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March 17, 2020
Start of the self-imposed ‘self-isolation’ – Day minus 1!

Meg and I had intended to visit an elderly relative in North Wales next Wednesday but have called off our trip as the situation
deteriorates. We will now start our ‘self isolation’ from Wednesday onwards but the Government announcements today may
mean that we start on Tuesday, 17th March.

Today was an interesting day. I got to the pharmacy to pick up some medication at about 8.0am and then on to our local ALDI
which had been pretty devasted the previous day – but the shortages were not as bad as I might have predicted. I did a
‘normal’ weeks shopping, my previous trip having been very light as we thought that we were going to be away. So we are
stocked up with about 1.5 weeks shopping and have just learned how to utilise Ocado to have a delivery of supplies next
Sunday (and for the foreseeable future)

Our local GP practice now has an online system – I learned how to navigate this to get a query answered about me medication
for high blood pressure (I am 10mg Ramipril and I have learned this is an ACE type drug which latches onto the same receptors
as the Coronavirus itself making any complication much more severe) I indicated that I had stopped my medication and the
community pharmacist phoned me to say he had heard of the same report in The Lancet (medical journal) last week. If anyone
wants the link, I will send it on to you! To cut a long story short, the pharmacist consulted with the doctors and they have
issued me with an alternative Calcium Channel Blocker (Amlopodine) – I go into all of these details in case anyone else has the
same medication issues.

Then onto my local ASDA to pick up one or two last-minute things before my self-imposed isolation – what a sorry sight
(devasted, empty shelves, etc) I took some money out of my account using the cash machine to tide me over the next week or
so. Now for a pleasant surprise – Holiday Inn in Chester refunded all of the money we had already paid for a three-night stay.
However, it is going to be a long battle to get my money back from a holiday in Portugal planned for nest May – the credit card
company say to contact your travel agent, the travel agent says contact the airline, the airline (Iberia) have written to say
‘Nothing we can do!’As all of these companies might go bust as people try to get their money back, they are all passing the
buck onto everyone else. I am sure lots of you have similar stories.

This has been a long post – tomorrow I will regale you with two funny (and true !) stories about my experiences with the
Spanish language

Tuesday, March 17th, 2020
[Day 1]

How do I feel at the start of this period of 4 months(?) of self-imposed isolation? Well, I suppose it is not unlike the emotions
that people felt in the 1950’s when they were diagnosed with TB and had to spend 12 months in a sanitorium or eve as
prisoners might feel at the start of a custodial sentence! I rather think it might have been like this is the world had been
involved in a nuclear war and, after an explosion on the other side of the globe, you knew that something unseen but invidious
was coming your way…

I started the day by texting my Pilates teacher, Helen, informing her and my fellow classmates that I would not be around for a
bit and wishing them all well. Then I sent a message to one of my wonderfully friendly staff in Waitrose down the road to
inform other staff members and some of the regulars of my contact details (mobile, email, blog) in case any of them wanted to
keep in touch with us. I received a telephone chat call from my good friend Professor Dan Remenyi and we exchanged views
on the state of the world we were in. Meg and I then set off for a pre-planned walk in a local park which is about 1km and a
half away and we sat on a park bench drinking from our flask of coffee and ensuring that we were at least 10m away from any
other park visitors (mainly dog walkers) Then we watched the Politics Today program starting at 12.15 on BBC2 before having
lunch of our previously made Fish Pie.

The highlight of our afternoon was a good FaceTime video chat with our good friends Dave and Denise before we had our own
tea. We have adopted a policy of keeping to strict meal times so that we minimise social contact with our son and daughter-in-
law in case any of us are the unwitting bearer of virus. I had ensured that throughout the day each bathroom as ell supplied
with a bar of soap (supposedly much more efficient at removing viruses than liquid soap.

I had promised? threatened? a couple of Spanish stories – apologies to my friends in Bromsgrove who have heard them both
before and repeated ‘ad nauseam’ The first relates to our last holiday in La Coruña. Northern Spain when I realised that we
were short of a comb. So I walked into a pharmacy and announced ‘Buenos dias, señora – quisiera comprar un nuevo pene por
favor’ The assistant looked quite astonished until I realised that I had said ‘Good morning, madam – I would like to purchase a
new willy, please’ To make matters worse, I went on to explain that I needed something that was just of the right size that was
not too large but would just fit conveniently into my right hand. Too late, I discovered that I had mixed up the word for a
combe which ‘peine’ with the slang word for a willy which is ‘pene’ – well, it is easily done.

The second story relates to one of the local hospitals who phoned up about two days beforehand saying, ‘Good morning,
Mr.Hart – what are you doing first thing on Sunday morning? Would you like to come in and have a gastroscopy (tube down the
throat into the duodenum to check for nasties) I knew it was about two years since the last check-up so I thought I had better
get it over and done with. I was ‘prepared’ for the procedure by a little nurse who announced me ‘Good morning Mr. Hart – I
am Amparo and I am looking after you today’ Having established that she was, in fact, Spanish we continued chatting in
Spanish but I was not at my best at 8.0am on a Sunday morning. The conversation took the following turn: ‘I know what I
would be rather be doing at 8.30 on a Sunday morning’ ‘Yes – me too’ ‘What would you rather be doing by doing on a Sunday
morning?’ ‘I would like to be snuggled up in bed next to my husband!’ [Then it started to go horribly wrong] – I replied ‘Yes. so
I would I – I mean not YOUR husband but I meant somebody else’s husband. No – I didn’t mean that – I meant to say ‘Somebody
else’s wife’ No – I didn’t mean that either – I meant ‘Next to next t0 my own wife’ ‘Are you sure?’ she said. ‘Well’, I said
hesitantly thinking about what I had just said (in Spanish) – ‘I think so’ “You don’t sound very sure to me!’ she said. ‘Yes, I said
(weakly) ‘I am sure’ ‘We wouldn’t want you getting mixed up between my husband, someone else’s husband, someone else’s
wife and your own wife, now would we?’ ‘No’ – I said. ‘So that’ got that little confusion out of the way then! We giggled
together…

© Mike Hart [2020]

Forward>

apta

Tuesday, March 17th, 2020
[Day 1]

How do I feel at the start of this period of 4 months(?) of self-imposed isolation? Well, I suppose it is not unlike the emotions
that people felt in the 1950’s when they were diagnosed with TB and had to spend 12 months in a sanitorium or eve as
prisoners might feel at the start of a custodial sentence! I rather think it might have been like this is the world had been
involved in a nuclear war and, after an explosion on the other side of the globe, you knew that something unseen but invidious
was coming your way…

I started the day by texting my Pilates teacher, Helen, informing her and my fellow classmates that I would not be around for a
bit and wishing them all well. Then I sent a message to one of my wonderfully friendly staff in Waitrose down the road to
inform other staff members and some of the regulars of my contact details (mobile, email, blog) in case any of them wanted to
keep in touch with us. I received a telephone chat call from my good friend Professor Dan Remenyi and we exchanged views
on the state of the world we were in. Meg and I then set off for a pre-planned walk in a local park which is about 1km and a
half away and we sat on a park bench drinking from our flask of coffee and ensuring that we were at least 10m away from any
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Wednesday, March 18th, 2020
[Day 2]

I spent some time this morning going through contacts on my iphone reminding them of my email address and this blog
reference so that we have an easy way of keeping touch with each. Also, one of my ‘Winchester’ friends had been a purser on
a cruise liner in a past life and gave us lots of practical advice how to protect yourself against rampant virus – rather than
reproduce her email here, I will forward it to anyone reading this blog if you drop an email note.

My good friend, Professor Dan Remenyi, has written a letter/article which he has submitted to his local newspaper and it is
very stimulating to read. With his permission, I reproduce it here, together with a few thoughts that I had on the matter as
well.

Where do we go from here? [by Professor Dan Remenyi]

We are indeed in a right mess. The government’s response to Covid 19 will destroy tens of thousands of small businesses and
will cause millions of people to be laid off. The rescue package announced by the government which consists of, inter alia, a
bundle of financial relief including a third of £1 trillion of loans will push the UK further into a financial chasm. Many small
businesses struggle on a month-to-month basis and if they have to take out loans from the government in order to continue
in the immediate term, their prospects of longer term survival may not be good at all. Providing loans may not be the
answer to the problem.

All of this government action seems to be based on a computer model which has told our leaders that by requiring everyone
to self-isolate and thus stay away from pub, restaurants and theatres, the potential death toll will drop from 250,000 to
20,000. Even without examining the detail of this model there seems to be a number of loopholes in the apparent logic
behind the assumptions. I sincerely hope that the severe economic and social hardship so many of us are about to endure will
really save so many lives and reduce the physical misery that is being caused to the nation’s health by this disease.

But this faith in computer models is to say the least surprising. It was a computer model that initiated the reckless financial
behaviour which cause the crash of 2008. It was at least computer model thinking if not a particular model itself which led
to the Boeing Company designing the 737 Max with its dodgy aerodynamics. In general modelling society to project what will
happen in the future is a very or highly dodgy business. I am extremely sceptical of computer models and especially those
which have such enormous impact on our society.

There is another issue behind our current situation which deserve some thought. In former times there must’ve been many
strange diseases which struck society such as the Black Death or smallpox, the occasional outbreaks of cholera or the Great
Spanish Flu of the earlier part of the 20th century. When these catastrophes really got out of hand they caused mayhem on a
large-scale. But they were slow to develop and our understanding of disease was very limited. The situation we are facing is
quite different and we have a much greater understanding of what we are really facing and how we find ourselves in this
situation. There is little doubt that one of the drivers of the current crisis is globalisation. Our ease of access whereby we
can travel to almost anywhere on the planet within 24 hours must surely be something which we should now re-evaluate. The
great potential we have to spread disease all over the world, surely, should now be considered as a real downside to
worldwide travel.

I have no idea as to how we can even begin to think about controlling our appetite for global travel. I think that the genie
may be out of the bottle. Freedom to roam the world, if you have the resources to so do, is now so deeply embedded in our
culture. But as one commentator recently said on television, “This may not be the last time we will see a pandemic like this
sweeps the world”. And if we were to convince the world that travelling far and wide was not ideal what would we do about
the tens of thousands of aircraft (which would have cost hundreds of billions of pounds) and the jobs of the millions of
people employed by the travel industry?

We are indeed in a right mess!

[End of Dan’s article] – my response

Excellent analysis, Dan – do let me know if the local newspaper publishes your contribution. Looking at the Prime Questions
Questions today, I have the feeling that we may not be very far off a Universal Basic Social Income as an ‘experiment’ which
like Income Tax (Napoleonic wars expedient?) may become permanent. I feel that society may at a crossroads between (a) a
more decentralized, more localized political economy with new lines of cleavage (not social class but a metropolitan elite vs. a
more uneducated, localised and more unskilled populace (b) Calls for a ‘strong man’ who with the aid/behest of the military
presides over an authoritarian regime prepared to shoot rioters (food stores, hospitals) when it occurs. Whatever – I have a
strong suspicion that whatever measures we introduce in society as a strictly ‘temporary’ response will quickly become
permanent. I am always keen to know your thoughts. Incidentally, whilst I share some of your doubts about modeling (or any
other algorithm in which you do not know the underlying assumptions), are there any alternatives worth considering (lessons
from history?) Keep in touch!
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Thursday, March 19th, 2020
[Day3]

For a reason that will become evident shortly, the date of March 19th is always burned upon my memory. As it happens, on this
date exactly 47 years ago, I was involved in a bizarre accident at my place of work, Leicester Polytechnic. I was with a couple
of my students and I had just given a lecture on ‘Science and Magic as alternative forms of explanation’ (to Combined Science
students). I explained that in some western cultures, a belief in magic was an alternative form of explanation (if malaria was
caused by being bitten by mosquitos, then why should that one particular mosquito bite me? Answer – because someone was
directing magical forces against me, whereas in the West we would tend to rely upon statistical probabilities). I ought to have
known something was amiss because the handout that I typically gave to the students was peppered with strange black marks!
To make matters worse I had just said ‘Look – if I walk out into the street and get knocked down by a car then in the West we
would explain this not as magic but just as a statistical probability‘) A quarter of an hour later, a Hillman Imp approached a T-
junction at speed (as the driver had apparently ‘fainted’) although he had been to all all night party the night before. I was
sent flying as the car hit me first, severely severing all of the muscles in my right leg and damaging the joint in my left knee.
As it was a hospital ancillaries dispute at the time, there was no bed for me in hospital but I was sent home and told to take a
couple of aspirins for the pain -ditto the following day until I was finally admitted for surgery some 2-3 days later. And when I
woke up from the surgery, my penis was covered in rapidly hardening plaster-of-paris which had to be removed (by a male
nurse – sex is the last thing on your mind when in severe pain) Talking of which, I endured three hours of intense pain after
the operation and eventually when a nurse asked me how I was, I admitted that I was in pain. The nurse consulted my
medicines chart as then said ‘O dear, we’ve forgotten to give you any pain relief!’ [I was angry at that point] So that was our
NHS in 1973 – things have improved since.

So what about today? I walked down to the park with my rucsack and a flask of coffee which was a bit difficult to manipulate
with the rucksack in one hand whilst I poured the coffee and rummaged around for biscuits with the other. There was only one
other dog walker in the park and it was raining and gloomy.

In the afternoon, I spent several hours attempting to claim a refund for a holiday to Portugal in May for which I had paid in
January. After several fruitless quaters-of-an-hour hanging onto the end of a phone with recorded messages saying ‘all of our
staff are attending to other clients in this exceptionally busy period’) I eventually found a website where you had to fill in all
of the details of a claim on a form on the web, which you then had to ‘submit’ – although the form refused to submit. But I did
find a telephone number and explained my dilemma to a friendly human at the other end who sighed and said ‘Yes, sir, all of
our Expedia clients are experiencing the same problem’ Anyway, I got sent a 6 page form on a PDF for me to fill in, scan and
send back so I am sort of making progress.

I have composed a little website with just three items on it that people may find interesting. One is a definitive document on
everything you needed to know about COVID-19 (a 33 page document) well written and up-to-date from Harvard medical
school. The second item is an article how to keep your immune system well-functioning. The third item is from an email which
an ex-Winchester University colleague has sent to me which, as she had been a purser on a cruise liner which was afflicted by
Norovirus,is full of practical hints and strategies. Here is the URL:

http://covid.kesland.info

Hasta la vista!
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Friday, March 20th, 2020
[Day 4]

Each day has its own particular ‘timbre’ and today is no exception. Our morning was considerably lightened up by two events.
Firstly, one of the very friendly staff in Waitrose has offered me whatever assistance I might need in the weeks ahead.
Accordingly, I/we are going to devise a system whereby I can leave a bag complete with my newspaper tokens and she can
deliver ‘The Times‘ and ‘The Guardian‘ into the bag without my needing to enter the store – this will be brilliant if we can get
it to work. It shows how some people are full of the spirit of altruism of which more later. The second thing that brightened up
our morning was meeting one of our ‘Waitrose’ friends in the park – we were able to sit on adjacent park benches at least a
metre apart and exchange gossip over how we were coping with the crisis. I think we were both incredibly pleased to see each
other as it broke up the social isolation for us mutually On the way home, we called by one of our immediate neighbours and
had a brief conversation through a partially opened window. She was telling us a horrendous story of local groups of people
who were going into Asda and engaging in all sorts of panic buying before disgorging the contents of their trolleys into their
cars, putting on a new set of other clothes and headgear so they would not be recognised and then entering the store again for
a second sortie.

In the afternoon, I managed to successfully make a PDF file of my claim to the insurance company complete with
accompanying documentation. I managed to successfully edit the PDF file of a page copied twice in error and then used an
online pdf compression program to reduce its size from 11Mb to 1.6 Mb before I submitted it. Whether or not, I will get any of
our money back from the planned trip to Portugal in May I do not know but at least I have tried one line of attack before I take
issue with the credit card company, which will be the last resort.

On a more reflective note, the crisis seems to be revealing a polarisation in our society between a group of largely
uneducated, individualistic and essentially selfish individuals on the one hand and a more responsible, altruistic and
community-minded set of people on the other. Perhaps ‘thus was it ever so’ but certainly the crisis is bringing it into sharp
relief.

The Sky News video of conditions in the Bergamo hospital in Northern Italy which is already completely overwhelmed gave
pause for thought, to put it mildly. They are saying that this might only be a foretaste of that is to come in the UK as we seem
to be some three weeks behind Italy and the rate of increase in the UK seems worse than other comparable societies such as
China, Italy etc. Without being melodramatic, I think I would die peacefully at home rather than eventually in the insulated,
chaotic and impersonal settings that we see in the Italian critical care hospitals (which, by all accounts, are better equipped
than ours)
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Saturday, March 21st, 2020
[Day 5]

Today was a brighter day than yesterday and our spirits were raised by meeting a couple of friends on our walk down to the
park - to whom we chatted from a safe distance of 2-3 metres but as the news seems to get more dire by the hour, it is an
interesting question for how much longer this can be maintained. In northern Italy, for example, (the UK is reckoned to be
about 3 weeks behind) it used to be possible for one person at a time to have a walk with a dog but it seems that even this is
now being adjudged as unsafe.

Our son and daughter-in-law managed to secure us our daily newspapers (which we have had to forego since last weekend) and
this was a welcome treat. After some messaging with a friendly colleague from Waitrose we are setting up a system whereby
we leave a bag containing pre-paid tokens for the newspapers hanging up outside Waitrose and, we are hopeful, that within a
few minutes the tokens will have been taken as payment and the bag filled with newspapers ready for us to collect. Our son
daughter-in-law tried to go the pharmacy to pick up some routine prescriptions for Meg and myself but the pharmacy as a
whole was shut (whilst they are processing enormous backlogs?) and a neigbouring pharmacy across the road had a queue
outside and people were only being admitted three at a time. From what we can tell the local supermarkets have been
emptied of certain items that we would normally buy week by week (eggs, cheese, milk) so we shall have wait and see if any
of these can be supplied by Ocado.

I want to pass on a seemingly bizarre tip but it seems to work very well. After Meg and I had consumed our coffee in the local
park, we treated ourselves to a banana each. I was just about to dispose of the skin in a nearby rubbish bin when I stared down
at my scuffed walking boots and suddenly remembered an old tip. I rubbed the (inside) of the banana skin over my boots and
they did a marvellous job in cleaning and renovating them. I seem to remember somewhere that the same tip works
exceptionally well for rubber (not plastic) car mats - I think that the natural oils in a banana skin are very akin to the
natural oils to be found in both rubber and leather and hence they do a good job in cleaning and renovating them. I am
constantly reminded of what things were like in 1950 when I first started primary school when absolutely everything was in
short supply. At schools, our crayons were cut into two so that we could have half a crayon each. If you needed to go the
outside toilet to do a 'N0. 2' job, the teacher would assess your size and need and then from a roll of Izal toilet paper which
she kept in her desk grant you either one or two pieces of paper. Those days may well return in the current crisis!

Digesting the news from yesterday when the whole of the private sector was subsidised by having 80% of wages to be paid for
by the government, it almost seems as though we are living in an Alice-in-Wonderland type world for measures like this were
not even dreamed of by Jeremy Corbin and, of course. nothing like this was attempted in the Second World War. One does get
the feeling that once a business has been closed down, how many will ever re-open? Even having 80% of staff wages paid for
by the government is pretty meaningless if there are no customers or footfall of any kind.

In the late afternoon we had an hour's FaceTime chat with two of our Waitrose friends which was absolutely wonderful. We
may meet in the local park at a very safe distance if the weather is fine next week.
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Sunday, March 22nd, 2020
[Day 6]

To say that the highlight of one’s day has been the delivery of a week’s groceries would, in normal times, seem the height of
triviality. However, I was delighted, not to say relieved, to take delivery of my very first Ocado order between 8.00 and 9.00
this morning. I seem to have a superfluity of green vegetables and potatoes (but, apparently, the veg sections of the
supermarkets have remained somewhat unscathed whereas the milk, chese, eggs, pasta sections seem to have been stripped).
I am going to try my second Ocado order at about 1.30 in the morning as the rest of the time the web access times are
incredibly long.

The four us us are settling into a new routine but some things are proving a little difficult. Martin will be working from home
from now on but is going on a toilet roll hunt tomorrow (we are down to our last 4). In addition, we are regularly wiping down
surfaces, light switches, door handles (including the front door) and the like and our hands get a wash in good old-fashioned
soap whenever we are within range of a soapdish.

My son and daughter-in-law used my pre-paid vouchers to acquire our copy of the Sunday Times and Observer and it has been
fascinating to have a deep and informed read. In particular, the Observer reproduced Imperial College’s report COVID-19 which
completely dismayed the government and forced the abrupt changes in policy. The report indicated that the death toll would
rise to 250,000 unless draconian measures were adopted. This evidence and the fact that we are only 2-3 weeks behind Italy
where the death toll is already about 5,000, coupled with the harrowing Sky News reports from inside the Bergamo (Northern
Italy) critical care units which are being overwhelmed made a goverment re-think inevitable.

Meg and I had our normal walk in the park keeping at least three metres from anybody. But we did meet an interesting lady
whose husband had recently died of pancreatic cancer (and we all thought that this might have been a blessing given the
present state of the hospitals) and another father-son couple making the best of Mother’s Day (which seems a complete
irrelevance). We will still have to see what the week ahead brings where we have some routine GP and hospital appointments
which will now be conducted by phone.

A final thought for the day – if there had been any church services in Anglican or Catholic churches where normally part of the
Epistle would be a reading from the Old Testament, would we have two readings ‘The Apocalypse‘ followed by ‘Apocalypse
Now‘? (Not really the Old Testament I know but you get my drift)
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Monday March 23rd, 2020
[Day 7]

Well, we knew in our hearts that this day was eventually going to arrive and so it has. Of course, if you have already been self-
isolating and keeping at least two metres from individuals you pass on a walk then nothing much will actually change. But,
inevitably, the most dramatic impact is upon food distribution. Did all of the people who ‘panicked’ and collectively put £1
billion worth of food in their store cupboards act sensibly and rationally: if you tried not to panic and hoard then were you
denying yourself essential supplies in the future? About 10 days I signed up for Ocado and actually got a delivery last Sunday. I
now have a ‘normal’ week shopping of some £40.00 worth of goods in the Ocado system but no delivery slots are available so
what to do? The official government advice is to use online delivery services ‘when you can’ (which are incredibly weasel
words from a government which must or should have known/modelled these consequences) As of 8.30 this evening, the entire
food distribution system is suspect. I’m not sure I particularly want to be starved into standing in a queue to be let in three at
a time into a supermarket with basically no stock, but when the point of starvation arrives I suppose I will.

Today didn’t start off particularly well as our friendly assistant in our local Waitrose with whom I had set up an arrangement to
collect my pre-paid newspapers had reported in sick and was self-isolating. However, she had fully briefed one of her
colleagues and we handed in our bag and vouchers and got our newspapers for the first (and probably the last) time. We had
some nice chats at a distance with friends and acquaintances in the course of the morning. The afternoon was spent composing
a little note to send round the rest of the residents who share the BioDisk (mini sewage treatment system for our six houses)
reminding them to only flush conventional toilet tissue down the loos in case desperation forces them to use cut-up newspaper
or other improvised solutions which could well clog the system. We FaceTimed some more friends at the end of the afternoon
and swopped notes about access to food, recipes and the like. Then a nice long chat with our new next-door neighbours that I
hadn’t managed to see in quite a long while.

Martin sent me a very interesting article from Roy Lilley, a very well informed commentator on the Health Service. The article
‘Some thinking to do..‘ was essentially trying to predict what new models of economic and social organisation we would
develop ‘when this is all over’ as the government’s response to the crisis in paying 80% of the wages of people working in the
private sector is ‘pure socialism’ It is surely the case that nothing will ever be quite the same again. In particular, there is. a
strong argument that our NHS must always start off from a position where it can respond well to new situations of pandemics
which will surely arise again (three in the last century?)
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Tuesday, March 24th, 2020
[Day 8]

This has been the first full day of ‘lock-down’ but it hasn’t seemed so very different from the days preceding it. The roads
were certainly quieter but from our bedroom we can still see (a long way off) lorries making their way up and down the
M42/M5. It was a beautiful spring day and one in which felt good to be alive with the birds singing and the trees starting to
burst into bloom. On our way down to our normal pitch in the park, we passed a couple of neighbours who we have got to
know better over the years – they attend the same church and were keenly gardening whilst they could. We chatted for
perhaps half an hour exchanging horror stories and thoughts about the current crisis. The behaviour of fellow walkers was
quite interesting. When we started to get within range of any other walkers, we engaged in a mutual swerve in plenty of time
making sure that there were at least three metres between us rather than the recommended two. It seemed a reversal of
normal patterns of behaviour – one exhibited on’s concern for other people by taking steps to avoid them rather than greet
them. We observed just one example of antisocial behaviour in which a couple of parents and their two children and a dog
were romping down the path without seemingly a care in the world – we turned abruptly on our heels and took off in the
opposite direction so that we would come nowhere near them.

Our son, Martin, spent an hour and three quarters queuing to get into the local pharmacy picking up a couple of prescriptions
for us (in a queue of about two dozen) for which we were very grateful. Lunch consisted of one of our own home-made fish
pies and I reminded myself that I had all of the ingredients to male another one which lasts for 4-5 meals altogether. When
every one has come home. we engage on a deep clean of kitchen surfaces and the like – I am taking over the duties of the light
switches monitor, disinfecting each of the light switches in the house (of which there seemed to be a lot – I must do a count of
them tomorrow)

Quite a lot of the day I have had my Ocado app running on the computer running down from about 40,000 in the queue only to
find there are no delivery slots yet allocated. We are stocked up with enough food for about the next two weeks but I am
trying to put in a sensible order for delivery in about a fortnight’s time although this may be a vain hope. Our daughter-in-law
is going to try and buy a few essentials from M&S when she comes home from school tomorrow so we shall have to live in hope.

As I was watching the news bulletin at end of the day we learned that the NHS are concerting the Excel exhibition centre in
London into a 4,000 bedded temporary hospital whilst Donald Trump is arguing that he intends to ‘open up’ the rest of
America to the world by Easter which is now three weeks away, whilst the mayor of New York is pleading desperately for
medical supplied as the virus is whipping through the city like wildfire!
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Wednesday, 25th March, 2020
[Day 9]

Today started with a maximum degree of frustration. To order some groceries online, I am using Ocado which seems very good
but is almost completely overwhelmed by the demand for online shopping – it is not unheard to join a queue of 50,000 whilst
shopping. In order to maximise my chances of getting onto the system, I logged in about 1.00 am in the morning and was
pleasantly surprised to get after only a 5-minute wait (eight hours is threatened if you try during the day). Having already
saved a trolley load of groceries, I took on the remaining three delivery slots. However, the way the system works one has to
order £40.00 worth of goods. As so many items were unavailable my ‘shopping basket’ dropped to about £20.00 so I was forced
by the system to abandon my delivery slot in order to top my groceries to a volume which after allowances would not drop
below £40.00. So I topped up with various items but by the time I came to checkout, all of the delivery slots had gone so I was
left, as at the beginning of the night with a basket of groceries (a bigger basket in this case) but no delivery slot. On the
assumption that slots are released each day in the wee small hours of the morning, I shall try again tonight and see how I get
on. To be honest, as we have about two weeks of food, we have sufficient to cover our needs but I am trying to be organised
for what is to come a fortnight down the track, as it were. As it happens our daughter-in-law managed to pop into M&S and had
topped up with a few things for both herself and for Meg and me.

Today on our daily walk, we found people both friendly but also responsible as tended to swerve ‘outwards’ as it were to give
each other a wide berth as it were. I am sure we are quite fortunate, having a large park to walk around only about 1.5km
away but I can only imagine how people are feeling if they have been cooped up in a small flat for days on end.

This afternoon, I waited for a telephone call from my doctor to give me the results of my recent gastroscopy (some small
polyps were removed but they were benign) and to update blood pressure medication so I spent some of the afternoon trying
to get into a really relaxed state listening to ClassicFM before I took some blood pressure readings. As it happens, I am listening
to ClassicFM as I type and they are trying to encourage the British public to do what the Italians, Spanish and French are
already doing. At 8.00 every evening, people get onto their balconies (in flat-centred societies) where everyone gives a huge
round of applause as a mark of appreciation to the NHS personnel who are struggling to preserve our lives in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

We had previously arranged to FaceTime our closest friends in Spain and to get news from them. The ‘lock-down’ had been
imposed much more rigorously there rather than here – for example, one was allowed to venture out about 200 metres with
one’s pet to allow it to relieve itself and then back home. We joked that if they ran out of toilet paper (there had been a panic
on this in Spain as well) it would be not only the pets that were relieving themselves on the side of the road. The military
(‘Guardia Civile’) seemed to have played a much bigger role in maintaining the new social norms but after some terrible scenes
in supermarkets, the access to food seems to have settled down. But Spain has many more smaller shops as well as
supermarket chains so I suppose that helps. The view from Spain as the deaths in Spain exceed those in China was that the
Chinese could be lying about their figures – but in any case, in a non-democratic regime people could be dragged from their
houses and made to conform if it was evident that they were not doing so.

The Ocado website is down until 11.0opm so I wonder if I get any more success tonight – I will report tomorrow. Watch this
space!
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Thursday, 26th March, 2020
[Day 10]

The day did not start off particularly well because, as I might have predicted, I got to the front of a queue of about 60,000 in
Ocado only to find there were no slots available. However, this is not quite as dire as it sounds because our daughter-in-law
managed to secure a few provisions for us from Marks and Spencers/Waitrose (the ALDIs and ASDAs of this world are a disaster
zone) I may see if Ocado have any priority system for self-isolaters although I doubt it, despite government urging. I have also
signed up to my local Iceland who is offering free delivery but there are no slots available (whilst my welcoming letter once I
had signed up was promising the earth)

Actually, there is quite a jolly atmosphere in our house at the moment. We are all well and aiming to keep that way by being
particularly careful about who we interact with. The house is reasonably stocked with food and we do not feel under any great
stress, although I must say the local park is a god-send. This afternoon marked the first outing of the petrol mower and I was
delighted that it started on the second ‘pull’ – I have to have the mower on a higher cut for the first cut of the season as the
grass is so tufty. Incidentally, did you know that petrol contains 5%-10% ethanol at the moment (the petrol companies are very
coy about telling you about this) and you need to buy a special ‘fuel stabiliser’ to add to the fuel in the container you use for
the mower. It doesn’t matter too much in cars where the motion of the car joggles it all around but it does matter in the case
of containers for your mower as they tend to hang around in the garage. The ethanol absorbs a layer of water from the
atmosphere and the water and the petrol then separate and you have horrendous problems with the mower. For that reason, I
always religiously drain off the oil and the excess fuel at the end of the mowing season and at the start of a new season I only
ever use the highest quality of fuel I can and put in a Briggs and Stratton fuel stabiliser additive which lasts forever. I only
found out about this because my mower handbook recommended that I use a fuel stabiliser and I did some Googling to find out
why. If any reader also runs a petrol mower, it’s worth a search around.

Tonight we had the first? last? episode of the Clap for Carers event – everyone comes to their windows or doors at 8.00 in the
evening and applauded the workers in the NHS who are keeping us all safe. We all found it quite inspiring – the most unlikeliest
of our neighbours participated.

Today was the day when the Chancellor of the Exchequer unveiled a scheme giving a grant to all the self-employed of 80% of
the profits they declared to HMRC. Has it occurred to anyone that many of the self-employed declared everything they could
think of as expenses (cars, clothes, equipment, parts of rooms as office space etc. etc.) to minimise their tax liability and
consequently paid very little in actual tax (whilst claiming that it was their taxes that paid for the NHS – not the hefty
contributions from the rest of us on PAYE) This means that their actual ‘profit’ which is income minus expenditure would have
been declared as very little and now they only receive a grant of 80% of this. None of the commentators have explained that
but are declaiming how generous the government has been but I suspect not! Those who don’t qualify have to join the rest of
humanity on Universal Credit where they wait 5 weeks for the first payment and an horrendous online assessment process.
Hey Ho – the German word ‘schadrenfreude’ occurs to me!

© Mike Hart [2020]

<Back  Forward>

apta

Friday, 27th March, 2020
[Day 11]

After I have blogged in the past about the inanities of accessing Ocado, the online supermarket, I think I only need to report
that I had to wait three minutes in a queue to join a queue which was more than 262,000 long (more than a quarter of a
million) – and which now was ‘being paused! ‘ I think, enough said!

Meg and I were heartened to meet with one of our Waitrose friends in the park today and we held an interesting chat as a
distance of some three or four metres. I have noticed that when people know each other and evidently have a regard for them
then the distance between them actually increases so that perhaps on a subconscious level one is trying not to do harm to
friends and kindred spirits. The park was extremely quiet today and it looks as though the social isolation message is really
starting to ‘cut through’ – perhaps the prospect of £30 fines is deterring some people. When we got home and turned on the
TV it was to the news that Boris Johnson (the prime minister), Matt Hancock (Health minister) and the Government’s chief
medical adviser had all been stricken by the virus (but none, it appears, too severely at this stage)

In these very straightened circumstances, I have been reflecting upon the fact that my mother’s generation who had lived
through World War II knew about social isolation (air-raid shelters) and privations and certainly know how to make a little go a
long way. My mother tended to bake bread every day and had a range of other habits that seemed to date from her war-time
experiences. For example, she always conserved what she called ‘good’ water i.e. water that had been used for one cleaning
purpose but was not thrown away as it could then be used for something else. As we eke out our meagre and dwindling food
supplies in the weeks yet to come, we may need to relearn some of those old-fashioned virtues of thrift and resilience. In the
late afternoon, we FaceTimed some of our oldest and dearest Waitrose friends and nattered for practically an hour (which
always seems to fly by) We may meet in the park for a distance at a distance if the nice fine days of spring return in a few
days. This evening I spent a pleasant few minutes reading and replying to one of our Hampshire friends who had been reading
these blogs and whose supermarket experiences seemed to parallel our own.

As I type, I am listening to Beethoven’s 9th (choral symphony) on ClassicFM and reflect that some things have got better. The
various radios we have scattered throughout the house are tuned either to Radio 4 (talk programmes) or to ClassicFM with an
occasional foray into Radio 3 when ClassicFM goes a bit downmarket by playing a Strauss waltz (does anybody actually choose
that?) I suppose my appreciation of classical music started when I was at a boarding unit in a school in Bolton, Lancashire to
which I was despatched whilst my mother trained to be a teacher in the mid-1950s. [As an aside, she was so desperate to get
into what was then called a Teacher Training College that she altered the 1911 on her birth certificate to 1914 to make herself
look three years younger, the penalty for this sin being that she had to wait for an extra three years before she could draw her
state retirement pension!] The school did not have a particularly good reputation but I was in the school choir and the
orchestra (and two members of the school were actually in the National Youth Orchestra) But much more prestigious was the
school brass band (of which I was not a member being a violinist) and it played reguarly at the Catholic Whit Walks held in the
Lancashire towns when all the various civic and ethnic groups (e.g. Ukranians who had come to work in the mines) used to
parade in their best uniforms/national dress. On my study wall, I still have a Lowry (print!) showing the Whit Walks in the
distance which is a reminder of our Manchester and university days.
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Saturday, 28th March, 2020
[Day 12]

Well, I sort of struck lucky in the wee small hours of the morning. I had set up an account with Waitrose ‘Click and Collect‘
mainly for cleaning materials, wipes and the non-food items that we were likely to run out in a couple of weeks time (or at
least, not find in the store) To my delight, a ‘slot’ came up on Monday next which I eagerly accepted although it entails a
jouney (by son and/or daughter-in-law to nearby Droitwich, where the Waitrose store is so much bigger) It will be interesting
to see how much of the original order is actually fulfilled – we shall see!

Today, I was also delighted to be the recipient of ‘The Times‘ and ‘The Guardian‘ which had kindly been collected for us by the
family on their morning walk. Although we are prepared to forego newspapers during the week, those on a Saturday are
particularly valuable as they contain the guides TV programmes in the week to come.

As I was watching TV tonight, I was particularly struck by how pointless many of the advertisements are on commercial TV. Of
course, they would have been commissioned months ago and made weeks ago – but an advert advocating a particular brand of
cosmetic seems singularly pointless when it is impossible to go to a shop that could sell it for me. I forget who it was who
opined that at least half of all the money spent on advertising is absolutely wasted but the difficulty remains that no one can
discern which half!

I thought I would attempt to be virtuous today – if the weather had been better, I would have spent some time in the garden



I thought I would attempt to be virtuous today – if the weather had been better, I would have spent some time in the garden
doing a bit of a spring tidy up. Instead, I engaged in a stepper routine to which I have a link via YouTube – the presenter is
quite a likeable young American lady who with her partner runs a series of programmes called on a website called
FitnessBlender.com. It takes me about 15 minutes and gets me out of breath as well as exercising my lower body – in the
meantime, to get me going for the day, in the morning and before breakfast I do a series of Pilates style stretches and
incorporate a 4kg weight to make sure my arm muscles do not waste away. The way that I know whether these various
exercises are doing their job is (a) how easy it is to put a loaded suitcase in an overhead luggage compartment when one is
going on holiday (a distant hope?) and (b) whether my muscles ache or not after the first mowing of the season (which tends to
be the heaviest one) Whilst on the fitness theme, I am in two minds whether to do the online yoga course which my local yoga
studio is putting on to try and gain a bit of income for themselves whilst it is not possible to attend in person. I think I probably
will if only I would like their small business to keep going after the ‘crisis’ and a combination of yoga and Pilates exercises
ought to keep me in shape.

The news continues to be shocking, of course, and I keep wondering where the ‘inflection’ point of the curve will come i.e.
the point at which the rate of new cases starts to moderate, indicating one is nearing the tope of the curve. The following is
copied from the MedScape website:

Number of Patients With COVID-19 in ICU Doubles Every 2 to 3 Days
Manca has calculated from the Italian data that the number of patients in intensive care with COVID-19 initially doubles
every 2 to 3 days. This rate slows fractionally every day until, after 3 to 4 weeks, the doubling time is around 4 to 5 days.
Around day 18, the rate of increase is maintained for 3 to 4 days without increasing further, known as the “inflection point”,
after which the rate of increase in ICU cases begins to drop. He found that the inflection point was reached in Lombardy 19
days after the outbreak started in the region. For the rest of Italy, that point will not be reached until the start of next
month, he therefore predicts. The consequence is that “every day counts,” he stressed.

On these calculations, we still have 2 more weeks of really bad news. Interesting that exhibition centres (ExCel in London, NEC
in Birmingham, GMex in Manchester) are now being commissioned as instant hospitals-cum-morgues.
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Sunday, 29th March, 2020
[Day 13]

I always think that the day after the clocks go forward is the first actual day of spring, whatever the date of the Spring equinox
- it is nice to get an hour of extra light at the end of the day. Although it seems a big job to get all of the clocks in the house
done, my son and I share the tasks between us so it is soon done. I just have to remember the alter the time in the car the
next time I take it for a drive. This afternoon, we decided to devote the time to a good clean of the house, now that our
weekly help is not available to us. I did a certain amount of tidying up before hoovering and now fully appreciate what a
difficult job it must be week by week when I leave little piles of things on the floor. Nonetheless, as a result of tidying up, I
have now discovered a calculator which had been temporarily mislaid, two books that were in places that I did not expect
them be (although I intend to give both of them away) and some coloured electricians tape littering my study floor (I used it
for bookbinding purposes when I run several pages of e.g. a manual and make it into a little book, properly stapled and with
tape covering the spine if you really wanted to know!) I sent a message to our home-help with abject apologies for being a
miscreant in the past and have informed her that 'There is more joy in heaven over one sinner that repenteth.." I have now
promised my son that I will clear at least one 'pile' per day (a pile normally consisting of things I have run from the computer,
books, newspaper articles, letters to be filed, etc. etc.) Once it is filed I know I will forget about it completely although if it
there is on a pile it is a reminder to me to do something with it..

This morning in the park we managed a nice chat with one of (formerly) Waitrose  acquaintances who was busy pushing her
two twin girls in their buggy. We held the customary conversation at two metres distance and I have supplied her with details
of this blog to get bored with. It really is quite amazing that most days we manage to see someone we know with whom we can
have a conversation.

  My son managed to get me a Sunday Times and an Observer which were very gratefully received. From the Sunday Times, I
discovered the following:

UK COVID-19 tests per week:35,000 Deaths : 1000+
Germany COVID-19 tests per week: 500,000 (available to all who ask for them- 14x UK) Deaths: 400 - 40% of UK figure

Our populations are similar so that is quite telling statistic! When challenged over the evident delay exhibited by the
government before their volte-face, the response by various government ministers is always either complete prevarication or
the mantra 'we have always been guided by the science' One wonders when this is all over and we have an official enquiry,
what it will actually reveal (although I feel that we could probably write the enquiry report now)
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Monday,30th March,2020
[Day 14]

So the start of another week – and the end of our first fortnight of self-isolation. We were really looking forward this morning
to taking delivery of our first Waitrose ‘Click and Collect‘ groceries which my son was picking up for us from a larger Waitrose
store in Droitwich. However, we only received £13 worth of the £40 worth of goods ordered, many being unavailable alhough
the website did not list them as being out of stock. These were mainly cleaning materials and anti-bacterial wipes which we
could really have done with but evidently, just as if one were shopping in person, there were none to be had. At least the
Amazon website is brutally honest when it says “We don’t know when or if this item will be back in stock”

My niece had sent me a link to her local church in Harrogate where they are offering a vew of the special mid-day prayers. As
this was a YouTube reference, I put the reference on a website with a specially short and snappy name to help to access it –
and then the problems started. On my Panasonic TV I found on the menu where, in theory, you could access the web – I
ascertained that I did indeed have an internet connection. I was incredibly pleased to get my webpage up and loaded although
it was very tedious typing to type in the name by picking out ony letter at a time on the keyboard so I accessed the link and
waited. Then I got a message saying ‘YouTube cannot work with this browser‘ as it was out of date. So I attempted to
download an update to FireFox which then informed me ‘Error – FireFox cannot display this page‘ At that stage, I gave up
completely and went to view it on the computer in my study where it took only seconds to load. The ‘service’ was a little basic
(the pastor sitting in a chair and reading out a few bits of scripture and a prayer/contemplation or so) but out of interest I
wondered what the rest of YouTube was up to and discovered that if one wanted one could have complete Catholic Masses
complete with video images of the church and congregation, full music and the like (mainly North American or Canadian) and
evidently produced at a professional level. So if I need some spiritual consolation (I am not at thet stage yet) we shall have to
wait and see!

In the afternoon, I decided to tackle one of my well-known piles and made a fair degree of progress. I managed to throw away
about half of the pile and the remainder was mainly newspaper articles and/or printouts from the internet which focussed on
the following issues:

(i) bowel and prostate cancer
(ii) how to eat healthily
(iii) how to exercise healthily.

I then discovered to my delight that I had two empty box files (and an empty Apple iPad box which I can press into service) so
the task for tomorrow is to do a proper sorting out into the relevant boxes and then finding a location in which to store the
boxes (as my study is already rather full) I think it’s going to be a ‘top-of-the-bookcase’ jobby but at least it helps to fulfil the
pledge both to my son and our home help that ‘There is more joy in heaven over one sinner that repenteth‘ – but I will have
to keep on repenting until the study (and the rest of the house) are in a completely ship-safe and orderly state. Another bout
of tidying up/sorting out/throwing away/filing awaits tomorrow no doubt. Incidentally, our local park was incredibly quiet this
morning – we were approached by several enthusiastic licking dogs (whose owners kept at a respectable distance)
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Tuesday, 31st March, 2020
[Day 15]

A beautiful bright day today and consequently the park seemed somewhat fuller of dog-walkers than normal – I mean we could
see about six people in total rather than two. I was thinking aloud whether if we were spotted sitting on a park bench, we
would be moved on by an officious community police person or a park attendant. Mind you, this is an entirely artificial
concept, as in twelve and a half years of living in Bromsgrove, I have never seen a uniformed police offer patrolling the streets
of Bromsgrove. Occasionally ( once or twice a week), you might see a Police Community Support Officer and I suspect that park
attendants were least seen in the pages of ‘The Beano‘ because I do not recall ever having seen once since. When they did
disappear? Parking wardens first appeared in 1960 so perhaps one was transformed into the other. On the way home, we spent
a pleasant 20 minutes or so chatting with one of our friends from church. We made her appear by the simple expedient of
standing in front of her house and waving at a window until we were spotted – these chats help us all to stop having cabin
fever.

In the afternoon, I carried on with the organisation of press-cuttings and articles which I had allowed to accumulate over the
years. I now have them organised into folders comprising a variety of health conditions (which I won’t detail now), exercise,
dietary issues, the ageing process and finally a category I call ‘newsworthy’. These are now housed in a couple of box-files and
I am resolved both to keep them accessible and also to constantly file away new material as I find it. In this respect, The Times
Health section often contains interesting material and is generally very reliable. In the late afternoon, we FaceTimed some of
our Waitrose friends and exchanged news about current supermarket access and the state of the world in general. It’s great to
be able to talk over a video-link like this and I wish I had started it sooner with many of my friends and acquaintances. I am
resolved to also get to grips with Skype which is a bit of a closed book to me at the moment.

If I were a member of the NHS front-line staff, I think I would feel incredibly frustrated at the government’s response to the
absence of sufficient testing for the COVID-19 virus. When faced with direct and sometimes penetrating questions, they resort
to evasion, aspiration (‘We hope very much that soon we will…etc’)and occasionally, a direct misrepresentation, for example
saying that the shortage of a suitable reagent in the testing process is the source of the problem. It is evident that there has
been a massive lack of preparedness over the years and is now manifest by a deficit in the testing facilities, the staff to do the
tests and the analysis, not to mention the kits themselves. I am finding that the daily briefing at 5.00 pm is particularly
irksome as the journalists can pose quite pointed questions over their video- links but after an evasive reply not answering the
question at all directly, the journalist is not given the opportunity to have any come-back and hence this plays straight into the
politician’s hands. There will be a lot more of this in the next two weeks, I am sure.
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Wednesday, 1st April, 2020
[Day 16]

Although as a child I used to say ‘White Rabbits, white rabbits, white rabbits’ and then hold my fingers crossed behond my back
until I saw a policman riding a white horse on the first day of the month, I began to think I was too old for such childish
nonsense and decided not to go down this road again – finding any policman is rare enough, let alone on a white horse!

It was an interesting venture into the park today although the weather was a bit grey with a lot of overhanging cloud. A police
car pulled up into the park (notwithstanding what I was saying just now) – Meg and I wondered if they were going to cast an
eye over diverse dog walkers or even, as reputededly happened in Ipswich according to a recent letter in The Times, to
admonish a couple for not exercising and who were therefore breaking the spirit of the newly created social universe which
we now inhabit. Fortunately, our customary park bench was out of sight of the police car but it appeared that the couple of
officers (male plus female) had just pulled in to have a snack of a chocolate bar and was not chasing miscreants such as myself.
As we were drinking our coffee, an elderly lady who I know by sight came into view, walking her little Jack Russell terrior dog.
As I was born only two days when World War II ended and I am nearly 75, I had worked out that the only people who had any
first hand knowledge would have to be about ten years of age or older and thus be 85+ years of age. After explaining why I
needed to know, I tentatively asked my acquaintance her age – it turned out that she was actually 85 (but looked younger). I
had been thinking that people of that generation would have had to have shown some resourcefulness and resilience to have
lived throughout the wartime years and that would probably stand them in good stead for the times that we living through at
the moment. It turned out that neither of us had known our fathers – my friend’s father had been drowned (they thought)
crossing from Sicily to Italy. Her house in rural Worcestershire had been subject to some bombing but the three bombs dropped
nearby had actually missed her house. It turned out that the German bomber had been pursued by a British fighter plane and
the bomber had released his bombs indiscrimately in order to lighten his load and make good his escape. I thought this was
quite fascinating social hisory – I explained how my own mother was bombed out of her house in Hull before going to Liverpool
(for what reason I have not managed to ascertain but my sister was born there) before being bombed out of her house in
Liverpool. On our way home, a sight that gladdened the eye was to see a duck with a brood of 10 ducklings swimming towards
us in the park pond. They only looked a day or so old and I had not noticed them before so I wonder when they were actually
born. The other remarkable fact was the ducks had nested on an island which is sits astride a stone wall at least a metre high
so I speculated that the mother duck must have encouraged one or two day old chicks to have plunged that distance to reach
the pond (a bit like us leaping at least from the top of a house)

Our daughter-in-law had very kindly offered to do the weekly shopping for us at a branch of Waitose in Droitwich. This was a
surreal experience as the queue stretched right around the car park as individuals had to keep at least 2 metres apart and only
about 10 were allowed in the store at any one time. However, we managed to get some basic supplies (at Waitrose prices!) to
keep us going for the next week or so. I wonder what the COVID-19 death toll tomorrow will be as it was 560 today and can
only get worse…
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Thursday, 2nd April, 2020
[Day 17]

The highlight of our day always seems to be our daily walk to the park where, with luck, we can bump into old friends and
acquaintances. Today was no exception as we met one of our Waitrose friends who had been out exercising and was just
completing what may have been an hour-long tour of the park and its environs. By a careful piece of foresight, I had brought
my daily newspaper tokens with me – although the son and heir is always telling me that I ought to just read it electronically, I
am still sufficiently old-fashioned ? stuck in my ways? to enjoy reading the authentic article. Anyway, our friend secured my
newspapers for me ( a five minute walk away to our local Waitrose) and I had a book full of ‘schoolboy howlers’ (most of which
I had already read before ) which I readily gave her in exchange for her efforts. I remember one of these schoolboy howlers as
it was particularly apposite to our current times, assuming that we are experiencing at the moment has its parallels in the
Black Death 1347-1353 (Thank you Google!) The question asked was ‘What did a big red cross signify when painted on the
front door of a house?’ And the answer – ‘There is a fully trained member of the Red Cross inside ready to administer first
aid’ We also struck up a conversation with an assistant from the local veterinary practice who was giving some walking therapy
to an injured dog (a poodle and pointer cross since you ask) which had been badly injured in a road accident and had spent
some six weeks as an ‘in-patient’ in their clinic. We exchanged some stories about the capacities of dogs to read human body
language (researchers from an Italian university have recently investigated this and argue that dogs have the ability to read
body language both in humans and other dogs- apparently we as mere humans lost this ability a very long time ago in our
evolution)

This afternoon was meant to be a ‘tidying up’ afternoon but somehow, I never got round to it as I got diverted
updating/refining some websites which I maintain more as a hobbyist/filing system rather than for any real computing intent. I
have discovered a British website that offers ‘free’ unlimited webspace and the ability to create some subdomains which act
rather as though they were completely independent websites. Normally, I am a little chary of such things but I am just putting
trivial things on them (such as a minimalist HTML template, or a simple HTML lister) so that no real damage if the whole lot
gets junked. They make money from advertising not on your website (which is a traditional model) but on the Control Panel
which is used for maintenance purposes – which I then block in any case with an ad-blocker (although I do get messages
requesting me to unblock my ad-blocker which is, I suppose, to be expected.)

My ex-colleague Eric has passed onto me a URL which gives an up-to-date picture of the latest published COVID-19 statistics so
I will pass on it one for those readers who are compulsive followers of such things!

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/f94c3c90da5b4e9f9a0b19484dd4bb14

Just as an afterthought – today being Thursday, we all hung out of our windows and applauded all of the public sector workers
(ourselves) is what is becoming a weekly tradition. However, the response was somewhat down on last week which was the
first of these events – and as the hour had gone forward, it was still not quite dark so the dramatic effect was a little muted.
Still, we did our bit! During the day, I took the opportunity to order 1000 single-use plastic-type gloves – I reckon this is going
to go for months and they will always be useful. Delivery time is about 2-3 weeks but we can hang on with some that we
already have in stock until then.
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Friday, 3rd April, 2020
[Day 18]

It might sound a little strange to say that the highlight of our day is our walk down to the park and the people we meet there,
with whom we can chat. Today was no exception for we met one of our Waitrose friends who was pushing her two baby girls
out in their buggy. We chatted a lot about the NHS as we all have extensive links with it and our friend and her partner both
work in the NHS. We had an interesting conversation concerning the way in which the modern NHS was taking people in some
of the ancillary professions and training them up in more than one skill so that workers were, to some extent, multi-
functional. Was this the way that the NHS was going to go in the future, we speculated. After having given our friend this blog
reference, I regaled her with one of the anecdotes in my ‘Virtually Challenged Anecdotes‘ ( all true stories) concerning our
next-door neighbour when we lived in Wigston, Leicestershire. Our neighbour was a very doughty Belgian lady (Flemish to be
exact) and when we had known for only a few days she recounted the story of how she had circumcised her husband with a
carving knife on the kitchen table. This was all done under the friendly gaze of the local family doctor – whether they used any
anaesthetic was not mentioned but I doubt it. As our neighbour proudly announced ‘Well, he was no use to me like that’ and
subsequently her husband went on to sire both a son and a daughter. We then went on our merry way and passed a distant
neighbour who was out jogging – we both recognised each other vaguely by sight and we found out that she lived in a cottage
about three hundred metres down the hill We both speculated that one of the unintended consequences of the present
economic worries is that the developments which are threatening to engulf us will probably not now happen – or be delayed by
a goodly number of years so that we will be past caring. Finally, we came across our new next door neighbour who was walking
the family dog and we exchanged views (which we both happen to share) about the lack of talent in the present government
who are trying to make the best of the pandemic for us.

As so many of our creative individuals have been subject to lockdown, their talents still continue to be manifest. On YouTube,
there are a variety of COVID-19 parodies of popular song and film. Just entering ‘COVID parodies’ into Google will reveal many
of them – for example, there is a rather nice COVID version of Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody. But my particular favourite (and I
think the funniest) is the Do-Re-Me song from The Sound of Music in which a new COVID soundtrack replaces the original –
extremely funny!

I finally got round to clearing the tray I keep on top of my filing cabinet which houses the kinds of things you would normally
keep in a desk-drawer such as paper clips, elastic bands, highlighters, tape, glue etc. etc. This has been threatened for several
years but COVID has actually made it happen at last!
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Saturday, 4th April, 2020
[Day 19]

Although the weather forecasters said it was going to turn out to be a sunny day (and so, indeed it was, in the afternoon) this
morning was pretty cold and miserable. Probably on account of this, the park was practically deserted – Meg and I were keen
to drink up our coffee and not tarry, particularly as we did not coincide with any of our friends and acquaintanceships.
However, our day was lightened by the fact that our daughter-in-law had managed an ‘intermediate’ range shop up at Waitrose
so we now feel comfortable for a week or so. Although I am used to paying cash for everything at the supermarket and not
paying by card, I am in a very small minority and cash is very much frowned upon these days (potentially virus-laden) So I am
having to get used to a new system of purchases all paid for electronically and I transfer monies over to settle my bills with the
rest of the family.

We were greeted with the news that Keir Starmer had won a convincing victory in the election for the Labour party
leadership. Now although conventional politics has all but been suspended whilst the COVID-19 pandemic is upon us, it seems
as we have a ‘proper’ opposition at last. I was musing to myself what two acts I would do within minutes of being elected and
think I would settle on the following. The first thing I would is to offer new posts to Seamus Milne and Karie Murphy (these are
the two extreme Left-wing, Stalinist aides who have hijacked the Labour Party since Corbyn was elected) Seamus Milne I would
offer the post of a fraternal permanent delegate to the Peoples Republic of North Korea and suggest he could best fulfill his
new role by living there. Karie Murphy has already been suggested for the House of Lords and I am struggling to find a suitable
position for her. Perhaps a fraternal delegate to Kazakhstan might do the trick) The second thing I would do is to move the
Labour Party HQ to Manchester – after all, it was the birthplace of the Trades Union Congress and has a blue plaque to prove it
– of course, the proximity to the BBC and the whole media centre in Salford Quays would be important. I would leave a small
branch office staffed by a couple of part-timers in London to make the point. Somehow, I don’t think that this is going to
happen but we are living in very strange times politically.

This afternoon, as the weather was reasonably fine I managed to get our communal lawns cut (I maintain the communal
grassland that serves our six houses and is some 500m²) and it is always a relief when the mower starts unproblematically. I am
pleased to report that my efforts were supervised by Miggles, the good looking cat who has adopted us and she acts as a clerk-
of-works whenever I am doing jobs in the garden, checking that everything is being done correctly. When I was having my mid-
mowing break, she actually came and sat in my lap for a stroke but desiring something more, no doubt (foodwise!) As she
prefers female laps to male laps, then this is quite something.
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Sunday, 5th April, 2020
[Day 20]

So we are in Day 20 of our self-isolation and it is interesting to see where the ‘peak’ of this will be. According to some
optimistic predictions, the pandemic may peak in about 10 days time and it does appear that both Italy and Spain may be able
to view the ‘summit’ of their infection in a few days’ time. However, we are about 2-3 weeks behind Italy so that the
prediction of a peak in 10 days’ time looks optimistic. In view of the fact that the number of cases is still accelerating, I think a
better guess might be the end of April rather than the middle of April i.e. at least three weeks from now. We shall see – I
suppose when it happens, I will look back upon this blog and see how right or wrong I was. Today was a beautiful bright day (as
forecast) and we enjoyed our trip to the park where we coincided with an old Waitrose friend (and her friend) with whom we
exchanged some pleasant chat. And when we got home, I was delighted that my family had managed to obtain a copy of both
the ‘Sunday Times‘ and the 'Observer' (with some difficulty, as the supermarkets were assuming you were only going to shop
once per week and that for food, not newspapers). I was musing to myself that when the Martians come to visit us again they
will report back to their mission controllers that the people on earth all seem to have personal modes of transport in front of
their houses (i.e. cars) that they never seem to use, that all of their gardens look incredibly neat and tidy as people have been
working on them constantly but all of the men seem to be growing long straggly hair for some unexplained reason!

This afternoon, as the weather was fair the family engaged in a collective pruning of a large Eleagnos shrub which as at the
corner of our communal plot and was proving to be a nuisance when we were rounding the corner. Whilst the daughter-in-law
was doing the pruning, my son and I were chopping it all into smaller pieces for disposal. This may actually prove quite difficult
as the local authority has suspended collections of the ‘Brown Bins’ in which we put our garden waste so we may have to
activate the shredder that we keep in a corner of the garden (but do not actually use a great deal)

We are looking forward to a period of fine weather in the week ahead of us. It looks as though that if the public does not obey
the ‘keep your distance’ rules assiduously, the government may be forced into banning all walks from the house even for
exercise. In the case of Spain, one is only allowed 200 metres to exercise the dog. We must say that we are counting our
blesssings as with a fairly large garden and some space along the private road that services our little block of houses then we
could always ‘exercise’ by walking around the gardens front and rear and along the roadways without leaving our own
property. I think the chances of this are about 40% at the moment but we shall see in the days to come!
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Monday, 6th April, 2020
[Day 21]

It was a beautiful, bright and sunny morning this morning – but on our daily trip to the park, we did not happen to see any of
our friends or acquaintances so we had to enjoy our mid-morning snack and coffee in total solitude. In fairness, there were
very few people in the park so perhaps the message about self-isolation is really getting home. It is sad to report that after the
delight of seeing a brood of ten young ducklings a couple of days ago, the pond is now totally bereft of ducklings. One can only
assume that they have constituted a tasty meal for someone – possibly a fox that roams by night or seagulls that predate during
the day. In any case, the sum total of ducklings now appears to be zero. When we arrived home, we were greeted with a minor
domestic crisis. We have a communal mini-sewerage treatment servicing our six hours and although this has been serviced
only 2-3 weeks ago it was starting to smell somewhat. A tanker driver had mistakenly turned up at our property and upon
inspection, it turned out that our unit was over-full and in urgent need of emptying. Once the level of the effluent reaches a
certain level, a pump should be activated which disperses the ‘grey’ water, theoretically biologically pure, through a
herringbone series of pipes that lay underneath our communal grassed area (which we have jokingly called Meg’s Meadow) So
phone calls had to be made, one to the company that services the electrical and mechanical elements and to another which is
engaged in the six-monthly emptying. The ’emptying’ company at first said that our contract had been terminated despite a
direct debit being in place – we suspect that an accountancy upgrade and move to ‘paperless’ billing meant that we had been
thrown off their maintenance schedules. So we have to arrange for an emergency emptying followed by an inspection by the
maintenance company that no vital component had failed or is malfunctioning. We think we have now got the two firms
involved to resume their normal schedules and let us hope that equilibrium is soon to be restored.

In the afternoon, we resumed some house-cleaning duties. I am reminded of the American comedienne Joan Rivers who once
remarked ‘The thing about housework is that there is so much hoovering, dusting, cleaning, polishing – and then nine months
later you have to do it all over again!‘ In the late afternoon, we had a FaceTime chat with two of our closest Waitrose friends
– we exchanged recipes and other tales of how we were coping the crisis (quite well actually) Without this modern bit of
technology, we would feel the absence of social contacts with friends acutely, I am sure. I reflect upon the fact that when our
son spent an academic year in Mexico just before email became prevalent (1986-87) a letter would take three weeks to get to
him in Mexico and the reply another three weeks to get back. If his scholarship to Mexico had been a year or so later then an
email would have made keeping in contact almost instantaneous.

During the course of the evening, we get the news flash about Boris Johnson being admitted into intensive care. As it happens,
the news media have some footage which indicates just what being in intensive care in the COVID-19 era looks like (i.e.
frightening). One is bound to wonder whether the Prime Minister will survive all of this and in any case, he will not be in a fit
state to resume office for a period of time probably measured in weeks – if at all. One only hopes that the rest of the political
system is sufficiently robust to take the correct decisions and judgment calls that will have to be made in the weeks ahead.
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Tuesday, 7th April, 2020
[Day 22]

What a beautiful day it was today – sunny with clear blue skies and the modicum of wind. I can report that having been bereft
of ducklings, we were delighted to see another brood of four ducklings emerge. Whether it was 40% of the previous group of
ten or whether they were absolutely newly hatched chicks born to a different mother (which I can suspect), who can say? We
were also delighted to see some of our favourite friends who live just down the road and who we used to see at Mass on a
Saturday evening – the latter habit we have got into to enhance our range of social contacts, but we did manage to give some
solace to the Monsignor when he was stricken with colon cancer and Meg and I went on a journey to see him at a rather
splendid diocesan retreat for sick and retired priests (in a house designed by Pugin) located in Staffordshire. Our friends
seemed, like us, to be bearing up quite well – they were going to walk across the public park in Bromsgrove (Sanders Park –
donated by a 19th C. industrialist) and round the grounds of Grafton Manor which is an Elizabethan manor house in the vicinity
and used, in more normal times, as a wedding venue and up-market restaurant. Bromsgrove has a festival of arts and similar
events once a year and Grafton Manor has hosted some concerts there. We attended a concert in which a young violinist
played Mendelssohn’s violin concerto brilliantly (if I remember correctly).

We had a quiet afternoon in which I rediscovered the joys of dusting, polishing, etc (our bathroom on this occasion). I suppose
years ago, and perhaps even today, there used to be the ritual of the ‘Spring Clean’ and so this was a brilliant opportunity to
reinvent the tradition. Actually, whilst turning out our bedroom, I did discover a hardback notebook that I had forgotten about.
It was actually a 2019 Page-a-Day diary but I had labelled it up nicely with some of those little stick-on letters that you can
buy in some stationers. The idea behind it is this. Often by our telephone and on our working desks, we have little notebooks
in which we write down the ephemera of the day. In the course of time, a lot of this can be junked – but the more important
bits of information (telephone number, people’s names and addresses) can be written up in the Scrapbook where they will not
get lost (at least that it the theory, anyway – it only works, though, if you make a conscious effort to transfer useful stuff from
your daily jottings into it on a regular basis) The idea for this came to me several years ago when I got frustrated learning how
to do something on the computer (e.g. finding software that puts captions across the bottom of photos that you wish to keep)
So I called this book ‘What have I learnt/re-learnt TODAY’ and I notice that I actually started it in March 2102 (evidently 8
years ago) My little system is. like this – whenever I discover a new technique or something I wish to retain, then I will enter it
on a new page with the date first and the subject matter second. Opening it at random, for example, the entry for Wednesday,
20th August 2014 was ‘MCH’s own URL shortener’ i.e. a way of taking a long and complex web address and shortening it into
something more memorable without going to the trouble and expense of buying a new domain name (although I do do this on
occasions) Then, at the back of the book I have an index of all of my entries (they number 92 at the moment) which gives the
subject matter and then a date e,g, see entry for such-and-such a date. I must say, that I found this system does work very
well for me – how many of us can remember what you did in March, 2012 if you do not use the technique regularly? Anyway, as
I thought it was of a thin day, I would pass that tip on to all and sundry…
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Wednesday, 8th April, 2020
[Day 23]

Yet another fine day – I suppose we had better enjoy it whilst the good weather lasts! As you might expect, there was a
sprinkling of people in the park (rather than none) and we spent a happy few minutes chatting with some of our
acquaintances. When we got back, Meg had a medical ‘appointment’ but everything is done by phone these days and quite a
lot of things do not actually require face-to-face contact. We read one of the many articles that appear in the quality press
these days and, of course, the consensus view is that no area of social life will ever be the same again. It looks as though the
default medical consultation (GP’s, outpatients) will now be performed remotely as the technology becomes more widespread.
As we use Apple technology in our house, we tend to use FaceTime which I must say has already worked excellently. One
letter (or was it an article in the Time newspaper?) was arguing that more has been achieved by using the new technology to
facilitate doctor-patient interaction in the last three weeks than in the last twenty years. Personally, I feel quite optimistic
that the ‘new normality’ which will emerge after the worst excess of COVID-19 (not when it is over, if ever) may mean new
forms of economic and social organisation in which as many one third of the population work from home (probable), new
patterns of sociability and patterns of cooperation will emerge (more than likely) and that essential local shops and businesses
may enjoy a resurgence (a possibility). What the modern-day High Street will look like in the typical town will look like,
goodness alone knows, as many of the presently closed businesses will surely never re-open again (if only because there is not
the footfall or the consumer spending power) to make them viable. In some ways, this might present more opportunities – e.g.
bars/cafes more like their continental counterparts that sell coffee, cakes, alcohol, light meals and so on. We shall see!

In the afternoon, we had the organisation come and empty our BioDisk (miniature sewerage treatment plant) and were
relieved that although it was quite full, everything was functioning normally – it will be checked mechanically tomorrow all
being well. In the autumn rains, we had a large Hawthorne tree that had been overcome by ivy and was a little precariously
growing on a slope. Anyway, it became uprooted and had to be removed which it was very efficiently. But left behind was a
large amount of garden detritus not to mention some garden tools that used to be hung up in its branches (to save a journey
into the house – don’t ask!) and this had been left all winter. So I set myself the task of a tidy-up which was meant to last 20
minutes but became an hour. I am glad to say that Miggles, our neighbourhood cat that has adopted us (not the other way
around) supervised all of my activities, pretending to catch spiders and insects (she missed the two frogs that I unearthed),
and checking that everything I did was being performed to specifications. I must say I have never seen a cat like her. When last
autumn, I was laying a path and that involving taking slate delivered in a ton bag which had been delivered to our house down
in bucket loads to where the path was being laid, my every move was carefully observed and scrutinised. When I filled up my
buckets with shovelfuls of slate, Miggles observed and counted out the correct number of shovel loads per bucket and then
followed me down the garden path and supervised that it was distributed correctly before the procedure was repeated) I
wonder if any readers of this blog have had similar experiences like this with any of their household pets (I exclude goldfish
and hamsters from this observation)
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Thursday, 9th April, 2020
[Day 24]

Another quite interesting day. Before we enjoyed our daily walk in the park, the BioDisk maintenance company turned up and
found that everything was in good working order (and it had been emptied only the day before). However, it was mentioned to
us (and we had received the same message the day before) that they had noticed that in the last week or so such communal
facilities had come increasing pressure as people were working from home, thus creating demands on the system. I think a
note to fellow residents might well be called for, and we may have to increase the number of ’empties’ in a typical year.

As we have come to expect, we enjoyed another fine day in the park and were pleased to meet one of our Waitrose friends
there, so we had a good chat. Also, we observed some 5-6 ducklings that looked very young and we surmised that they might
be part of a newly hatched brood. One of the regular dog walkers in the park who had evidently kept a keen eye on things
wondered whether the local heron, easily identified as it has one club foot(!) might have been responsible for the predation of
duckings in the past. He told us that when the park pond was emptied for maintenance a few years ago, it was discovered to
be teaming with perch fish. As we were on our way out of the park, we were approached by a volunteer in a hi-viz vest who
thought that we might have been tarrying over our coffee somewhat too long on the park bench and potentially providing a
bad example. to others. We explained that we understood that Michael Gove had explicitly stated that individuals (related to
each other) could legitimately sit on a park bench during exercise – the exchanges were good-natured and I am sure the
volunteer was acting according to his best lights. Just out of interest, I undertook some Google searches and found the
following advice from the Director of Public Health for Gloucestershire published two days ago on 7th April. I reproduce the
relevant bits below…

“Park benches are a really important part of our community because if you are a bit older or frail they are quite helpful to
give you a rest when you are on your daily exercise route, and we’ve had a question about whether people can sit on
benches together…..

We have had messages with some places closing their benches, putting tape across them. There is nothing wrong with having
a park bench, if you are a members of the same family you can sit on the bench together, but if you’re not you have to keep
two metre distance.

“This means if the bench is on its own, one person sits on the bench, one person has to stand two metres away.

We spent some time in the afternoon doing a communal shredding – this was quite satisfying but our garden shredder is a little
‘picky’ about the width of twigs that it will accept but after a bit of sorting, we overcame that problem and added the
shreddings to our compost bin. Fortunately, I discovered in some of my ‘outside’ garden things that I keep under the eaves of
the house some concentrated organic composting accelerator (although, as we all know, all men are very good at producing
their own on a daily basis, preferably after some good long drinks of tea or beer). Then we started the long hunt within the
house for ‘the bell’. This is quite a long story – when we had a really long (100 yd +) vegetable garden in Leicestershire, my
wife needed something to summon me to the house when I was working at the bottom of the garden. And so when we were on
holiday on the Norfolk Broads one year we discovered a ship’s bell in a boat-keepers chandlery and hence we acquired the bell
which we screwed onto some French doors that opened out into the garden. We haven’t had a use for it in the last 34 years
but we really needed it tonight. Why? you might ask. Well, it was to add to the clapping, car hooting, saucepan banging and
other celebrations that we engage upon to show our appreciation for NHS workers and several others which is now a tradition
at 8.00 pm each Thursday evening. We played our part – but our son who was operating the bell was soon ‘clapped out’ i.e. the
clapper fell out of the bell within a few seconds and had to be re-attached.

© Mike Hart [2020]

<Back  Forward>

apta

Friday, 10th April, 2020
[Day 25]

It is evident that the government is getting increasingly worried that the coincidence of fine weather with what was
traditionally the Easter vacation period will bring people out into the parks and recreational spaces. The frequency and
stridency of the messaging seem evident because the ‘peak’ of the COVID-19 deaths is not yet actually in sight – all could
jeopardised if a significant portion of the population decided to kick over the traces and try to see some friends ‘en-masse’
Although by and large, the police have gone about their law-enforcement with a degree of sensitivity, to some police chiefs
the crisis gives the opportunity for the assumption of wide-ranging powers. One police chief suggested that an individual’s
supermarket trolly be examined for goods that were not deemed to be essential. Fortunately, this last proposal had to be
rapidly withdrawn when it became evident is was both draconian and unenforceable.

We had four interesting conversations with diverse groups of people. The first was with our friend, Julie, who we know from
our Waitrose days and who lives on the edge of the park, in any case. Then we bumped. into a youngish couple who were out
dog walking and it turned out that the husband worked for the part of the Health Service that evaluates the efficacy and
affordability of various drug regimens. As he was working at home (like our own son) we were speculating how this situation
might become the norm rather than the exception in the post COVID-19 UK. Finally, we saw two lots of our friends who live
along the Kidderminster Road and we adopted our by now usual policy of standing outside a house and jumping up and down
until we are noticed and people come out for a chat.

As it is Good Friday today, I also scan the broadcasting schedules to see if any performances are to be broadcast of Bach’s
Mathew Passion or St. John Passion. As it turned out, I was not disappointed as St. John Passion was broadcast on Radio 3 and
to be honest, some of the cantatas seem quite similar between the two works. I listened to the first hour of this before
attending to the cutting of the communal lawn whilst the weather is so good. The mower stuttered once or twice and actually
stopped although it started again quickly but I couldn’t find any evident cause (a slight malfunction of the carburettor, I
wonder) As I type at the moment, I am listening to Dame Judi Dench who is conversation with John Humphries – and as it is
Good Friday she has chosen the closing section of Matthew Passion (the cantata 'In tears of grief') which I always find
incredibly moving. Bach wrote this cantata in such a way that one can almost ‘hear’ the sobs embedded in the rhythms of the
music. I first heard this when I was 13 going on 14 yeas old in the school music room and it has been a particular favorite of
mine ever since.

The news that the daily tally of deaths in a single day (980) now exceeds the biggest ‘one day’ totals recorded in either Italy or
Spain seems grim. A more local analysis reported in the Worcester News seemed to show the rate of increase was moderating
in Worcestershire i.e. we were getting near the ‘top’ of the curve but the national picture does not look at all encouraging yet.
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Saturday, 11th April, 2020
[Day 26]

Another really beautiful day here in the West Midlands, only marred by the news that the West Midlands is emerging as a
COVID-19 hotspot. I quote from the Health Services Journal:

While London has continually topped lists of coronavirus cases in the UK, Birmingham has the highest number outside of the
Capital, with the West Midlands emerging as a hotspot for transmissions last month….The government has said it is
investigating reasons why that might be the case, amid suggestions that people’s religious convictions are contributing to
the spread.

Now for some more cheerful news. Although I didn’t count any ducklings in the park today, I did see a snow-white duck (which
stood our amidst the mallards) and a bird which I surmise from its very long and upright neck was actually a goose. Well, it
takes all sorts! As a sight for sore eyes, I was amazed to see a woman runner who, as she approached, appeared to be
absolutely naked from the waist down. But as she approached, it became apparent that she was actually wearing exceptionally
tight-fitting, flesh-coloured exercise leggings. I am reliably informed that this is quite fashionable amongst the younger women
these days but I must confess I had never seen anything thing quite like it – perhaps I don’t get around much!

Later in the morning, I made a large fish pie – I normally do this every 2-3 weeks and it supplies a meal on the day and a
further three meals for the freezer. It is not at all difficult to make but would be too fiddly for one meal and hence I make a



further three meals for the freezer. It is not at all difficult to make but would be too fiddly for one meal and hence I make a
large casserole of it. Typically it would four different kinds of fish (salmon, haddock, cod or plaice, prawns) with a bottom
supplied by sliced (parboiled) potatoes and a topping of mashed potatoes and shredded cheese. I do cheat a little and add
some Schwartz Fish Pie or White Wine sauce if I have in stock – the subsequent meals are really quick because it only takes
about 3 minutes in the microwave and is normally accompanied by tender-stem broccoli. I realise this is not to everyone’s
taste but I am trying to cut down on my consumption of meat (for a host of reasons) and increase that of fish.

In terms of political news, I observed that the Twittersphere was getting incensed by the news that Boris Johnson has been
amusing himself during his recovery by playing Sudoku. The particular object of anger was with the rest of the Main Stream
Media (MSM) for giving prominence to such trivia at a time when the best part of 1000 people a day are dying – surely there
are more penetrating questions that journalists should be asking. Also quoted today was the estimate by a domestic abuse
charity that in a single day last week the number of cases which it had to deal had risen by 120%. But most anger (in the press
and which I share) was the briefing given by Priti Patel who was asked to apologise the fact that many of the deaths of NHS
personnel from the COVID-19 virus ould be attributed to their lack of PPE (Personal Protective Equipment). After being asked
twice if she would apologise to NHS staff and their families over the shortages of PPE, Ms Patel said: “I’m sorry if people feel
that there have been failings. I will be very, very clear about that.’ This must rank as one of the most half-hearted, weaselly-
worded apologies of all time – a point quickly picked up by the press.

We FaceTimed our dearest and closest friends in Spain in the evening. I think it is true to say that whilst the death rate in
Spain is now at a three week low, the population is starting to feel the pressure of a very strictly enforced lock-down policy –
for example , only one person is allowed out of the house at a time and that to walk the dog but only a distance of 200 metres
(but it can be done twice a day) It may come to that yet in the UK and some are thinking that if the WestMidlnds continues to
be such a hot-spot, that day might not be too far off!
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Sunday, 12th April, 2020
[Day 27]

This must be one of the strangest Easter Sundays that any of us have ever experienced but I suppose we will all get used to
living in strange times. This morning we were delighted to make our daily trip to the park which, actually, was extremely quiet
compared with yesterday. I am pleased to report that the ducklings now number 5 from that we suspect is brood No. 2. Whilst
we were having our daily coffee (necessary for the ‘oldies’ to regain their strength after an energetic 1km walk to the park,
you understand) we had a couple of conversations, one with the elderly lady with whom we exchanged wartime reminiscences
early on in the week, and the other with Julie, our ‘Waitrose’ friend. In the midst of our conversations, a heron swooped and
nearly made off with one of the ducklings, only to be beaten off by an assiduous mother duck. And so to home, where we
enjoyed a nice dinner of roast beef, cooked in our slow cooker (and I saved half of the joint for another Sunday lunch). In the
afternoon, I undertook one of my regular duties which is to round the house, wiping each light switch with an anti-
bacteriological wipe which may, or may not, fend off the COVID-19 virus. This task doesn’t take that long but I am amazed how
many light switches there are in the house overall (I lose count after the first 20!) I feel that I will have the same degree of
success as that enjoyed by the elderly gentleman who used to throw little pieces of pink paper out of the top of a Chapham
omnibus in order to deter the elephants. He was always successful, by the way, as no doubt I will be.

In the early evening, I was playing about with the FaceTime contacts list that FaceTime displays when an older Winchester
colleague accidentally made me a video-call. He intended to call his son but hit the wrong button! I was delighted and we
exchanged notes. They were amazed at the sojourns that Meg and I enjoy on our local park bench as down in Southampton,
the local officials have taped up all of the park benches to deter would-be loiterers and aged rest-takers from utilising them – I
must say, that I feel that it is a bit over the top. Incidentally, after my encounter with the flesh-coloured tights lady yesterday,
we were passed in the park today (at a suitable distance) by a lady runner who was displaying a full face-load of makeup
complete with false eyelashes and sporting a fetching leopard-skin leotard (or whatever you call the gear that people run in
these days).

In the early evening, we watched the rerun of last Thursday’s Question Time on the Parliament channel (232). We then had a
FaceTime chat with my sister (who I didn’t realise had an iPad) so that was a pleasant bonus and we are now arrangements in
place to FaceTime the rest of the family as well, once we have suitable times organised. We are also in email contact with one
of Meg’s cousin’s daughters who had been re-located before the crisis to Seattle. We received a long email telling us that things
were like in the USA from the inside and are making similar arrangements to FaceTime each other as soon as time zones and
diaries allow. So all in all, we have had a fully communication-rich Sunday – we wonder what the forthcoming week is going to
bring. If the crisis had any benefits whatsoever, it was to appreciate how lucky we are to have family and friends with whom
we can rapidly communicate – perhaps this will set up a good model for the future when we don’t neglect the friends that we
have as we were forced to do during our working years.
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Monday 13th April, 2020
[Day 28]

Last night, a brief but very intense squall hit the Midlands – when we woke up this morning, we discovered that two owls had
been smashed to pieces and the body parts lay scattered around the patio we have outside the house in the back garden.
Before readers recoil in absolute horror, I ought to mention that the owls in question were china owls (well, pot actually) and
had been residing on our outside patio table. So what were they doing there in the first place? Well, the story is this. Last
summer, I renovated some aluminium garden furniture (table and four chairs) by repainting them with a dark green
‘Hammerite’ paint. However, a local robin had taken to perching on the back of one of the newly painted chairs and was
threatening to ‘poop’ all over my handiwork. In order to preserve their renovated status, I scoured the local Charity shops (of
which we have at least half a dozen) and managed to secure two pottery owls, often used as money boxes, They were put at
slightly different angles and they were used to deter robins and the like from messing up our garden furniture. Unfortunately,
the storm arose before I had the chance to lay them flat and they paid the ultimate sacrifice…

This morning the normal pattern repeated itself in that we exchanged several pleasantries with dog walkers in the park but we
did not tarry long as there was quite a brisk wind. On the way back home we did have a chat with some near neighbours who
live just around the corner but with whom we have not had the chance of an extended conversation before today. They were
digging over and renovating a little triangular plot in front of their house and they had been waiting for a spot of rain so the
earth would have softened a bit before they started digging and planting. We mentioned to each other that one of the side
effects of the present crisis was that once people had got bored with decorating, gardening and spring cleaning they would
revert to more traditional modes of indoor entertainment and the experts were predicting a ‘baby boom’ in about nine months
from now. We reminisced that the last time a national crisis brought together groups of neighbours was in 1973 when the
country as a whole had to endure a three-day week as well as intermittent power disconnections of both gas and electricity.
The official (Conservative) government advice, which we followed enthusiastically was that we should ‘shower with a friend‘
to save the country’s diminished energy supplies. ‘Oh, that’s interesting’ the wife of the couple remarked ‘as I was born in
1974!’ We giggled and wondered?

In the late afternoon, we were delighted to have an hour-long FaceTime video link with my wife’s cousin’s daughter (is that
called a ‘cousin once removed’?) We found out how at first hand how COVID-19 crisis was affecting the USA – predictably, the
Democratic states were blaming the lack of preparedness on President Trump whilst the more red-neck states (inland,
Republican) were inclined to believe that it was all a conspiracy to attempt to discredit Trump! Whereas here in the UK, we
quickly added shops selling alcohol (off-licenses) to the essential stores such as supermarkets, pharmacies and garages the
Americans had decided that it was a top priority to keep open – the gun stores! One really has to wonder. Now that we have
discovered the joys of FaceTime-ing, we wonder why we have not done it long before. Of course, it does assume that you have
Apple technology at both ends but given that the Apple Contacts pages give you one link to activate, then what could be
easier?
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Tuesday, 14th April, 2020
[Day 29]

A busier than usual day in our local park today. We espied our friend Julie from 200 metres away as she was nearing the end of
an hour-long walk and so another long and interesting chat. Julie told us about a flowering cherry in full bloom that had been
felled in the recent storm but I think it’s not an unusual occurrence. We have an occasional gardener who tells us that quite a
lot of trees in the area have keeled over because the water table is so high after the recent rains so they lose their footing.
Incidentally, did you know that scientists think that trees have developed some communication systems with each other via
their extensive root systems? It’s not quite as daft as it sounds. We then had another chat with another of ex-Waitrose friends
who is the mother of two twin girls. She was in good heart but somewhat tired as she was only getting a couple of hours sleep
before it was interrupted by one or other of the girls. On our way out this morning, I decided to make a present of a
magnificent hoe made by Wolf tools that I think is technically called a ‘push-pull’ weeder. It has a flattish blade but with a
wavy front edge and is magnificent for quickly cultivating some ground if it has been recently been dug over. It works by
cutting off any the heads of any tiny little weeds which then shrivel up and die on the surface of the soil. I think this particular
hoe was given to me over thirty years ago as a birthday present but as I have another more up-to-date model of this type, I was
willing for its older brother to go to a good home. When we got home, we found some Easter cup-cakes had been delivered to
us a ‘thank you’ and they were delicious.

We spent a very pleasant afternoon taking coffee with our new next-door neighbours. They have been incredibly busy juggling
work commitments and getting the bungalow exactly to their likes which has involved building a conservatory, trying to
reconfigure the whole of the garden and so on. They (and we) have been so busy of late that it was great to spend the days in
each company – as it happens we think alike on many issues (such as the mutual loathing of Donald Trump, for example). As it
happens, I had one or two garden implements that helped my neigbour with some difficult tasks (removing old concrete posts,
for example).

We see that the Government has today reverted to its traditional mode of lying to us. We had a graph which showed the UK
death rate below other European societies, particularly France – but the UK figures included only the deaths recorded in
hospital and were not comparable with the more inclusive figures than the French data which included all COVID-19 deaths,
whether in hospital or elsewhere. When one of the journalists pointed this out in the press conference, there was the usual
obfuscation, answering a question that was not actually posed, trotting out that it was the government’s intention to… and so
on. There happened to be a letter in today’s Times which argued that journalists should only ask one question and pursue it
relentlessly until the question that has been asked is actally answered instead of being evaded, met with a half-truth,
statement of the obvious and so on. In general, at the daily press conferences, the journalists nearly always do ask pointed and
well-directed questions but the resplies are nearly evasive. The favourite seems to be answer a question that was not actually
asked or else to think of a answer with a really big number in it that is meant to impress but is really meaningless. My
particular gripe is over the claim that the NHS frontline has recently been supplied with ‘x’ million pieces of equiopment
which does not answer the question that the front line is evidently short of PPE and needs a lot more!
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Wednesday, 15th April, 2020
[Day 30]

It seems incredible to me that we are mid-way through April already – the months go faster and faster. Today, I met an
acquaintance in the park who knew two of my sets of acquaintances but who I didn’t know knew each other. This got me
thinking a bit about how networks of social relationships develop. I am going to be a little more theoretical but bear with me
and you will see where I am going. When I was at university in the mid-1960s, one of our tutors was Professor Ronald
Frankenberg who compiled a book called ‘Communities in Britain‘. Sociologists and social anthropologists had written a series
of studies starting with simple fishing, mining and agricultural communities and progressing through larger and more complex
communities including small market towns. The idea was to build a type of continuum of the way that communities had
developed through time from simple to more complex. In a theoretical chapter at the end, Frankenberg attempts to arrive at a
theoretical and mathematical understanding of the way in which we can describe communities using social network and
communication theory. He borrowed from a 1949 work ‘On Human Communication‘ to show how messages arrive from A to B.
Put simply, if A is connected to B and the link is broken, then communication cannot occur. If however, there are some other
points in the system (let us call then C and D) then if the link between A and B is broken, it is still possible to get a message
through the system by going through C or D. This is technically called redundancy by telecommunication engineers – put really
simply, the more extra nodes there are in the system (i.e. the more redundancy) the greater a chance that a message will be
delivered. If we take an example from the last war – if the British had bombed a railway line between two German cities and
they were only connected by one direct line, then the effect would be no trains!. But now imagine the Germans attempting to
bomb a railway line shall we say between Birmingham and Manchester. The railway chiefs could always route a train through
‘Didley Squat junction‘ and the train would get through eventually, albeit with a little delay. This must actually be happening
all the time on the World Wide Web – if one link is down then a router will despatch messages in different directions to ensure
that the email gets delivered. Frankenberg’s great insight was, I believe, that we can define a ‘community-ness’ by the amount
of redundancy as well as by the connectedness of the system. Can you see where I started off and where I am going from with
this idea?

In the late afternoon, we FaceTimed some of our closest friends who described to us how they ought to have been in receipt
of the government letter, sent to all people with complex medical needs (which the husband of our friends certainly has) Put
briefly, life had been very stressful trying to get supermarket slots. medication and the like. However, through some kind of
systems failure, the letter had failed to be sent or to arrive – but when part of the medical networks caring for our friend
realised this they got the wheels in motion and suddenly everything changed dramatically and life got a lot easier as they could
now get the priority access through supermarket queues to which they are thoroughly entitled (but which hitherto had failed
to materialise) So gradually things are starting to get better.

Some sad COVID-19 related news for us today. One of my daughter-in-law’s relatives had died of the virus (although he was of
an advanced age and suffering from dementia) We were also saddened to hear that one of our closest friends in Leicestershire
had also suffered a bereavement – first the mother died last autumn and then one of her own sons died of oesophageal cancer
in the last day or, with very few family members or friends being allowed to attend the funeral. This must be happening to
families up and down the country…

© Mike Hart [2020]

<Back  Forward>

apta

Thursday, 16th April, 2020
[Day 31]

One of the joys of stopping for chats with people is that you discover new points of contact that you never knew that you had
in common. And so it proved today when we were chatting with acquaintances along the Kidderminster Road (up and down
which we walk daily) only to discover that we had stayed in some of the same places in Spain (Calella. north of Barcelona)
Then in turn we chatted to their neighbour who, as it turned out, was a French national by origin and was a teacher of both
French and Spanish. So suddenly our number of ‘Spanish’ connections seemed to increase rapidly.

In common with many other people I use the app on my mobile phone called WhatsApp but as this is designed specifically for a
mobile, it is not designed to work on a desktop. However, it is so much easier typing on a ‘proper’ keyboard rather than using
the fiddly keys on a mobile – I find that even though I bought a slightly bigger than normal iPhone than normal two years ago
(an iPhone 8 Plus), my fingers still cover three of the keys at once and despite Apple technology ‘learning’ your particular
typing style, I still make multiple errors when texting (and that is before predictive texting takes over). So I was delighted
when I found a way to get a version of WhatsApp to run through a browser on one’s desktop, so I spent a certain amount of
time last night playing with some of the people in my ‘Contacts’ section (brought over from my iPhone) and sending them a
message saying I was experimenting an inviting a reply to see if the messages had actually got through (which they had).
Incidentally, one of the interesting features about the command ‘Send‘ is that you actually have started a transmission process
(analogous to popping a letter in the post) and do not know whether (a) the message has actually been delivered, let alone
read and (b) whether the message was understood. I remember an incident in the comedy series 'Only Fools and Horses' in
which Rodney and DelBoy were tested at a local hospital for some condition or other and when they got a message back saying
the results were ‘Negative‘, they interpreted this communication from the hospital as though they had contracted a fatal
disease from which they would die (a ‘negative’ outcome)

It being a fine afternoon. I gave our communal lawns (500m²) their weekly cut and my trusty ‘Stiga’ (Swedish) petrol mower
behaved flawlessly .The only thing I did after it faltered once or twice last week was to soak the sponge air filter in engine oil.
After a quick Google search, I have now come to appreciate that this is essential and not just an optional extra – apparently,
unfiltered air can rip through and damage your engine but the addition of engine oil makes the filter much more ‘sticky’ as
minute particles of pollen and dust which can damage the engine are trapped much more efficiently if the foam air filter is
correctly oiled with engine oil. Now I know! When this was done I emailed my very old (in both senses of the word) friend and
former colleague with whom I worked in the Central Office of Information (COI) in 1966. I was keen that we both keep in
touch during the current crisis so I have given her the choice of communicating via email (which I suspect she prefers), SMS
(text), FaceTime, WhatsApp or Skype. I’ll have to wait to get her reply before deciding which to use on a regular basis.

Tonight being Thursday, we had our usual ‘Clap for our Carers‘ session at 8.00 pm. Methinks the response was a little bit down
this week but I am still delighted that there are people in our local community who still care. My son rings a bell whilst I bang
an open aluminium cooking pot with a spoon which makes a really raucous din. Immediately after this, Question Time was
transmitted at 8.00 on BBC1 and one of the panellists, a doctor, argued that wearing a mask may not protect you from the
virus but reduces any virus load that you may eject by a cough or a sneeze to 1/36th of the virus load. If true, this makes the
case for wearing masks to prevent onward transmission (rather than to protect oneself) almost unanswerable. I think I would
like to see it happen but I suspect the government with its present problems would rather not know!
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Friday, 17th April, 2020
[Day 32]

Well, today has been one of those indeterminate days where nothing has really gone right – we all have days like that. The
spell of good weather is coming to an end and although a spattering of rain arrived in the afternoon, the weather was
sufficiently fine for us to enjoy our customary walk to the park. However, the colder weather was keeping the joggers away
and all but the most determined dog walkers so we quickly drank up our coffee and made for home – but we did have the
bonus of chatting to two of our closest friends on Kidderminster Rd on the way home. As it happens, they were on the way out
to enjoy their constitutional so it was a happy coincidence that we did not miss each other.

In the afternoon, I had set myself the task of trying to chase the insurance claim for the holiday that we had booked for Porto
in Portugal in mid-May. As you might expect, this was problematic from the word go. The insurance company, even I contacted
them by phone (in desperation) will refuse any claim if Expedia has not issued a cancellation invoice. In the meantime, the
Expedia website is completely overwhelmed and speaking to a ‘human’ is impossible. They have an automated system to
respond to queries that refused to recognise the itinerary number or my email address although I have the original
confirmation in January ready to quote to them. Eventually, I gleaned from the insurance company that even I had been able
to speak to an agent at Expedia, they would refuse to deal with me until the planned holiday was only 10 days away. So I put a
note on the calendar and resolved to contact them (if I could) a bit nearer our planned departure date. To cap it all, as I
started out to write this blog I received a communication from Expedia asking me whether I would like to cancel (which I did)
and then intimating that for the outward leg of the journey, the airline Iberia would offer me a voucher for the unused flight
and British Airways would do the same for the return leg of the journey. So the whole thing is turning into a logistical
nightmare, given that nobody will be flying anywhere for months ahead, so far as we can tell! But enough of these woes and
now for more serious issues.

The lack of the UK’s government’s preparation for the COVID-19 crisis is really starting to unwind this weekend. As I write,
there appear to be indications that trusts all over the country will run out of gowns which are necessary to don before one can
treat patients without putting your own health/life at risk. The official line appears to be ‘see if you can wash it and use it
again’ which implies instant turn around laundry and sterilisation issues not to mention wear and tear. I have also some
intimations, both personally and through the columns of Health Services Journal that the situation in Accident and Emergency
departments is fast deteriorating. It appears that ‘normal’ A&E admissions are not taking place so many suspected heart
attacks, strokes, and potential cancers are now not being treated, as potential patients are too scared or unwilling to attend
A&E departments. Last nights ‘I’ newspaper, which I haven’t had the chance to read or verify, is arguing that we may be saving
some COVID-19 patients’ lives but the collateral damage in untreated cancers, strokes and heart attacks might mean that there
are an additional 60,000 deaths (i.e. 4 times of the present COVID-19 death rate) The A&E departments themselves are,
anecdotally, being populated by victims of domestic violence, botched suicide attempts, and alcohol abuse problems. I wish I
could end on a more cheerful note but it is not possible. I wonder what the inevitable ‘official’ inquiry will reveal if one is held
when the immediate crisis is over.
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