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Life in a Time of Plague: 

A Coronavirus Lockdown Diary

LIFE IN A TIME OF PLAGUE is the story of Britain under the first 75 days of its unprecedented Covid-19 lockdown, seen from the author’s rural East Sussex valley home in England.

From the refuge of a seemingly idyllic rural idyll, the book monitors in bleak and forensic detail the failure of the Government to protect Britain, and its woeful response at every stage of the pandemic.

The author’s age and medical issues colour this diary with a dark humour, as his age group is most at risk. He is determined to make his 70th birthday at least, despite the thousands of deaths in Britain to date.

It is a quiet slow appreciation of the bright green spring and summer of 2020 in the English countryside, set against the horrors faced by frontline workers. However, what is most surprising is that amid the death, heartache and economic carnage, there is also a silver lining, a chance to simply stop and stare, and rethink our lives.

Praise for Life in a Time of Plague

"It is a wonderful account of the time of coronavirus; I especially like the reverie at the end with its sense of time regained in that Proustian way. Julian Roup has a great gift for evocation and description.” 

Bernard O’Donoghue, Whitbread Prize winning Irish poet, Oxford don, author of Seamus Heaney and the Language of Poetry.

“Witty, incisive, irreverent, iconoclastic.”  

George Plumptre, CEO National Garden Scheme, author of The English Country House Garden and Royal Gardens of Europe.

“Journalist Julian Roup tells the story of his corner of rural Britain under the first 75 days of lockdown. His beautiful writing captures the way the world slowed down amid the strangeness of the new reality. The book is a snapshot of the details that make up the fabric of history – thinking back on memories of friends passed, observations on humanity and the natural world in his East Sussex valley, and of course his lovely horse Callum. Riders will appreciate how horses ­– in both reality and in our imagination – serve as an escape.”  Horse & Hound.

Praise for Fisherman in the Saddle

“This is story telling charged with raw emotion and always a deep appreciation for the sheer beauty and the enduring magic of nature which transcends politics, implosion of families, emigration. Horses, the author says, became ‘my nation, my friends, my identity, my medicine. When I am in the saddle I’m home.’’

Robyn Cohen, The Cape Times.

“Every now and then a gem of a new book lands on my desk: sometimes but rarely a diamond. This is one. I laughed. I cried. I was deeply moved. This is among the best books I have ever read about fishing, horses, growing up, the pain of maturity, leaving one’s homeland and the things that make up the richness of life.” 

Dave Bristow, Getaway Magazine.

“The ability of horses to help and heal is boundless. In A Fisherman in the Saddle, Julian Roup explains how he feels about horses. ‘The feeling of elation, of freedom, of excitement was indescribable. It was like being given wings and the gift of flight. I was hooked for life.'  I know the feeling, and I hope many others discover it for themselves.” 

Octavia Pollock, Country Life.

Praise for Boerejood

“Brilliant, just terrific, really very, very good. Engaged, intelligent, personal, fast moving and funny.” 

Graham Watts, Financial Times, London.

“A delicate exploration of a society 10 years after the end of apartheid and the onset of majority rule. Roup has no nostalgia for the old regime, but immense sadness for the embattlement of the Afrikaans language and culture.” 

John Lloyd, Editor, FT Weekend Magazine.

For Jan, Dom and Steph: 

My safety net in the plague years of 2020 -2021.
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I

wake at 6am as usual, but today there is silence here in the High Weald on Ashdown Forest. There is no dawn chorus. The weeks of impassioned birdsong that gladdened the start of my early spring and summer days are over. The birds have established territories, found a mate and are nesting. The wedding season is over, the honeymoon history.

The years of commuting to London each working day lives on in my mind, setting a subconscious alarm clock ringing at 6am sharp, each morning. These last five years since leaving Bonhams, the international fine art auction house, have meant I can have a lie-in, there is no rush to the shower, the car, the train waiting at Tunbridge Wells station nine miles north and then the hour’s train ride to London, sitting among workers packed like beans in a tin. There is no frantic listening to the news in the car, scanning the newspapers on the train for a mention of Bonhams or its competitors, which is how my day as Director of Press and Marketing started each day. The awkward page-turning of newspapers in the train carriage, with my elbows held close to my side, embarrassment and anxiety my closest companions, just below my clothes. This before online news relieved me of that burden.

Now I lie in bed after making coffee and listen, just listen. Birdsong returns slowly but it is there, faintly at first and then more robustly, but it has a conversational tone now, rather than the urgent opera of the past weeks. Even after 40 years in this English country place, I do not know what I am listening to; I do not know the names of my avian neighbours unless I see them and, even then, I am not sure if I know their names. The handful of birds I can identify include robins, magpies, crows, blackbirds, wood pigeons, kestrels, buzzards, swallows, blue tits and woodpeckers. The wrens, wagtails and the rest, I am less sure of. And there are others that I hear but do not see, like the cuckoo and the skylark. My sightings, such as they are, remain glimpses, ghostly flashes. But I know they are there. And at dusk there are other aerial shapes above me, the bats and the owls, weaving their way through the corridors of dusk and then deeper into the night.

It is a privilege, hard won, to lie here in bed and simply listen, coffee in hand. The air about the cottage is no longer just the preserve of birds; now it is crowded with flies, butterflies, midges, ladybirds and all manner of flying insects that I don’t have names for either. I am a very imperfect naturalist. The flying insects don’t bother me much; they are there, but few and far between to my human eyes. Not the pest they are in Scotland and other northern places, where the short summers mean an explosion of insect life and a trial for humans unused to it.

Hunger gets me out of bed a second time to go down to the kitchen to make breakfast, marmalade, toast and coffee as usual. Later, I walk down the hill to see my horse Callum and as I stroll in the already warm day, I become aware of the swallows winnowing the paddocks for insects, swooping low among the horses and then rocketing up again, their motion a roller coaster ride on wings, a trajectory of their choosing. What a way to live in this world, describing arabesques in the air, feather light. No horizon finite, everything yours, every destination a possibility, no airports, no packing, no passports, no squashing in alongside other suffering souls. Just the vast open skies and the sun. 

My sister Jay and her husband Guy, who live in Cape Town, South Africa, had a son named Kirsten, an ornithologist-naturalist by trade, who took himself off at the age of 26 and never came back. But he left his affairs in impeccable order and among his effects were all the paraphernalia and accoutrements of the professional birder he was, who had criss-crossed sub-Saharan Africa learning his fieldcraft. I spoke at his funeral, although like Macavity he was not there, just an aching hole in the hearts of those who loved him. The why of it remains a why to this day, 15 years gone. A flower he discovered bears his name. 

As I write now, I can clearly feel his slightly waspish presence as he looks over my shoulder. I tell him he chose to go, so he has no right to torment those of us who are still labouring in this vineyard. He pays me no heed whatsoever. Just groans from the pit of his stomach. In some strange way that his parents, his close friends and I cannot fathom, he has not truly left. He haunts us with his presence. Apparently, St Augustine said, ‘The dead are invisible, not absent.’  So true.

Jay used to ask Kirsten, ‘How do I get good at birding? QUICKLY!!’ And he told her, ‘You have to keep looking. Just keep looking.’ She says, ‘I’m by no means a good birder, but I look, every day, and I see things that gladden my heart, or sadden it, as the case may be.’ So her advice to me is, ‘Keep looking! And look things up and see how every bit of nature is dependent on another bit, and how it leads you from species to species, to conservation, to the well-being of the planet. And then of course, there is our species. Watch them too, they are endlessly fascinating!’  I intend to try, despite Kirsten’s ‘noises off’, as the playwright Alan Ayckbourn might have put it.

So in these pieces about Ashdown Forest in Sussex, I am going to try to fill the aching cavity, the Kirsten-shaped void, one he should have filled with books himself, of great and particular erudition, and his own brand of acerbic humour. Some of it at my expense. But however ham-handed, I am going to have a shot at becoming a very imperfect observer on my rides through Ashdown Forest.
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T

here are days in which my horse riding on Ashdown Forest takes me to the wide-open heathlands that make up the majority of the 6,500 acres of this green paradise. These open, rolling miles are the busy, popular part of the Forest, well served with car parks, giving dog walkers easy access to its paths, benches with views and ice-cream vans, its heights crowned by the Forest’s iconic emblem, its dark pine circles. My riding here is a fairly social event, with many greetings and the odd chat with walkers. 

I am aware that my big chestnut gelding Callum and my presence in this part of the Forest presents both pleasure and annoyance to the walkers. They often need to catch their dogs to put them on leads to prevent them barking at or harrying the horse, and this breaks up the peaceful nature of their walk. Some do it graciously, commenting, ‘Safe rather than sorry!’ as I ride by and I thank them kindly for their trouble. Others are plainly irritated, taciturn and don’t even look at me when I thank them for collaring their hounds. 

Other walkers, who are riders themselves, or simply love horses, will often comment on Callum’s beauty. ‘He’s a magnificent horse! How many hands?’ and I am more than delighted to accept the compliment on his behalf, which often leads to discussions about his breeding and the walker’s own experience of horses and riding.

This is enriching for all concerned and Callum welcomes the chance to simply stand and stare, looking noble, while he catches his breath. These days he is so used to this occurrence that he starts to slow down when he sees walkers approaching, knowing they could well give him a chance to halt and chill. On a warm summer’s day, this kind of ride has its pleasures without doubt.

But then there are times in which I choose to immerse myself in the primordial woods, the last remaining vestiges of the Forest of Anderida that made southern Britain well-nigh impenetrable for centuries before the arrival of the Romans led by Julius Caesar in 55 BC and their subsequent raids and final conquest of England beginning in AD 41. This led to a road being punched through the Forest from London to the south coast. These rides into the Forest’s secret depths are an altogether different experience. It is about silence, secrecy, wildness, and worship.

Six months on from my ruminations in bed, coffee in hand, listening to muted summer birdsong, the season has turned. Yesterday was 2 December 2020, a bright, cold, sunny day on which it was announced that a vaccine for Covid-19, the pandemic that had brought the world to an almost year-long halt, was being rolled out with immediate effect. It was the news the whole country had been waiting for with various degrees of patience and panic, fear of death and loathing of the lockdown which so inhibited our freedoms. 

I chose to ride into the heavily wooded part of the Forest for a bit of ‘forest bathing’ as the Japanese like to call forest worship, so good for the soul. Callum and I dropped down the back hill behind our cottage, over the river bridge and turned right, following the stream to a point just above a river crossing ‘splash’ and then steeply uphill to the Church Hill car park on the road that goes to Mardens Hill and on to Friar’s Gate and Lye Green. And once we were across this country road, we ducked through the huge holly hedge into the woods proper, owned by the De La Warr family who have signs everywhere saying, ‘Private Keep Out’. 

As I have been riding this patch for 37 years, I feel I have earned a commoner’s right of way even though recently I have been stopped twice by the land agent who works for the De La Warrs, and reminded (politely, it must be said), that this is private land. My response, equally polite, was to explain that I have been riding here for almost four decades with no previous problem at all and I was under the impression that the Wealden Way which crosses this area gave me a right of access. 

This did not wash, and he said so. The second time I saw him, some weeks later, we had an altogether more amicable discussion when I revealed my age and heart condition and that I felt these rides of my mine were a sort of farewell to the Forest. This elicited the admission that he was in recovery from health issues and well understood my feeling and that I should continue with my ride, which I did, after thanking him and wishing him well. 

So, taking heart from this very human exchange in the woods, Callum and I set our course for the very heart of Five Hundred Acre Wood. 

As you move through the wood on Forest tracks, you pass deer hides in certain trees, accessed by ladders which allow shooters a good view over glades and clearings, offering a clear shot of the deer endemic to this area. A certain amount of culling goes on and although I have never seen a gunman, I have heard the occasional shot.

We passed the clearing where felled logs have been stacked for some months now, curing and awaiting collection. Then down a long Forest ride flanked by pines and deciduous Forest and brown drying banks of bracken, and so towards the crossing into the publicly owned land bought by the East Sussex Council after the hurricane of 1987 that caused so much destruction. This so depressed the De La Warrs that they sold up the major part of Ashdown Forest to the local authority. Every cloud has a silver lining, as they say. 

The Earl De La Warr holds the subsidiary titles of Viscount Cantelupe (1761) in the Peerage of Great Britain; Baron De La Warr (1572) in the Peerage of England; and Baron Buckhurst, of Buckhurst in the County of Sussex (1864) in the Peerage of the United Kingdom. 

In Britain, the public have a right of access to just eight per cent of the countryside. This green and pleasant land remains in the control of a handful of owners, many of whom received their land gift from William the Conqueror and subsequent kings. Britain may be a democracy, but the countryside has never shaken off its feudal past. It is another world.

This does not overly concern the Forest denizens we pass – the rabbits, deer, squirrels and the pairs of buzzards criss-crossing the Forest skies. They give us a glance and carry on with their lives. 

At this point I had a decision to make: to take the usual path uphill or, for the first time in years, head downhill in an attempt to reach the road to Hartfield where I would connect with a good bridleway back onto the open Forest. This decision to go down the hill presented a serious challenge as this part of the Forest has not been cleared since the hurricane of 1987 and many fallen trees block the now overgrown path down through dense wood. I decided to give it a shot as Callum has proven himself steady and sure-footed when ‘bundu bashing’, as they say in South Africa, my birthplace.

Now began a careful slow descent, pushing aside branches, stepping over fallen trees, circling round larger fallen giants by moving into the bracken while keeping a sharp lookout for crevices, boggy bits or snags underfoot. Callum was calm and careful. We made good progress and by and by we came to an earthen rampart that blocked our progress downhill but allowed us to slant left, south into the Forest still moving downhill but at a tangent. 

Now and then we stopped to give ourselves a breather from the work of branch breaking and endless detours. Callum stood rocklike listening to the sounds of the Forest, the sighing of the wind high above us in the treetops, and the rustle of foraging squirrels and small birds about us. Then lifting the reins once more, I headed onward. It was clear that no one had been this way for decades, the moss on the fallen trees was pristine, and the only marks on the land were the thin trails left by deer.

We then came to a place where there was a mini-ravine that we had to cross, or be forced to go back. I cast around for the easiest crossing point where the earthen cut was at its narrowest, and the horse jumped across it easily. Now we found ourselves in a more open, cathedral-like Forest with much less undergrowth impeding our progress. Here and there stood enormous holly trees with nothing growing beneath them, and truly giant beeches and oaks. We threaded our way through them, the lie of the land forcing us now back uphill helped by well-trodden deer-paths. 

And then something inexplicable happened. A presence quite unseen, but felt, was in the clearing with us. I felt a shiver down my spine and the hairs on my arms stood erect. Callum felt it too. He changed instantly from being totally relaxed to high alert, his head up, airs pricked, nostrils wide, smelling the air, haunches bunched, ready for flight. I held him steady as a mad gallop through the wood would doubtless not have ended well for us. We moved uphill swiftly now, super-alert to every sound and sight. The presence we both felt was not threatening, it was just there. We had gone from being the only ones on the Forest to sharing it with something we could not see. I can only say that it felt as though the Forest acknowledged us; it was a spirit of place, rather than anything human or dark. As we moved higher, the feeling subsided, and we were alone again.

About 45 minutes from the decision to turn downhill at the gate, we emerged at the top of the Forest into a clearing I knew well, home to a ‘family’ of great beech trees with one bearing a massive fungal growth, my place of prayer and meditation. We stopped and breathed in this known space and the horse relaxed, put his head down and nibbled at leaves and grass. I looked back at the way we had come but it was blocked off by holly bushes; the reality we had passed through had not
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