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Covid-19: A record  

The two world wars of the twentieth century still exercise an enormous 

fascination on the inhabitants of the twenty-first. We remain steeped in the 

words and images of those times, commemorating historic milestones 

regularly, still moved by the experiences of our parents and grandparents and 

by their memories of lost forbears, known to them only through faded 

photographs and family treasures. We know, of course about the big events, 

Sarajevo and the Somme, Dunkirk and D-Day, but we are also intimately 

familiar with the detail of the everyday lives of people just like ourselves. 

Humble objects, a ration book, a mess tin, a baby’s gas mask, sit in our 

imaginations alongside images of battle and parade. Letters, diaries, 

scribbled notes, tell us more than volumes of history and military memoir. 

The continuing experience of the Covid-19 pandemic is both a worldwide 

catastrophe and part of the fabric of our own daily lives. Just as the world 

still lives with the consequences of war, this disease will affect our lives far 

into the future. If generations to come are to be able to imagine how we lived 

through it, how it changed our lives and shaped theirs, they will need to 

encounter our experiences, in words, pictures, objects, to provide that 
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knowledge and feed their imaginations. Creating such a record is a challenge 

to which we at St Nicholas’ can all respond. 

  Join us in making history: 

January 2020: 

On Friday 31st January, The Liverpool Echo reported the imminent arrival of 

around 80 British nationals at RAF airbase Brize Norton from the Chinese 

city of Wuhan, the centre of an outbreak of a highly infectious novel corona 

virus. The new arrivals were to travel to Arrowe Park Hospital on the Wirral, 

where they would be quarantined for a period of fourteen days. At this point, 

the story remained a largely human- interest feature. No cases of the virus 

had been reported in the UK and it seemed a simple matter to isolate the 

British expats as they returned home, monitor their health and, if any 

showed symptoms of the disease, treat them “following the appropriate 

protocols”. Subsequent coverage focused largely on the nature of the 

facilities in which they would be housed, the kind of food they were likely to 

be served and, most pressingly, how they would possibly keep boredom at 

bay for a full two weeks. Gradually, their story faded in importance. 

Throughout much of February, Covid-19, as it was becoming known, still 

only seemed a real threat to faraway countries and, inconveniently, one or 

two holiday destinations. 

The story of the quarantined expats in Arrowe Park Hospital seems now to 

belong to a different world, a world in which unpleasant epidemics largely 

kept their distance and, if they affected us at all, did so only at the level of a 

relatively small number of unlucky individuals and heroic aid workers. 

‘Protocols’ could always be applied and, above all, life in Britain would carry 

on as usual. We were in control.  

March: 

Change, when it came, was initially slow and belief in our ability to manage 

it remained largely unshaken. As February slipped into March, however, and 

it became clear that the illness could spread here too, we still had faith that 

common sense and handwashing could keep it at bay – the only dispute 

being over the best tune to hum while doing so: Happy Birthday twice? The 

National Anthem? And how long was twenty seconds anyway? 

New language, as ever, charted the progress of change. ‘Quarantine’ faded, 

‘self-isolation’, ‘shielding’, ‘social distancing’ became the new common 

currency. (And how far actually was two metres?). As the number of 

confirmed cases crept up and the first deaths were announced, a new reality 
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began to take shape. ‘Lockdown’ became the new word on all our lips, and 

by the time it was finally imposed, on 23rd March, we had begun to 

understand for sure that our world really had changed. 

Now: 

Now it is May. We have been encouraged by some to see the experience of 

the last two months as a kind of war against an implacable enemy, a war 

that, if only we hold our nerve, we can win. However, the muted nature of 

the recent VE Day 75th Anniversary celebrations was a painful reminder that 

reassuring comparisons with our recent history no longer apply. Rainbows 

have appeared in our windows to honour the NHS, a very different front line, 

while, on the home front, the visible destruction of bomb-damaged streets 

has been replaced by a less visible toll in our care homes. The world of the 

blitz was dark, crowded, horribly loud. Our streets have been light, bright, 

but strangely quiet. In 1945, it seemed a clear line could be drawn between 

a state of war and one of peace. Can such a moment ever come for us? Will 

there be a date to be celebrated by future generations? 

In the meantime, we are living here, now, immersed in the ‘new normal’ and 

unsure quite where we go from here. Already, we have had to change many 

things. We have learned much too, not least, in this world of isolation, our 

absolute dependence on others. All our lives have changed, but the nature of 

that change has been different for every one of us. We may allow ourselves 

to hope that a better world might emerge from the fears and privations of the 

present, but, for now, we endure the uncomfortable sensation that we are 

living in slow motion,  through times when history is being made but we 

cannot yet know quite where it is leading us.  

An archive for the future: 

At St Nicholas’ we have a rich archive of material dating back to the 1850s, 

much of it reflecting the everyday work of ordinary members of our church 

and community, all of it collected and faithfully preserved by some of those 

very same individuals, to whom we owe our knowledge of our own history. 

Opening it up through our Heritage project has also brought us closer to our 

wider community, extending their understanding of who we, and they, are. 

Sadly, many of the activities we had planned, to enable us to continue this 

work, have had to be suspended for the immediate future. Creating a record 

of our world as it is today, however, is something we can all still do together. 

No two people, even within the same family, are experiencing this period in 

our history in the same way. For future generations, (and for each other 
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now!), the fascination will lie in the picture which emerges from the minutest 

details of our everyday lives. 

In the home, there is a world of difference between the experience of 

lockdown spent alone, or living as part of a family or group, perhaps 

managing the competing demands of working from home, home-schooling, 

caring for others, all in what can often seem a very confined space. 

For those with no alternative but to engage with the workplace, the 

demands are of an entirely different order: job insecurity or potential 

business failure for some, opportunities to adapt and survive for others, a 

routine encounter with the risk of infection for all. 

Engaging with the world around us, whether for work, shopping or access 

to simple human warmth, has become a totally changed process. While 

many are finding new and creative ways of remote communication with 

friends, family, colleagues and other networks, for growing numbers the 

immediate neighbourhood has taken on a new and sustaining significance.  

Please help us to start building an archive of our experiences, which 

we can share now and leave for the future:  

 Anything you would like to write, or have already written, from diary 

entries or complete articles to more informal ideas, observations, 

jottings, we would like it all. Items you send can be both stored for 

the record and, we hope, published now, either in their entirety on 

our website or edited as part of regular updates for our weekly 

bulletin. Let us know if you do not wish your name to appear. 

 Save your memorabilia too, children’s artwork, government 

communications, letters, cards, the best jokes. Just as we at St 

Nicholas’ commemorated the world wars through displays, services 

and memory sharing events, there will come a time for similar 

occasions to reflect on our own recent experiences too. 

To contribute, or find out more, please email: 

gillenstone@hotmail.co.uk  

To find out more about St Nicholas’ Heritage Project, go to: 

http://stnicholasblundellsands.org/heritage/ 

On behalf of the St Nicholas’ Heritage Team: Thank you!  
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