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MEALSONWHEELS
ALIFELINEIN
RURALIRELAND
Local communities across Ireland are volunteering to help isolated
older people in lockdown during the Covid-19 pandemic

Rosita Boland

SeniorFeaturesWriter

A

t a time when people cannot gather in numbers, communities are
still coming together to help each
other. At the Obair office in Newmarket-on-Fergus, Co Clare, the
local community centre, demand for their
meals-on-wheels service has risen from 60
per day to 200 since the order to stay at
home came into place. They are delivering
Monday to Friday.
“We started 15 years ago with delivering
10 meals locally in Newmarket,” manager
Siobhán O’Driscoll says. Like everyone
else, she is wearing a mask and gloves, and
has stepped through a shoe-sanitiser box
before entering the building. Prior to Covid-19, Obair operated two routes a day,
throughout southeast Clare and going as
far as Ennis. They are now running six
routes a day, with more new calls coming
in every day, asking for additional meal
drops.
The local garage, Halpins, is donating

diesel to fuel the delivery vans. Teachers
who can’t go to school and restaurant owners who can’t open are among those who
have volunteered to help with driving and
meal-drops and assisting with the food production.
“Most of our usual volunteers who do
the drops are cocooning themselves, as
most of them are past retirement age,”
O’Driscoll explains.
On Easter Monday, driver Niamh Hickey and Imelda Ward are preparing for the
first run through southeast Clare. Hickey’s
usual job is as a secondary school teacher.
Kathleen Healy, who runs the now-closed
local Hunters Lodge, a bar, restaurant and
guesthouse, is another of the new volunteers. “I’m doing this because I consider
myself fit and healthy, and I want to do
something to help,” she says, brushing
aside her own troubles about the total cessation of her business.
The HSE has given ¤100,000 towards
the cost of preparing additional meals, and
associated costs. The masks everyone is
wearing, and which have to be replaced
every four hours, cost ¤1,500 alone for
1,000 – that works out at ¤1.50 a mask.
Inside Obair, head chef Erica Long is
busy finishing the first of three cooks for
the day. “Everyone gets a main meal, and a
choice of either soup or a dessert, and everyone gets bread,” she explains. Today, it’s
mushroom soup and beef stew. The bread
is always home-made brown bread, and
the homemade dessert today is pear and almond tart. Everyone gets a thick slice of

bread and a big slice of tart.
Due to the need to social distance in a
small kitchen, baker Anne Finucane
comes in first early in the mornings, and
gets the baking done before the other
cooks arrive. “Trying to keep two metres
away from each other in the kitchen is definitely the biggest challenge,” Long says,
who oversees two other chefs.
I’m following the first run of the day –
starting at 11am – in my car. The other two
will begin at 1pm and 3pm. Once we are on
our way, Long and her staff will make a second and then a third batch of mushroom
soup and beef stew. Food is delivered in
compostable boxes, which is also an additional cost.
Hygiene is a priority: at the moment,
nothing that the meals are served in can be
used again by Obair. “Hot boxes” in each
van keep the food warm, and cool boxes
are used keep the bread and tarts fresh. Recipients pay ¤6 for each meal.
There are some 20 drops to be done on
the 11am run, many to very rural locations,
and some are to new customers. Despite
the help of Eircode, there are invaluable
additional directions for various houses
written on a sheet. These are references to
the landmarks that punctuate all rural
communities; churches, challenging
stretches of road, hurling grounds,
schools, crossroads and ruined buildings.
“Small bungalow on left with white bay
windows after hurling field, before bad
bend.”
“You come to the large building where

school was, continue to last bungalow before next crossroads.”
“First house on left on this road. Opposite ruin.”
The drill is that driver Niamh Hickey remains in the van while Imelda Ward gets
out the food and delivers it to the customer, at a safe distance. “Some people will
talk to you, and some will be a bit shy,” she
says.
I try to keep a geographical grasp on
where we are going, but am soon clueless
among the tangle of boreens and unmarked roads and the complex network of
back roads that hint at a dispersed and isolated population.
Senseofhumour
The first call is to Dan Hogan’s farm. He’s
89, and still has his sense of humour. “I’ve
been self-isolating for the last 10 years,” he
says drily, standing in the door of an outbuilding.
By about the third call of the day, it is
clear Ward is doing a job that far exceeds
simply dropping food to those who need it.
She knows everyone on her run, and has a
friendly, warm, tailored question for everyone. She knows who will come to the door
for a chat, and who prefers for the food to
be left on a small table outside the front
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door, or in a box.
“Isn’t it a grand day today?”
“When will all this be over, do you
think?”
“Did your daughter leave some shopping for you?”
Ward’s evident warmth even extends to
her customer’s pets. At the stop for Willie
Slattery (83), two dogs run up to her once
she gets out of the van, wagging their tails
vigorously. They’re Scooby and Collie, and
it turns out that she brings each of them a
dog biscuit every day.
Slattery lives in a small house built literally in the shadow of the dramatic 18th-century estate house he grew up in. The Big
House is now partially ruined; Ward says
that apparently the Land Commission divided up the estate. Evidence of our history is suddenly vivid in this low-key part of
rural Ireland.
“If I got the virus, it would finish me off,”
Slattery says bluntly, standing cautiously
in the door, while the dogs wait patiently
for their biscuits.
“It costs nothing to be nice,” Ward says,
getting back into the van.
Mike Mullins is in his barn, lambing,
when the food van arrives. Hens are chasing tiny lambs around for their avian
amusement. Mullins was diagnosed with
cancer three years ago, and has been re-

‘‘

I am not afraid of getting it. I have just accepted it.
Life is really no different for me now doing this
cocooning than as it was before. I am here on my own
every day anyway – Willie Slattery (83)

■ Imelda Ward delivers Paddy Collins’s

favourite meal, a hot stew, to his door.
PHOTOGRAPH: ENDA O’DOWD

ceiving meals since then.
“The cancer didn’t knock me back a bit,”
he says. “It’s the same now with this coronavirus. I am not afraid of getting it. I have
just accepted it. Life is really no different
for me now doing this cocooning than as it
was before. I am here on my own every day
anyway.”
Noself-pity
As we travel along the side roads, and have
brief, socially distanced conversations
with the men and women who receive
these meals, many of whom live alone,
some commonalities emerge. These people, many of whom are in their 80s, and
even early 90s, are tough. They are totally
without self-pity. They say, no, they are not
lonely. They are resourceful and resilient,
speaking of walking around their houses
every day for exercise. They have spouses
in nursing homes or who are dead. They
have children in other counties or countries, and they are surviving the Covid-19
public health challenge with dignity and
grace, and this is part due to the support of
countrywide community initiatives such
as receiving meals-on-wheels.
Mary Brady (87) lives alone, and her husband, who has dementia, is in a nursing
home that she can’t now visit. She is standing inside her porch, and opens the sliding
door to talk.
“I haven’t been out since this started,
but I walk around my house,” she says.
“And sometimes I can talk to my husband
on the phone. Getting these meals every
day is absolutely wonderful, and there is
great variety. It’s not too bad here by myself. And when it is over, I am looking forward to my family taking me out for a
drive.”
After leaving Mary Brady’s home, Ward
remarks that something as simple as receiving meals-on-wheels is all it takes to
keep someone older living alone safe in
their home.
The man who lives in a cottage at the
side of the road is too shy to come out. Instead, he opens the door cautiously, puts
out a hand, and pulls the bag inside, remaining unseen. Some people are talkative. He’s not one. But he’s getting the
meals he needs, just the same.

The race to save Ireland’s fruit and vegetable harvest
Catherine Cleary
Students who might have
been on a J1 might be
strawberry picking in
Wexford instead

A

s our world reached collectively for
its duvet last month John Green
was doing the opposite with his
100,000 plants. The Wexford strawberry
farmer keeps his early crop swaddled in
fleece in a warm polytunnel to coddle them
into fruiting on May 1st.
But when lockdown loomed he stripped
off all the fleece and opened the doors to
the crisp spring air. It became suddenly
crucial to slow down the arrival of these
first Irish strawberries.
His first worry was a lack of customers
to drive through the gates of Green’s Berry
Farm in May. His next worry was how to fly
his Slovakian, Polish and Ukrainian work-

ers to Ireland two weeks in advance to quarantine them before they started picking.
Plunging his young plants into chillier
conditions has hopefully pushed his harvest out to June 1st. But travel restrictions
now look set to remain in place. Irish students who might have been waiting tables
on a J1 might be strawberry picking in Wexford instead.
Covid-19 is linked to starting in a food
market in China and is sending ripples
throughout our global food system. The
fabric is stretched, and the pandemic
could change what we consider to be the
norm in supermarkets.
Food miles we know about. But the human miles in our food chain are suddenly
snapping into view. And the journeys
made by workers from poorer countries to
pick, pack and ship the produce aren’t as
frictionless or invisible as they once were.
Abundance
Green has been a fruit farmer since 1987.
The Irish strawberry farm from that era is
unrecognisable. Thanks to polytunnels,
swaddling early crops and chilling down
later ones, the season has swelled from
three weeks in July to a six-month span
from May to October.
What’s happened in Wexford with
strawberries is replicated worldwide with
fruit and vegetable growing pushed to produce more for longer. It’s how we have supermarket year-round abundance. That

may also be changed by Covid.
It’s been 18 years since Green last had an
Irish workforce. “I distinctly remember
standing in 14 acres of strawberries to pick
at 8.30am. It started to rain and by 10.30 I
was the only one left in the field.” So many
parents arrived to pick up their teenagers,
the farm gate was blocked with cars.
Green can hire Irish students but he has
a loyalty to the 35 workers, mainly women,
who come every year to live and work on
his farm. They can also can pick faster and
for longer than inexperienced pickers. His
best pickers earn wages of between ¤750
and ¤1,000 a week, upwards of treble their
monthly earnings at home.
British farms need as many as 100,000
migrant workers for fruit and vegetable
harvests. “Over there, growers are getting
together,” Green says. Private charters
may be commissioned to fly in the under-appreciated workforce that keeps
shelves stocked.
Ireland has just 160 commercial fruit
and vegetable growers, and that number is
falling. “Up to 80 per cent of our domestic
supply is grown by around 50 of those
growers,” broccoli farmer and IFA horticulture representative Paul Brophy says.
We are critically dependent on Spanish
and Italian and Dutch farmers for vegetables we consider basic provisions. There is
a single grower producing scallions commercially in Ireland, Brophy says. Another
lone Irish producer grows iceberg lettuc-

■ John Green used to sell 75 per cent of
his strawberries to supermarkets. Now
he’s reversed that and 75 per cent of the
crop is bought by customers who come
to his farm. PHOTOGRAPH: PATRICK BROWNE

es.
The market has decided this. “Supermarkets want local products at global prices,” one grower says, afraid to be identified
as someone critical of supermarkets’ power. The 49 cent vegetable offers introduced by the German discounters and
mimicked by the other players have

squeezed growers’ margins as never before, this farmer says.
The cost of cheap vegetables is a massive Irish dependence on imports and
cheap labour. According to Safefood Ireland, the bulk of the ¤5 billion annual food
imports into Ireland are cereals, fruits and
vegetables.
The last remaining Irish growers have
had to reduce their labour costs at home to
try to compete. Brophy estimates Irish
growers rely on 3,000 to 4,000 seasonal
workers from Europe to harvest Irish fruit
and vegetable crops. Workers from Romania have been on his farm since last month
to start planting.
At the height of his harvest he needs an
additional 50 people. Broccoli harvesting
is not as easy as strawberry-picking, which
is predominantly done in tunnels at waist
height.
Physicalwork
“It’s heavy physical work. It’s repetitive,
it’s boring and you’re out in all weathers.”
He reckons he would need 100 students to
do the work of his 70 experienced harvesters.
“What will absolutely throw a bomb
into this is the weather issue,” Brophy
says. Drought or torrential rain could
stress the system to its limits. How will consumers react if a vegetable that was “always there” disappears?
On his farm in Tipperary, Con Traas is

having a more relaxing season than most
growers. Blossom time can be stressful,
but the weather forecast is for warm weather which is perfect for his apple trees.
Frosts are his nightmare. Poland is the biggest apple producer in Europe, and last
year had 44 per cent fewer apples after a severe cold snap in spring.
Traas will need to hire five or six students during his harvests on top of his 20
full-time staff. His farm is mixed, with a
couple of acres of soft fruit, plums, cherries and apples. Trade in his farm shop has
been slow but there are fewer apples left in
storage by now anyway. His juice business
has been hit by the closure of cafes and restaurants.
He’s hoping that by the time his apples
are ready to pick in the autumn “things will
be more normal.”
Back in Wexford, John Green used to
sell 75 per cent of his strawberries to supermarkets. Now he’s reversed that and 75
per cent of the crop is bought by customers
who come to his farm. Last year, he had
40,000 cars through the gates.
“We can grow a Spanish-style strawberry. But it’ll be turnip-y and hard, have a six
or eight day shelf life,” he says. He has seen
Irish consumers remain loyal to the Irish
strawberry even when there’s a cheaper
one on the shelf. It’s all down to the taste.
The luxury of being able to buy something
for its flavour is something we all hope will
weather the Covid storm.
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Small town life continues beyond
a network of Garda checkpoints

‘I don’t know if
I’ll see my family
before I die’

Rosita
Boland

Sheila
Hegarty
Covidstories

A butcher closes
for a few days rest
due to overwork
while other
businesses are
unlikely to reopen

The first Garda checkpoint
comes when I drive off the M50
on to the N7 on Thursday, heading west to Clare. I am travelling to take up a care baton
from my sister, who has been
with vulnerable family members for almost a fortnight.
“Essential Travel Only,”
read some motorway signs I
pass.
“Protect Yourself. Protect
Each Other. Stay At Home,”
read others.
Most of the other traffic on
the M50 with me are trucks;
there are very few cars.
At the first checkpoint, I explain why I am travelling, and
am waved through at once and
wished well. The second checkpoint comes as I exit the motorway to Mountrath, Co Laois.
This time I explain I am a journalist on assignment, and although I offer to show my official letter from my employer,
the garda doesn’t want to see it.
It is a low-key policing approach; one that is clearly dependent on respectful co-operation from the public to be truthful about the reason for their essential journey.
At Mountrath the bunting
from St Patrick’s Day still flies
over the town’s streets, as do
Tricolours. The town is buzzing
with local traffic, and parking is
difficult to find. Johnny Purcell,
who owns Purcell’s Bar on the
Main Square, is sitting out on a
bench, talking to a friend. His
bar is in a building more than
300 years old.
“A lot of small bars like mine
won’t open up again when this
is over,” he says. “They might
own their premises, as I do, and
not have to pay rent, but there
are still rates and electricity
bills to pay. We have a lot of customers who are older people living out in the country. When
will they ever come back into
town again?”
Seán Sharkey, owner of Conroy’s Pharmacy, says: “Who
would have thought two

People say ‘we’ll
get through this’,
and every time I
hear it, I think
‘maybe I won’t’

■ Right: Rosita Boland in

Mountrath Co Laois where
residents are taking stock of
life after coronavirus
outbreak. PHOTOGRAPH: LORRAINE

O’SULLIVAN

months ago that we’d have a
glass screen up between us and
customers, and only one person
allowed in the the shop at a
time?”
Michael Keegan, who owns a
butchers shop, praises the support of local people for their
continued custom. “But all the
big orders are gone that I’d had
from hotels and restaurants.
One weekly order alone was for
¤1,500. At the moment I am people gathered together chatjust trying to keep the doors ting on the streets of Mounopen.”
trath are all sharing the same
household, it seems social disNewlyunemployed
tancing is not being routinely
Mother and daughter Margaret practised.
and Clodagh Nolan are waiting
Alcohol appears to be a comto use an ATM. They have both mon purchase. One man exits
lost their jobs due to Covid-19.
Centra carrying just a case of
“I worked at the toll plaza beer. Another has a case of ciand was let go last week, be- der. “We are all drinking much
cause there is so little traffic,” more now at home, and much
Clodagh says. “There is only more often,” says one woman in
one lane in three open now, and Centra with several bottles of
that’s automatic.”
wine in her basket who does not
“I clean houses for older peo- want to be named.
ple, and my work stopped two
In Nenagh, Co Tipperary, the
weeks ago,” Margaret says.
signs in the windows of closed
Unless the many groups of businesses tell their own stories

‘‘

We are all
drinking
much more now at
home, and much
more often
of the individual toll on people’s
lives.
“Due to fatigue and staff
shortages, I am unable to continue business for the next few
days,” reads a sign in Denis’s
Butchers.
“It is with a heavy heart that
we have decided to temporarily
close the bookshop,” reads a

sign at Ryan’s Independent
Bookshop.
“These are unknown times
for us all, so the main thing is to
pull together for now and follow all the advice,” reads a sign
at A Sportsman’s Dream.
Philip Talbot’s menswear
and protective clothing shop
has been operating since 1947.
He took over from his father in
1976, and runs the shop by himself. “Apart from Christmas, I
have never closed longer than
three days,” he says. “I have never, ever had a time like this. It’s
unbelievable. I am the only
staff, and I own the property, so
costs are low, but there is no
turnover.”
Postagepaid
Talbot shows me an ad he
placed this week in the local paper, the Nenagh Guardian.
“Stuck at home?” it reads. “I
will post (free of charge) any
necessary items wanted, eg pyjamas, bedroom slippers, bed
linen or Wellingtons, safety
boots or rainwear or anything
needed from my shop.”
“I wanted to do something
for my customers,” he says.
“And I have had three calls already.” The day before he posted a pair of trousers to a customer. “She wanted to pay the postage, or go halves on it, but I in-

sisted.” He paid the ¤9 postage
himself.
Jacqueline Redmond is out
shopping, wearing a mask and
gloves. “I am wiping everything,” she says. “I even wipe
the letterbox after the post arrives.” She has lost her job as a
cleaner at a local school.
At Nenagh Fruit and Veg,
Mark Counihan says: “I haven’t
had time to bless myself.”
There is a sign for duck eggs for
sale, and one on a shelf of
home-made jam that asks customers to return the jars. The
shop is offering a free home delivery on Fridays for orders
over €20. “Business here is up
50 per cent since all this started,” Counihan says. “People are
still panic buying.”
Back on the motorway heading west, there is virtually no
traffic. I drive for almost 20 minutes and see fewer than half a
dozen vehicles travelling in either direction.
The toll plaza in Limerick is
down to one automated lane.
There is another checkpoint a
few kilometres beyond the plaza, on to the M18 leading to
Clare and Galway. I explain I
am travelling for family reasons.
“Mind yourself, and safe journey,” the garda says, and waves
me on.

On December 6th, 2018, I was
diagnosed with pancreatic
cancer. At the time, I was 43
and married with two children aged eight and six. A
treatment plan was put in
place, and before Christmas
that year, I had a port-a-cath
fitted so that chemo could
begin in January.
Throughout 2019, I
underwent chemo. Each scan
I had showed the chemo
wasn’t working, so I was
changed from one form of it to
another during the year. I also
spent some time in hospital,
due to infections and other
various complications. My
husband and I kept the
children informed all along,
answering their questions and
making sure they got the right
balance of age-appropriate
information.
I was very lucky that, for the
most part, I tolerated the
chemo well. I was able to get
out and about myself, was
very rarely sick or nauseous,
and spent time having coffee
or lunch with friends when
the children were at school.
These meetings with friends
were a lifeline for me. I would
often genuinely forget that I
was sick, as our chats didn’t
revolve around it.
It transpired during the
year that the cancer had
spread to my liver, and my
prognosis was bad. Around
September, it was confirmed
to be terminal. I continued to
feel relatively well, and my
husband, the children and I
went to Disneyland Paris in
October as we started to work
on the bucket list. It has been
a tough journey.
On March 4th this year, we
met with my oncologist. I was
taken off chemo, as none of
them had worked. I’m now
just “managing symptoms”.
The pain has got progressive-

Versatile chaplains run virus
gauntlet to comfort ailing patients
Your home.
There’s no better place
to be right now.

Stay home, stay safe.

Freya
McClements
NorthernCorrespondent

When families are
not able to visit their
loved ones in
hospital, priests are
on hand with hope
and consolation
When Fr Neil Farren ministers
to a patient with coronavirus,
he tells them to “keep the
hope”.
Together they talk, and pray.
“I’m praying the medics will
assist them through, and I’m
praying that they will keep that
courage and keep that spirit of
hope to fight despite the fear,
and hold on to the awareness of
Christ’s cross and the grace of
Christ to give them the
strength to get through.
“I think hope is vital.”
The parish priest at Ardmore, just outside Derry, Fr
Farren is also the chaplain to
the city’s Altnagelvin hospital.
Both have changed because of
coronavirus; he now says Mass
to an empty chapel while his
parishioners watch online, and
he must talk to hospital
patients over the phone rather
than visit them in person.

Throughout Ireland, visits to
hospitals been stopped in order
to prevent the spread of
coronavirus. “Our approach to
ministry with the sick has had
to change in line with best
practice and in a combined
effort to slow the spread of the
disease,” explains Bishop
Michael Router, Auxiliary
Bishop of Armagh and chair of
the Council for Healthcare of
the Irish Catholic Bishops’
Conference.
“New ways of thinking and
practising are required.” In
general hospitals such as
Altnagelvin, chaplaincy
support helplines for staff and
patients have been put in place;
phones are available in most
wards for patients or healthcare workers to contact
chaplains like Fr Farren.
The only exception is for the
sickest. “Chaplains are often
the only persons other than
doctors and nurses who can be
with people suffering from
Covid-19,” says Bishop Router.
In Belfast, full-time chaplains are still working in the
hospitals where coronavirus
patients are being treated.
Fully clad in personal protective equipment (PPE) – and
changing and showering
between each patient – they are
allowed to visit the most
seriously ill in order to sit and
talk with them, and to
administer the sacrament of
the sick, or the last rites.
They also act as a gobetween for relatives who are
unable to visit loved ones
themselves. “To relatives at
this time it is very, very
important,” explains Father
Eddie McGee from the Down
and Connor diocese, which
encompasses Belfast.

‘‘

Our approach
to ministry
has had to change
in a combined
effort to slow the
spread of disease
“For their loved ones in
hospital, the presence of the
hospital chaplain and the
administration of the sacrament brings consolation and
the comfort of knowing that
the chaplain can be with their
sick relatives.”
Fr Farren has experienced
this first hand. “Families feel
helpless in that they’d like to be
there but they can’t be there,
and people have a sense of
dread and fear [about
coronavirus], and patients do
feel a sense of isolation because
they can’t have visitors and
there is that sense of maybe
being alone.
“There’s frustration, but it’s
an understandable frustration,
they understand why. People

are very understanding
because they know this isn’t a
normal circumstance.”
In this abnormal set of
circumstances, he believes
people have found great solace
in being able to attend Mass
online. “I know I get a lot of
parishioners saying they’re
looking forward to it, they’re
following the Rosary at seven
o’clock every evening and Mass
every morning at 10 and they
find it of great assistance to
them.”
Easter will be unprecedented; in Fr Farren’s experience,
people locally have “a keen
awareness of social distance”
and “understand the need and
the hope that if everybody
keeps their social distance and
their hygiene it will win the
battle against Covid-19.
“Everyone is doing their
best, and they understand why
they can’t be at the church.”
Yet while they understand in
the short term, in the long term
Fr Farren harbours his own
concerns about the future.
At a recent funeral only six
people were allowed into the
cemetery. “Again, they
understood,” he says, “but
possibly will have an impact in
regard to finding their grief
more difficult.
“During the time of the
Troubles I felt the tension but I
always wondered how come
people weren’t speaking to me
about their tensions or their
fear or their stress, but it was
when it was all over that it
came.
“You might find nurses or
doctors or patients or people
bearing up [now], but when it’s
all over maybe then there’ll be
more a need of somebody to
listen.”

ly worse. I have been very
positive throughout the
journey, and been grateful for
how well I’ve felt and how I’ve
been able to carry on almost
as normal, and grateful for the
care and kindness I’ve been
shown at every hospital and
doctor appointment I’ve
attended. However, I know
now that my time is running
out.
Just when I thought things
couldn’t possibly get any
worse, Covid-19 hit. My
brothers were due to arrive
home from Australia on April
6th so we could spend some
quality time together, but that
had to be cancelled.
Other than my husband
and children, I can’t see who I
want to see or go where I want
to go. We can’t do any more
bucket list stuff. If the cancer
gets me before lockdown is
lifted, my funeral will be
attended by my immediate
family, who will stand in a

‘‘

I was able to get out
and about myself,
was very rarely sick
or nauseous, and
spent time having
coffee or lunch with
friends . . . These
meetings with
friends were a
lifeline for me. I
would often
genuinely forget
that I was sick
graveyard with no support
from friends and extended
family.
If I do catch Covid-19, I’ll
die alone. I don’t know if I’ll
see my mother or brothers
before I die.
I know this is affecting so
many people in so many ways,
but I feel like I’ve got a real
kick in the teeth, after being
so positive while undergoing
chemo for 14 months solid. So
many people say “we’ll get
through this”, and every time
I hear it, I think, “maybe I
won’t”.
To reflect the many ways life
has been changed in Ireland
by the coronavirus outbreak,
The Irish Times is inviting
readers to share their Covid
Stories. To submit yours, go
to irishtimes.com/1.4204555

Spirit of
Easter still
on show,
says priest
SHAUNA BOWERS

Fr Ned Hassett has been the
parish priest of Abbeyside,
Ballinroad and Garranbane
in Co Waterford for more
than six years but never before has he experienced an
Easter like this one.
He still connects with the
locals from his area through
webstreamed Masses, or socially-distant conversations
but “it’s a challenge”, he says.
“On a personal level, it was
almost less pressure not having to prepare homilies but after a few days you really miss
connecting to people. Not being able to connect is the biggest thing,” Fr Hassett says.
“I’m not a social media person, it was a new thing for
me. But I learned that it was
important for connecting
with people.”
He says the spirit of Easter
is still being shown by communities.“We’re seeing it
through people’s goodness.
People are supporting each
other, they are going that extra mile, and they have more
time to reflect. Goodness is
just being expressed in people’s lives.”
Fr Hassett says he has encountered members of his
parish, whom he describes as
aware and accepting.
On one occasion, he met a
92-year-old woman last week
who, he says, “knows she is
dying”. “You have to be prepared, Father. I’m prepared,” she said to him, and
in the next breath she added:
“Isn’t it terrible all those poor
people dying . . . 23 today. I
pray for them.”
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Isolating by myself
Rosita Boland

We all deal with our
solitudes in very different
ways. I cook, clean, use
WhatsApp and watch Netflix

I

t was the dandelions that nearly broke
me. I had posted a tweet about going
out to my garden once a day to “murder
dandelions”. My modest back garden has
rose bushes, peonies, a lilac tree, various
flowers and roughly one million dandelions on a small piece of grass.
Each morning, another cluster – will we
ever hear that word again without shivering – of yellow-faced weeds pop into sight. I
have been going out every day with a trowel
and digging them up, in as far as anyone
can dislodge the parsnip-like roots these
weeds have.
My tweet provoked some scolding from
people I don’t know, telling me I should
leave the dandelions for “the bees”. It’s my
sodding garden, people. Buzz off. And by
the way, are you really worrying about the
hypothetical loss of future bees in one
small city garden when half the world is in
lockdown, and we don’t know how many
people will be dead at the end of this pandemic?
I didn’t tweet back, telling people to sod
off. Nor did I complain to the person I live
with about people I don’t know complaining about my daily cull of dandelions, although I really wanted to.
That’s because I live on my own.
There are lots of us out there in the wider
world, hunkered down alone in our homes

while we obey Government orders to stay
inside as much as possible.
Like all of us, I am far from living my usual life right now. Usually, during my working day, when not travelling around the
country reporting, I’m in the office, bantering with colleagues and feeling in the midst
of action. I very much like both those ways
of working: being on the road, and being in
the office. They are both sociable in very different ways, and I get to talk to people in
person during the day about work things.
Then in the evenings, I am often out socialising; meeting friends and having dinner, or doing things together. During those
times, when I’m out with friends, we talk
about different things, personal things. Between these social environments, a complex jigsaw of basic human needs for contact: for a necessary acknowledgment of
self, and of one’s existence, is met on a daily
basic.
It’s rough, I’m finding, living alone on
lockdown. But I know for certain I can’t be
the only one living like this, and wondering what resources those of us who
live alone can find to deal with
such profound and unnatural isolation. We are all, to some extent, having to acknowledge
the importance of paying attention to our mental health right
now.
I once read an extraordinary
book called Lighthouse, by Tony
Parker. It was a beautiful and
thoughtful series of interviews with
lighthouse keepers (all men), back in the
day when lighthouses around Britain were
still manned. Parker talked to all the lighthouse keepers about the challenges of isolation that their jobs brought them.
They worked a month on, and a month
off, away from their families in extremely
remote areas, in an era long before mobiles
and connectivity. They spoke frankly and
movingly of having to earn their living by
being geographically so far from home.
Most lighthouses had two men posted to
them, but spending a month in a narrow
sea-bound tower with someone who is ei-
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ther your boss or the person whom you are
the boss of, carried its own challenges.
Parker also talked to these men’s wives.
One woman’s husband was posted to an island within sight of their seaside home, She
told Parker that on Sundays, she had herself rowed out near the island, and waved at
her husband. It made her, she said, feel closer to him. But in her husband’s interview,
he told Parker he dreaded her ritual Sunday waves from this boat, because to him it
was a tortuous reminder of the life he had
temporarily left behind. The truth is, we all
deal with our solitudes in very different
ways, and there is no one fix for any one of
us, because people themselves are so very
different.
Solace
Unlike the lighthouse keepers of old, I have
the solace of video WhatsApp and Zoom
calls with friends and family to stop me going out of my mind with loneliness. I’d never bothered using the video facility before,
but now I have it on all the time. We
clink virtual glasses and move
around our kitchens and livingrooms, and there is the illusion
of spending time together in the
same physical space. It helps. It
definitely helps. I am reminded
of who I am during these calls.
Not an ascetic in a domestic
cell, but a functioning member of
a society that is no longer properly
functioning.
There’s also the challenge of navigating other people’s togetherness. Nothing
makes you feel lonelier than looking at social media posts of dealing with children
now home from school, or good-natured
banter about a spouse’s facility in the kitchen,
or
reading
about
the
bread/cake/brownies another family member baked as a surprise. Communality feels
so taken for granted, as of course it should
be in these situation; these are, I can’t help
thinking, the true cocoons. Put it this way,
you can’t be a cocoon of one.
A friend I was video calling with a few
days ago pointed out that our justice sys-
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tem has deemed the harshest punishment
for inmates is to be kept in solitary confinement. He also lives alone, and like me, usually has a lively social life, now completely
on hold. I was laughing as he made this observation: we are both fortunate enough to
live in our own bright and spacious homes,
with full freezers and Netflix, and books
and our phones and doors to a garden.
We’re not in cells. But, like prisoners, we
are by ourselves. There are no visiting
hours in solitary confinement in jail, nor
during lockdown.
So I am trying, like all of us, my best to
survive.
I like order, and my house is even more
ferociously tidy and clean than usual. That
tidiness and cleanliness helps me think
more clearly and calmly. I am experimenting with recipes for the first time in ages,
and taking pleasure in cooking and eating
well, and using up the more exotic things
scattered throughout my cupboards. I finally entered the 21st century last week and
got wifi installed. Netflix is indeed the treasure chest I always imagined (and feared) it
to be.
It helps to do what I do for a living: to
write every day, even though my colleagues are scattered far and wide from an
office none of us have been in for weeks. A
deadline still focuses the mind like nothing
else. Work does help. But what is most useful of all in my enforced solitude are my
nightly video WhatsApp and Zoom calls;
I’d even say they are now essential. I honestly don’t care if some organisation is, or is
not, surveilling me during these calls. It’s
worth it for the virtual company I receive in
exchange. My heart lifts each evening
when my screen lights up with the face of
someone I haven’t seen in actual real life
for weeks.
All this “new normal” will be over some
day. And if I can help it, in the meantime,
there won’t be a single dandelion in my garden.

