Londoner, without doubt.

This lockdown has made me sad, 
missing places that mean so much to me.                                                       

For the first time, padlocked and out of reach
by decree.

I’ve gallivanted across this town – Pimlico, Notting Hill and 
Kilburn heights,                                                          

hopping on buses from dawn to night.
Special places where the sun and shade stand tall,

big rooms in galleries and that chalky, Holborn church wall.
It ’s the constant passing chatter that I miss most,                                                                         

leaving me curious – ‘he didn’t...did he?’                                                                   
Almost.

Peering down from a top deck bus window –                                                                  
Lost Property, Baker Street:                                                                                     

‘Lady’s left hand purple leather glove seeks the right hand – 
Discreet’. 

Walking from Charing Cross to Tavistock Square, 
a winding maze of Bloomsbury London Planes,                                                

standing tall and proud                                                                                               
while nearby, bustling Covent Garden crowds.

The familiar cafes, pubs and bars,                                                                                
once heaving, but now I mourn,                                                                              

many will vanish, furloughed and forlorn.

Mel Wright 
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My only means of 
communication during 

lockdown has been the phone, 
thanks to my computer dying 
on me. The first thing to do 
when back to normal will be 
to buy a new one. On the plus 
side my phone has hardly 
stopped ringing; it has been 
great to receive so many calls 
daily. Thanks to all.

From the beginning of the 
year there were rumblings 
about this new virus which 
was circulating rapidly, and we 
began to worry that we could 
be affected. Early in March 
my friend Mitsue came for 
a month from Tokyo, to join 
me in a fundraising concert 
for Rosslyn Hill Chapel. The 
theme was Around the World 
and I sang My Normandy. We 
raised a good sum.

8th March was my 90th 
birthday. My eldest daughter, 
Heather, had secretly 
arranged a party. I knew 
something was happening but 
no details. All sorts of people 
from my past turned up: from 
past choirs, from Yorkshire, 
Annie and Fanny from France, 
and my ex-boss and fellow 

workers from 30 years ago. 
(How did she find them?!) 
A good time was had by all. 
The next day Heather went 
to Slovenia with the London 
Mayors’ Association (LMA), 
planning to end up at Lake 
Bled.

Lockdown – Mitsue rang from 
Heathrow to say that as we 
couldn’t meet up she wouldn’t 
stay for the rest of month. She 
went back to Tokyo.  On Friday 
13th Heather rang. The LMA 
had heard that the airport in 
Slovenia was about to close 
and they just managed to 
charter a flight back. The next 
week self-isolation started in 
earnest. The first cancellation 
for me was a bench-to-bench 
walk with KOVE, and this 
meant all KOVE meetings, 
film shows, talks, Kilburn 
Pensioners’ meetings and 
my art class gone too. All the 
talking shops! 

Then singing: Faure Requiem 
with London Pro Arte; a May 
weekend in York with a group 
called Felicite; services at 
Rosslyn Hill Chapel; Good 
Friday at St Martins-in-Fields; 
Ada Court solo singing – all 

Lockdown Diary
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gone. My last outing before 
total shutdown was medical. I 
have spinal problems and Dr 
A. had arranged for a bone 
density scan. 

I went to the Wimpole Street 
clinic on an eerily empty bus. 
The staff all wore gowns and 
masks. Later I had brief call 
but not the full results. I need 
to get a blood test and stop 
taking my weekly pill for two 
years. Dr. A’s final words to me 
were, ‘Don’t fall over ’.

How life is now: my nearest 
neighbours all offered support, 
but I am OK as the shops are 
only five minutes away and 
I don’t have to queue. My 
garden is communal but, out 
of 17 flats, 
no one is 
interested 
(or too lazy) 
to help, so 
I do all the 
gardening. 
I cut the 
grass 
with long-
handled 
shears, 
but I never 
cut it until 
the end of 
April as it is 
full of wild 

primroses and forget-me-nots, 
escaped from flower beds. 
I finish off with the Hover 
Mower. 
Heather walked over to visit 
me a couple of times and 
we sit in the garden, hidden 
behind a rose bush, to watch 
the birds. I have hangers for 
bird seeds and nuts, and a 
ground feeder for robins. 
Robins have three chicks and 
great tits several.

Indoors I am like a butterfly, 
not purposeful like a bee, 
but flitting between jobs. Not 
sorting out stuff for Oxfam, not 
putting songs back into their 
folders, not doing ironing or 
cleaning windows – but the 
kitchen is really clean. 

Enough 
of my 
twittering. 
Look after 
yourselves 
and 
hopefully 
we will 
meet again 
in person 
very soon.

Phyllis 
Young
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Lockdown Rhyme

Stop thinking about a walk
Now’s the time to do-it.
That cleaner won’t plug itself in
The dirt will pile up and you’ll rue-it.

Stop eating those biscuits and cakes
The pounds will pile upon you.
A salad a day keeps the fat away
Your menu should include fru-it.

While lockdown continues remember 
this rhyme
Procrastination’s the thief of time.

Phyllis Young

Coronavirus

Corona, corona, through the streets you come
on our hands and feet into our home. 

Through doors and windows as quiet as can be, 
a nasty killer no one can see. 

You don’t knock on our doors or announce your arrival, 
when you move in for the kill, we pray for survival. 

Many fall at your feet and illness comes fast, 
some bodies give up, they just don’t last. 
We will defeat you and you’ll be gone, 
cease to be in our lives before too long. 
Just a note in history, an unsung song. 

Paulette McLatchie
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My experience of the 
lockdown hasn’t been 

positive. My mother has 
dementia, she lives alone and 
I am her sole carer. She is very 
unaware of what is going on, 
which means I have to explain 
social distancing every time I 
take her out. 

She also has polymyalgia 
rheumatica, an inflammatory 
disorder that causes muscle 
pain and stiffness, and COPD, 
which means she is at risk of 
developing pneumonia. 

Dealing with medical services 
has not been easy. For 
example, mum’s dog jumped 
up and scraped the skin on 
her shins. I thought it needed 
medical attention but the GP 
receptionist wasn’t helpful, 
initially. I insisted she needed 
to be seen so the receptionist 
cleaned the cuts and gave her 
a nurse’s appointment for the 

afternoon. She got a tetanus 
shot then but I’m sure she 
wouldn’t have been seen if I 
hadn’t insisted. 

Because of her COPD she is 
at risk of COVID infection but 
getting through on the NHS 
helpline proved impossible 
so I took her to a mobile unit 
where she was tested. Happily 
it was negative.

I know I am fortunate in that 
I drive and own a car. On a 
good day I can achieve 20 
things rather than one or two. I 
am able to drive mum around, 
which would be extremely 
difficult on public transport. 
I clean the door handles and 
surfaces inside the car with 
disinfectant to reduce the risk 
of infection, because as well 
as fear of Coronavirus I have 
my own health problems to 
cope with, which adds to the 
pressure. 

Anon

A Carer’s Lockdown 
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From early March onwards I 
became very busy dealing 

with the staff and financial 
issues the virus caused for 
the five charities where I am 
a Trustee. This has involved 
many Zoom meetings with the 
charities’ senior management 
teams and fellow Trustees, 
perhaps eight to ten per week. 

Each charity now has a 
‘survival plan’ in place so 
the meetings and phone 
discussions are more 
measured and people are less 
worried and concerned.

My commercial work 
activity has continued on a 
remote contact basis. One 
project, concerned with 
the teaching and learning 
of entrepreneurship has 
taken off, with virtual classes 
running in four UK and two 
European universities this 
summer and autumn. 

This has kept me busy, 
providing input on 
entrepreneurship, learning, 
and the business plan for my 
colleagues.

In a general sense my home 
life has continued as normal 
but with precautions. 
I shop locally in West 
Hampstead and elsewhere; 
most days I walk for an hour 
or more and I have a set of 
exercises I do each morning at 
home. When the restrictions 
eased my wife and I started 
driving to the Chilterns to walk 
longer distances. We also 
have friends visiting us in our 
garden for afternoon tea.

For my own pleasure I am a 
member of an online art class 
and a men’s exercise class. We 
watch the National Theatre 
streamed plays, listen to music 
from the Wigmore Hall and 
watch films courtesy of BBC 
iPlayer and the BFI interactive 
service. Gardening is another 
enjoyable activity.

We are in frequent contact 
with family members and 
friends using a variety of 
electronic means. Along with 
my wife I also volunteer for the 
local foodbank and we shop 
for a friend who can’t go out.  

Geoff Berridge 

From early March onwards
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Crashed Computer Blues

Woke up this morning feeling fine
Came in to use this computer of mine. Oh oh

I got the crashed computer blues
Spent a couple of hours on my own
Battling, swearing, why won’t it go?

Gave up and called obliging friend. Oh oh
Tell him it ’s the crashed computer blues. 
He cannot come, it ’s the lockdown, I knew

But he says he can talk me through. 

We’ve tried this before. It never works. Oh oh
I got the crashed computer blues.

However did they manage in the Spanish flu?
The only way I’ve been able to get through
This mess we’re in, my joy to use, Oh oh

I got the crashed computer blues.  

I cannot email, only phone,
Very often they’re not at home

So I leave a message and wait a while.
Try not to worry, try to smile, Oh oh
Still got the crashed computer blues.

Helen Braithwaite
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Usually I’d either be 
shooting or editing a film 

for the Gallery Space at St 
Pancras Hospital, which has 
four group exhibitions a year 
plus associated events, or 
working on one of my own 
projects. 

During lockdown the Gallery ’s 
curator, Peter Herbert, has 
shown work from the next 
planned exhibition online: 
Three Places in Time, 
featuring artists Ahetas, Jane 
Allison and singer-songwriter 
Lucinda Sieger.*

Travel restrictions mean I’ve 
had time to return to projects 
I started several years ago, 
including a group memoir 
about people involved in 
community projects in the 
Kingsgate area of Camden in 
the 1970s and ’80s. I hope it 
results in an exhibition and 
photo book in 2021 or 22. 

I’m also working on a film 
project with Iris Chapple, 
who I met at the dedication 
of a seat at West Hampstead 

Thameslink station. Mel 
Wright asked me to film the 
event for KOVE and Iris and 
I became good friends. I’ve 
been recording her memories 
of her rich and exciting life, 
singing in Soho theatres and 
clubs, interviewing for the 
BBC, travels to India and later 
work as a celebrity manicurist. 
I hope to complete the film by 
early next year.

Until my son’s studio re-
opens my kitchen table is a 
temporary ceramics studio. 
He teaches me how to hand-
build cups and vases, a very 
therapeutic activity. I need a 
lot of exercise and follow Tai 
Chi classes on Zoom, plus 
early morning Qi Gong. West 
Hampstead Women’s Centre 
runs a weekly yoga class on 
Zoom as well as meditation. 
It ’s wonderful that the centre’s 
brilliant volunteers have been 
able to offer these classes 
online and it ’s good to see so 
many people are attending. I 
also attend a fortnightly film 
club for members online.

Anna Bowman
* A teaser for the exhibition, which I shot before lockdown and edited 

for an online event: https://vimeo.com/421726129)

Life in Lockdown
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Fourteen weeks 
of lockdown to date and a 

waste of lovely sunshine! 
What a shame, no seaside. 

My holiday to Loch Lomond 
was cancelled. I was really 
looking forward to going to 
Scotland but it ’s better to be 
safe.
 
I didn’t see any of my club 
friends for nearly six weeks 
until Ann-Marie arranged to 
meet me at St. 
James’ church 
yard; we had a 
bench each, it 
was great to see a 
person face to face 
for a natter. 

I also saw my 
friend Ann at 
Golders Green 
station. 
That was such a 
boost; I hadn’t seen 

her since the beginning of 
March. 

There’s been lots of phone 
calls every week, which is 
good, but there’s nothing like 
seeing a person.

I have kept myself busy with 
my hobbies: crochet, knitting 
(not so much with my stiff 
fingers), art (trying to), and 
some sewing. 

I must have 100 
of these knitted 
animals – I need to 
find an orphanage 
to give them to. 

I really don’t know 
what I would have 
done without my 
hobbies, but we 
shall have to carry 
on for who knows 
how much longer?

What a Waste 

Peggy McKenna
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COVID Spring

Blue skies bounded by buildings
Too tall to let in the stars and moon at night

And keeping out clear daylight
So bounded are we too
Who must not venture
Through our doors

We follow
Different laws to others
We are old or sick or 
Just don’t matter

We are numberless
And numbered

A statistic 
For the boxes
That get ticked

But out there
Nature is not hindered

Green buds on the trees unfurl
The scent of blossoms warm from the sun

While petals drop on everyone
And 

I remember
The unbelievable surge of joy
Which comes with Spring

The urge to live
Again 

To walk by rivers and seas
See bluebells and primroses
And stand in dappled light

Beneath the burgeoning trees
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Yes this I miss
But most of all

Those friends who 
Unexpectedly call

We’re going to the tapas
Want to come?
There’ll be wine
And laughter

And hours of glorious fun.
Ags Irwin

Two Limericks

It was a dull day in March
I looked out to see who would pass

But no one ventured out
Not even the postman was about

So it was stay home, lockdown and don’t shout. 

As I was walking along
I saw a man in a van

He said ‘What’s your name?’
I said ‘Mary Jane’

And I am not having you on.

Hilda Thompson
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At home – domestic
When lockdown first 

started I established a routine 
to help the days pass. Our 
newspaper delivery stopped 
because the Asian family 
running the business have 
health issues. So my husband 
went to Waitrose each 
morning to get the paper and 
small amounts of shopping. 
He queued and there was 
priority for older people.

In the first part of the morning 
I concentrated on a long list of 
things which needed doing in 
the house, like spring cleaning 
and sorting out; next I waxed 
all the old pine doors in our 
house, a job which hadn’t 
been done for 10 years. I 
cleared out our garage, got 
rid of cobwebs, cleaned tools, 
and washed the windows and 
doors. 

We’ve had two rooms 
decorated and this has 
involved a lot of sorting of 
papers and photos.
In the early days we had lots 
of phone calls on the house 
phone, some from people 
we hadn’t heard from for a 
while. A bit like when there is 

a disaster nearby, people ring 
to see if you were involved. 
That was how socialising 
happened; later we found we 
had a huge phone bill – our 
tariff didn’t cover those sorts 
of calls!

I walk every day, usually up 
towards Hampstead Heath, 
which I now know better 
than I have for years. I walked 
streets in Hampstead which 
were not crowded and also 
explored the quaint parts 
round New End. I had just 
read Tony Clarke’s memoir 
of growing up in Hampstead 
before the war so it was 
interesting to imagine how 
these places had once been 
working class housing rather 
than the present upmarket 
ethos.

I’ve also spent more time in 
our garden – it has never had 
so much attention. Plants 
were difficult to come by as 
garden centres were closed, 
so I placed a big order online. 
This was expensive but 
the plants arrived over the 
next two months and were 
excellent. Waitrose in West 
Hampstead also proved to be 

 COVID Reminiscences



29

a good source. It was possible 
to make your choice while 
queuing up outside in the 
morning.

Work    

I am a Professor at London 
School of Hygiene & Tropical 
Medicine (LSHTM); history 
is my speciality. I am retired 
but still work one day a week, 
though such demarcation 
doesn’t really apply in 
academic life. Since my area 
is public health history, and I 
have worked and published 
on epidemics such as HIV and 
swine flu, COVID brought a lot 
more work. 

My recent focus had been 
on e-cigarettes; that has 
continued but COVID has 
taken up a lot of time too.

I published a blog which 
attracted attention and 
have been on a number of 
online Zoom panels for the 
British Academy and other 
organisations. Some had small 
invited audiences, others 
gathered large attendances 
– for example, 200 for an Ada 
Lovelace Institute panel on 
immunity passports.

At the beginning of lockdown 

I took part in a webinar on 
tobacco control in Europe run 
by WHO Euro. It coincided 
with a paper I’d written, 
commissioned by them, going 
up on their website. I had 
been invited to Copenhagen 
to take part, but of course 
that was cancelled, so did 
it from my study at home 
instead – what a come down! 
But it attracted an audience 
of 500, more than would have 
attended the live event.

I have been on the expert 
panel for Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) 
which has a special call 
for research on COVID. I 
have been reviewing grant 
applications and am also 
being invited to join other 
research funding applications 
on the topic. 

So in general, while the e-cig 
work continues, COVID has 
brought a change in the 
focus of my work. It ’s almost 
like going back to HIV/AIDS 
again, which is where I started 
at LSHTM.

The Centre for History in 
Public Health, where I am 
based, has been holding 
regular Zoom business 
meetings, and also a tea 
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(social meeting) once a 
fortnight.

Social

My Pilates teacher went 
online very early so I have 
been doing two classes a 
week. My Zumba class, run 
through West Hampstead 
Community Centre (WHCC), 
went online later. The Centre 
has been awarded Community 
Infrastructure Levy (CIL) 
money, so they can pay some 
of the tutors. But the social 
meeting before that was like 
the Tower of Babel!

We have a family Zoom every 
Tuesday, playing games and 
talking. This brings in our two 
sons and their partners, and 
the mother and sister of my 
son’s fiancée, so we have got 
to know them better. My son 
was due to get married on 
23 May and honeymoon in 
South America in July. That 
was all cancelled and put off 
until next year. I had bought 
my wedding outfit the day 
before lockdown! I just hope it 
doesn’t get moths.

Since lockdown eased, we 
have been going out of 
London into the Chilterns for 
a walk on Fridays and also 

met some friends who live out 
there for a walk together. 

Community activities

I am a Trustee of WHCC, 
so we had to spend time 
discussing what to do about 
staff. Most went on furlough, 
with the acting manager and 
administrator working part-
time. Funding is an issue (no 
funding from Camden, but 
some CIL money has come 
through) plus we hope a 
pending grant application 
can be rejigged to address 
community needs and draw 
on the volunteers who have 
come forward through COVID. 

I am also vice-chair of the 
local Labour Party branch. 
Officers’ meetings are 
currently only online but we 
have produced a newsletter 
for members, not without 
acrimony! 

Coping

Although this all sounds 
very organised, I did find it 
a worrying and disorienting 
time, in particular the first six 
weeks. I never imagined that 
lockdown would last so long; 
it was like being in prison. 
I missed the lack of social life 
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and freedom to do things. At 
one point we had to take our 
Hoover for a repair to Rayners 
Lane and it was eerie driving 
through the empty streets, but 
also cheering that we could 
have a little outing.

I have got used to a more 
limited life in some respects 
and it has forced us to use 
technology, for example 
Chromecast for watching films 

on the TV and the NT online 
plays.

I’ve also used iPlayer much 
more than before. The ability 
to see friends on a limited 
basis now is a more positive 
development. But some 
people I know are still very 
anxious and unwilling to go 
out – how will that develop 
over time?

Virginia Berridge

Life Under Lockdown

What a few months we 
have had. No one saw 

it coming; it was upon us 
in a few days, the dreaded 
COVID-19. The words ‘stay at 
home’ rang in our ears. 

Friends and loved ones were 
dying. Hospitals were full. 
Shops were closed. It was 
total lockdown. Many used the 
time to clear out cupboards, 
others took up painting, 
reading, knitting, gardening. 

I must confess I just pass the 
day watching TV, listening to 
the radio, eating, sleeping, 
looking out of the windows, 
and on the telephone.

Since receiving helpful 
hints from KOVE Steering 
Committee my interest in 
writing, solving puzzles, 
home exercise etc., has been 
rekindled. 
 
Thank you KOVE.

Hilda Thompson
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I trust rather to exercise by walking round the back 
garden, go quickly. Daily get 
up at 8am, bath, breakfast 
and watch TV at 10am, like 
HealthCheck UK Live or Ross 
Kemp and Britain’s Volunteer 
Army, then do my walk, have 
lunch, then read a chapter my 
book, 10lb Penalty by Dick 
Francis. Later I watch Tenable, 
Tipping Point, then the news, 
Pointless at 5.15, 6pm Richard 
Osman’s House of Games; at 
the end of the week I know 
their names.

Solitude
I am walking round the 
perimeter: 22 laps, 4 miles 
of my garden. I am alone 
without any smiles, it is quite 
a challenge as at the end 
there is a hill. I watch on TV a 
programme of dates. I watch 
First Dates; I fill the hours and 
think, ‘Oh well’.

Retiring
Six weeks before I retired, I 
told a garden colleague I was 
leaving. I had my two week 
holiday, then gave my notice. 
I didn’t put it online, I wrote it 
by hand and gave it in person. 
I felt relieved that I did it my 
way and not following rules. 
I had a party and left the 
workplace behind me.

Being honest I’m not going 
on my walking holidays, not 
talking to these social pals, 
but putting pen to paper 
letting ink have social capers, 
it is black write down on white. 
I look outside the birds are 
singing, less pollution, trees 
are greener, a lot less traffic, 
much less cars, people need 
to be on your bike, when we’re 
angry say, ‘Go, have a hike’. 

Clifford Silverman
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I have not been away from 
home since March but I am 
lucky, I have a garden and 
friends I talk to on various 
platforms: Messenger, 
WhatsApp, Zoom, mobile 
phone and text. Talking face 
to face is great; I keep in 
touch with local friends and 
I got together with a friend 
in Ireland – we did some art, 
painted a picture of a cat. It ’s 
funny, we wouldn’t have done 
that if not for lockdown. 

Since mid-July I have been 
sleeping in a tent in the 
garden. My upstairs neighbour 
runs a machine, at all times 

of the day and night, which 
gives off a low frequency 
noise. Most people can’t hear 
low frequency noise because 
it is out of the normal hearing 
range for humans. 

As we grow older our hearing 
changes and mine did, 
unfortunately, so I can now 
hear it. It gives me headaches; 
I can feel the pressure in 
my ears and the vibration in 
my body. Some nights it has 
driven me mad. It started 
about two years ago. My 
doctor thinks that I may have 
tinnitus, but I don’t. 

Lockdown Under Canvas 
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The noise switches on and off 
for no apparent reason, mostly 
between the hours of 
11pm and 6am.

I have a witness – my friend 
who lives around the corner 
can also hear it. I looked 
online and there are many 
other people that can hear it. 
It ’s noise pollution, but there 
is no government ruling so 
people who hear it just have to 
put up with it. 

Before lockdown I could get 
away and visit friends, but for 
now I get respite in my safe 
haven tent. However, winter is 
coming and can’t stay in the 
tent then. I will have to press 
on with my complaints to 

Camden council. 

Otherwise, I have found 
the info I get from KOVE 
very useful. I have watched 
many different programmes; 
I especially enjoyed the 
National Theatre productions. 
I love drama and do miss the 
challenge of a good part in a 
film. I used to do loads for film 
schools. 

I’m looking forward to when 
we are safe to travel as I miss 
that. I am hoping that they find 
a vaccine and we can all relax 
and enjoy the lives that we 
have.

Thank you again, KOVE. 

Paulette McLatchie
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The Urban Scrumper

In these endless days of timeless time
Silence hangs heavy in the air

The usual London sounds now absent
Instead a bird, a distant train

The clattering of washing up a street away
A day. Today.

I make a plan and set forth
In broad daylight

Guilt steals over me.
First, I am shielding

Locked down. Hard words
Defend. Imprison
But I will break out

A covert criminal
I gather trowel, secateurs, gardening gloves

A shopping bag
Waitrose not Aldi for where I’m heading

Through the wealthy streets I walk unnoticed
An older, white-haired, half-breasted woman

Invisible

In the empty churchyards
Where the wild flowers grow unkempt 
There is speedwell and pink geranium  

A hard dig in this dry soil 
Tangles of honeysuckle

Escaped over a wrought iron gate, pruned
A cluster of California poppies split and bagged
A branch of fragrant jasmine that will surely grow

Then a few extras
Those overhanging roses

Sweet scented and plentiful
A white lilac, a sprig, heavy with blooms
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Now the urban scrumper: home undetected
Yet the spoils slump in my patio

Their heads fall in grief at their uprooting
But they will set seed and sail on the wind into next year

Next year

Time for one last forage
I need fresh mint

A few streets away, raised beds flourish
Abundant with swaying hollyhocks and tall red poppies

Fraying fronds of fennel and sky blue cornflowers
Pink valerian blown in from the coast

Rose campion and dots of herbs; rosemary, sage, thyme and mint
Mint for my gin and tonic

We sail on the wind.

Ags Irwin 
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