
COVID -19: One Year On 
 

In the beginning: 

 

It is March 19th 2020, a cold, slightly blustery day. One of our closest family friends is 

celebrating his eightieth birthday, but, alarmed by the increasingly rapid spread of the 

virus, he has already pre-empted any government declaration and has gone into 

voluntary self-isolation. The  planned birthday tea has been put on hold, so we are 

delivering his presents to the doorstep. Determined to preserve some semblance of 

good cheer, we chat, we laugh and attempt some feeble jokes, but ultimately, the battle 

against the cold defeats us. Reluctantly, with many assurances that, when ‘this’ is all 

over, we’ll celebrate properly, we head back to the car. I turn back for one final wave; 

we exchange wry smiles, a slight shrug of the shoulders, an unspoken, ‘What can you 

do?’ Then we head off home. 

 

On March 23rd, finally catching up with a mood of increasing public alarm, the prime 

minister announces the start of a national lockdown. The tone is sombre, the restrictions 

are like nothing most of us have ever experienced before but, having been assured that, 

if we all pull together, we can ‘defeat’ the virus within twelve weeks, we set to, 

determined to cope, although not always quite sure how.... 

 

How long ago that seems now: how heightened the emotions, how obsessive the 

search for every scrap of information we could use to understand this new disease, 

manage our lives, protect ourselves and our families from harm. The rapidly rising death 

toll and accompanying descriptions of the grim conditions in intensive care units created 

an ever-present sense of dread that this might really be beyond our control. ‘What can 

you do?’ morphed from being an expression of resigned stoicism to a real, and urgent,  

question: ‘What can you do not to join that grim daily litany of statistics’? 

 

Early concerns often seemed to focus on shopping. The sight of empty supermarket 

shelves provoked not only fear that we really might go hungry, but sometimes blind fury 

directed at those who had allegedly stripped them of toilet rolls and pasta, hand 

sanitiser and rice. Shoppers with conspicuously full trolleys became an object of 

suspicion and  ‘stockpiling’ joined the lexicon of words we had rarely used before and  

were suddenly on everyone’s lips. Supermarket delivery slots became briefly like gold, a 

regular topic of phone conversations among friends, and sometimes even the subject of 

urgent late-night tip offs: ‘Asda have just added a new batch of times. Get in quick, 

before they go!’, or ‘We’ve just got a slot. Do you need anything?’ 

 



We were suddenly aware of how easily things we took for granted might disappear 

overnight. These could indeed be the basics of survival, such as food and medical 

supplies, but they might also include distinctly ‘first world’ commodities. My own, rather 

shameful, early preoccupation was, would my daily paper still be delivered? Amazingly, 

it was, and never before have I felt so overwhelmingly grateful to the paper boy, as well 

as to the postman, the milkman and, of course, the ubiquitous delivery drivers who 

appeared with reassuring regularity and amazing good cheer on the doorstep. 

 

For a time at least we learned to value doctors and nurses, of course, care workers too, 

but also shop assistants, bus drivers, the men who emptied our bins. Forced to adopt a 

more generous definition of the term ‘key worker’, we also learned to appreciate that 

many such people were not only among the lowest paid in our society, but, lacking the 

option of working from home, at much greater risk of infection. 

 

So yes, in those early days there was fear, anger, an entirely unaccustomed sense of 

vulnerability, but, for a time at least, also something far more sustaining - an expanded 

capacity for gratitude.  In fact,not only did the law of the jungle not prevail, there was 

instead a national surge of volunteers, desperate to do something, anything, to help; 

innovative community initiatives and neighbourhood networks emerged, all revealing a 

powerful instinct for human connection, a determination not to be defeated by the 

magnitude of the crisis. 

 

Retired NHS professionals returned to the fray in support of their colleagues. Voluntary 

and faith organisations, for whom human contact is their lifeblood, found new and 

increasingly ingenious ways to overcome restrictions, combat isolation and offer support 

to the vulnerable. Although much went online, an army of volunteers ran foodbanks, 

manned telephones, delivered shopping and medicines to the doorstep. Covid security 

was practised wherever possible, but, in those early days, when we were still not quite 

sure whether such a thing really existed anywhere outside our own homes, the numbers 

prepared to step out physically into the world in support of others was, and remains, a 

revelation. 

 

 

The view from the streets: 

 

Some of my own most vivid memories from those early months arise from the sudden 

and glorious improvement in the weather. I made the decision to follow government 

exercise guidelines and, with unaccustomed self-discipline, set out briskly for roughly an 

hour each day exploring my local streets. Leaving the main road, now uncannily empty, 

and turning off into the network of quiet suburban streets which, although on my 



doorstep, led nowhere I usually needed to go, I found unexpected sources of interest. 

Street names suddenly became an object of curiosity and occasional incomprehension: 

it was easy to see why a cluster of roads had been named after Lake District beauty 

spots, Rydal Avenue, Buttermere Gardens, Derwent Road, Grasmere Gardens - even 

the names evoked pleasure, and many others recalled counties, towns, natural features 

long built over, but Vogan Avenue? Where precisely did that come from? 

 

The streets within the statutory hour’s walk of my home were unremarkable, modest 

and well-kept. ‘Quiet’, however, I began to realise they were not, not really. They were 

actually a hive of heightened, lockdown-inspired activity revealing, yet again, that 

determination to have something to show for these weeks when normal life was 

suspended. The first thing I noticed was the fences: outside every other house, it 

seemed, someone was out painting theirs, carefully, painstakingly, over a period of 

days, even weeks. Then the skips appeared and were steadily filled with discarded 

fittings from kitchens, bathrooms, unloved corners of the house ripe for a makeover. 

Heaps of sand and cement, piles of new flagging, all suggested not just indoor 

transformations but outdoors too. A world of aspiration, of vague plans, of ‘Wouldn’t it 

be good if one day we…’ suddenly seemed capable of realisation, and there was no 

time to lose! 

 

Alongside the intensely practical, another impulse also revealed itself. A regular feature 

of earlier news bulletins tracing the horrific path of the pandemic across Northern Italy 

had been moving footage of locked down residents emerging onto their balconies, 

listening intently as a nearby solo musician played with heartfelt concentration. They 

also joined together in song, unselfconsciously reaching out where normal human 

contact was no longer permitted. The British way, less musical but determinedly noisy, 

was the weekly ‘Clap for carers’, with its accompanying cacophony of pots and pans 

and delighted children receiving unaccustomed encouragement to make all the noise 

they could. 

 

The backdrop for this weekly outbreak of noisy release also became increasingly 

colourful. First, the rainbows appeared, often adorned with hearts and grateful 

messages to the NHS. They were everywhere, in windows, on doors and gates, even 

trees. Special efforts were made to mark birthdays, with often elaborate displays of 

banners, bunting and balloons to accompany the novel ‘drive-by’ celebrations. The VE 

Day anniversary of course assumed a particular poignancy; elaborate national plans to 

hold commemorative events around the country were replaced by a street-level 

determination not to let the moment pass unobserved - the cue for more doorstep 

celebration, more noise and song and, of course, more bunting. Then finally, in June, 

with Liverpool’s long-awaited confirmation as Premier League Champions, swathes of 



red joined the existing displays of colour, scarves, banners, caps, anything as long as it 

was red. 

 

Then the amazing thing about all this profusion of decoration began to dawn - no-one 

ever took anything down. However long ago the birthday, however long past the 

celebration of peace in Europe, the banners and the bunting remained, to join later 

celebrations, for the delight of friends, neighbours and casual passers-by like myself. 

Those moments of snatched joy and of communal defiance could not be allowed to slip 

from our grasp and, for as long as our, unusually compliant, weather allowed, they 

remained as a symbol of something shared and therefore to be treasured. 

 

That, for me, is still a bright memory from our first period of lockdown. Even as death 

rates began slowly to fall, the news remained grim and the numbers continued to 

confound all earlier expectations of what a ‘bad outcome’ to the pandemic might be. 

And the sadness, the loss, could not always be kept at arm’s length. Our friend, whose 

birthday celebrations in March had seemed simply to have been postponed, died in 

May. His death, in a small, airless hospital sideroom attended by doctors and nurses 

swathed in full PPE, was not Covid. During the final days of his life, one family member, 

also in full PPE, was allowed to watch by his bed. Otherwise no-one, to talk, to hold his 

hand, remind him he was loved…. That, as it has been for so very many, was Covid. 

And as the few of us permitted some weeks later to attend his simple, twenty-minute  

funeral quietly returned to our cars, no-one had the heart to say, ‘When this is all 

over....’ 

 

And now …? 

 

Twelve weeks, of course, did not ‘get Covid done’ and twelve months, two further 

lockdowns and thousands more deaths later, it is still dominating our lives. During the 

summer lull we stopped clapping for carers, preferring to ‘eat out to help out’ instead. 

‘Moonshots’ and other ‘game-changers’ came and went. Schools closed, then opened, 

only to close again. To the delight of headline writers everywhere, mutants made a 

dramatic comeback, first disguised as an algorithm to scramble summer examination 

results, then in the form of disturbing new variants of the virus. Christmas was ‘saved’, 

then ‘cancelled’. Now, it seems the outlook might indeed be transformed by the miracle 

of vaccination. A long and complicated road still lies ahead, but for me, whatever the 

future holds, nothing will ever say ‘Covid 19’ as loudly and as lastingly as those twelve 

weeks following the 23rd of March 2020.   

 

 

 


